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ABSTRACT  

Despite their significance for many economies, there is a common view that micro-

enterprises do not innovate, although there is little evidence to demonstrate this. This 

may be because the forms of innovation undertaken by micro-enterprises are 

“hidden” from official statistics and do not correspond to “conventional” expectations. 

If innovation is occurring in micro-enterprises it is likely to involve the personal 

change of owner-managers and the organisational change of their business and 

teams. This thesis examines to what extent personal and organisational change can 

enable innovation in micro-enterprises and the role of constructed learning networks 

in supporting this. The empirical research examined 4 learning networks in South-

East England encompassing 14 case studies with 21 interviews at both the start and 

end of the programme, and 30 real-time observations of network meetings.  

 

All participants completed personal changes and 11 made further organisational 

changes and innovations as a result of network participation. Owner-managers found 

the network process developed their self confidence and skills which were often 

reflected in altered personal behaviours. The experiential and action learning 

processes with peers gave participants the opportunity to develop a range of 

planning skills and capabilities to make further organisational changes and 

innovations. The combination of personal and organisational changes enabled a 

number of innovation gains ranging from increased innovation awareness to 

developing critical solutions for critical problems or product and process innovations. 

A few participants were unable to accomplish organisational changes or innovations, 

by becoming too reflective to take action, not delegating effectively or lacking 

compatible peers to interact with. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 
INTRODUCTION  
 
 
 1.1 The Research Question and Objectives 

The importance of micro-enterprises to the European and UK economies, and in 

generating innovation and competitiveness has been emphasised by a range of 

authors:  (Tell, 2000, p.308; the European Commission, 2005, pp.3 – 5, 2008, 2009; 

Department of BERR, 2009, p.514 and Williams and Cowling, 2009, p.1).  Further 

support for this stance is provided by Thorpe et al (2009, p.201) arguing micro-

enterprises are “a source of innovation”, believing governments and policy makers 

often see the SME community “as the source of tiny acorns from which large oak 

trees grow.”   

 

Despite the significant role played by micro-enterprises in the UK and European 

economies little is known about how they innovate with their limited resources. Our 

understanding of innovation outcomes in non-technology based micro-enterprises 

and the tools we can use to develop them is even more constrained. If innovation is 

occurring in micro-enterprises it is likely it will involve owner-managers in recognising 

the need to personally change themselves and organisationally change their firms 

and teams, to overcome the challenges they face in developing their innovation 

capabilities. Learning networks provide a potential setting where such complex 

changes and innovations could be developed and take place. Despite this, to date 

there has been little existing research on how the micro-enterprise owner-manager’s 

participation in a constructed learning network impacts on their personal and 

organisation change processes and whether such changes ultimately influence the 

development and nature of innovation outcomes for their firms. 
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The thesis seeks to address these research gaps and makes a contribution by 

examining the critical issues of whether personal and organisational change and 

innovation processes in micro-enterprises can be supported through participation in 

a learning network which uses experiential and action learning methodologies. 

Bessant and Tsekouras (2001, p.89) describe such learning networks as “a core 

transformation process enabling learning...increased knowledge capacity and ability 

to do something more or different,” and highlights the relevance of the main research 

question and associated objectives: 

 

“How does participation in a constructed learning network affect the change 

process and ultimately innovation, in micro-enterprises?”  

 

A number of objectives were drawn from this research question: 

 

 To understand owner-manager’s perceptions and challenges they faced for 

personal and organisational change in their micro-enterprise.   

 To examine how important participation in a learning network programme is in 

contributing to the development of personal and organisational change 

amongst participants and their micro-enterprises.   

 To investigate the enablers and barriers associated with the learning network 

programme for personal and organisational change.  

 To determine if personal and organisational change developed through 

participation in the learning network influenced the management of innovation 

and development of innovation capability in their micro-enterprise. 
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The rest of the chapter sets out the importance of research within the overall context 

of a constructed learning network programme called Profitnet, before highlighting the 

key tasks and outcomes of the study and summarising how the empirical research 

was undertaken.  Finally, a short summary of the thesis structure and content is 

given at the end of the chapter.   

 

1.2 The Importance of the Research 

 

The two quotations from Schumpeter (1934, p.117) and Bessant (2009, p.1) below, 

highlight that seventy five years apart, managing change and making it happen are 

still an inescapable issue for firms if they are to remain innovative and competitive. 

The growth of micro-enterprises has a significant value for the economy beyond the 

simple increase of economic output in supporting innovation and renewal to take 

place within the economy. 

“The function of entrepreneurs is to reform or revolutionise the pattern of 
production by exploiting an innovation or, more generally, an untried 
technological possibility for producing a new commodity or producing an old 
one in a new way, by opening up a new source of supply of materials or a 
new outlet for products, by reorganising an industry and so on ... to undertake 
such new things is difficult ... because they lie outside routine tasks ... and ... 
the environment resists in many ways that vary ... to act with confidence 
beyond the range of familiar beacons to overcome that resistance ... define 
the entrepreneurial type as well as the entrepreneurial function.  This function 
does not essentially consist in either inventing anything or otherwise creating 
the conditions which the enterprise exploits.  It consists of getting things 
done.”  Schumpeter (1934, p.117)  
 

 

For micro-enterprise owner-managers the difficult thing is to not only recognise the 

need for change and innovation but to make it happen. This involves raising the 

awareness of the owner and supporting them to change themselves and their firm, 

including its small team and other stakeholders. Ideally this should result in 
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increasing the value of the firm and its competitiveness through their innovation 

capabilities and outcomes. The challenge is to find the tools and approaches to 

support and facilitate this change management process. 

“In business terms, if we don’t change what we offer to the world – our 
products and services – and the ways we create and deliver them – our 
processes – then we may not be around much longer.  So far so obvious.  But 
the real innovation challenge isn’t about recognising the need for it – it’s 
making it happen.”  Bessant (2009, p.1)  
 
 
 

For micro-enterprise owner-managers and their small teams it is likely that personal 

and organisational change and innovation are closely interwoven.  Devins et al 

(2005, p.540) and Thorpe et al (2009, p.201) argue micro-enterprise owner-

managers and entrepreneurs are the key actors in their firms.  A range of authors 

also confirm they have an extensive capacity to shape the direction of their firms 

which are likely to be a highly significant part of their lives:  (Greiner, 1972, p.42; 

Perren,1996, p.137; Devins et al, 2005, p.540; Phelps et al, 2007, p.8; Gibb, 2009, 

p.213;  Anderson and Gold, 2009, p.234 and Thorpe et al, 2009, p.201). 

 

In the literature there is considerable discussion on the conditions of entrepreneurial 

activity and personality traits of the entrepreneur. Shane and Venkataraman (2000, 

p.218) describe some of the shortcomings of entrepreneurship theory in being mainly 

static in terms of giving a good definition of what entrepreneurship entails, and 

describing the characteristics of the entrepreneur.  Previous research has not shown 

how micro-enterprise owner-managers and entrepreneurs go on to deliver and 

implement the innovative opportunities they have identified and organisationally 

develop their firm through its various stages of growth.  Shane and Venkataraman 

(2000, p.218) believe further research is needed into “why, when and how different 



  

24 
 

modes of action are used to exploit entrepreneurial opportunities.”  The innovation 

literature is focussed on large companies and technology based SMEs and there is 

limited research on how these changes take place over time in micro-enterprises and 

most critically how these modes of action emerge and how they can be supported. 

Learning networks are only one such form of support but offer the potential for 

developing personal and organisational changes for micro-enterprise owner-

managers to enable them to exploit entrepreneurial opportunities and innovations. 

 

The innovation process in micro-enterprises involves the renewal of existing 

competencies, capabilities, routines and processes and establishing new ones. 

Given their limited resources and range of experiences this can be very challenging. 

The critical component is the involvement of the owner-manager and his small team 

in personal and organisational change, but they are not mentioned by a range of 

authors in their work:  (Prahalad and Hamel, 1990; Teece and Pisano, 1994; Teece 

et al, 1997; Helfat and Peteraf, 2003; Feldman, 2000 and Poole and Van de Ven, 

2004).  A research gap in the innovation management literature is many of the 

relevant conceptual tools discussed are written from the large firm perspective with a 

lack of research on innovation in micro-enterprises: (Hoffman et al, 1998, p.29; 

Andriopoulos and Dawson, 2009, p.7; Tidd and Bessant, 2009, p.514 and Storey 

and Greene, 2010, p.302).  This may be due to the blurred boundaries between 

innovation and organisational change, highlighting the complexity of their relationship 

when the micro-enterprise organisationally changes and the owner-manager 

personally changes to innovate. It highlights the need to study and develop our 

understanding of the process of personal and organisational change and innovation 

in micro-enterprises due to their entangled character and the contribution different 
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policy approaches such as constructed learning networks can make in facilitating 

them.   

 

The literature review identifies there is no agreed “best way” for managing 

organisational change and limited work helping us understand how micro-enterprises 

use organisational change management theories and approaches.  This lack of 

research linking organisational change theory and micro-enterprises does not help 

owner-managers develop an understanding of how they manage their micro-

enterprise’s progress through the various evolutionary phases of organisational 

growth and crisis described by authors such as Greiner (1972, p.41).  According to 

Hayes (2010, p.109) it is important that managers dealing with change are aware of 

their organisation’s “current phase of development and identify a new set of 

organisation practices that will provide the way forward to the next period of growth.”  

How this is done is a far more complex process than the quotation suggests and is 

an objective for this thesis. A better understanding of how to manage such 

organisational changes would assist micro-enterprise owner-managers in developing 

a wider range of approaches to grow their businesses. 

   

Gibb (2009, p.209) and Thorpe et al (2009, p.201) describe the learning needs of 

SME and micro-enterprise owner-managers if they are to enact personal and 

organisational changes and develop their firms, and difficulties they have in 

engaging with existing business education offers.  Thorpe et al (2009, p.203) say 

“learning can be seen as a natural part of organisational activity and can be 

enhanced by being structured ... this supports the argument for making the process 

of individual and collective learning far more explicit, systematic and intentional.”  
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Bessant and Tsekouras (2001, p.89), Tell (2003, p.308), Marshall and Tsekouras 

(2010, p.291) and Thorpe et al (2009, p.205) all make the case for using learning 

networks for small business owner-manager development.  Thorpe et al (2009, 

p.205) sought “to balance individualistic learning approaches with the development 

of the social dimensions of entrepreneurial learning, such as network development ... 

and approaches that encourage and support naturalistic learning and learning – 

through action rather than training.”  Previous research shows while there are 

numerous studies of emergent and regional SME clusters and social networks of 

small business owners and entrepreneurs this thesis focuses on constructed 

learning networks.   

 

A wide range of authors highlight experiential and action learning theories can play a 

key role in providing personal learning and management development in small 

businesses.  Gibb (2009, p.224) argues “action learning is absolutely central to micro 

and small enterprise learning and development.”  Despite the strength of this 

widespread support, Thorpe et al (2009, p.205) conclude “there are many 

unanswered questions concerning the organisation of action learning for the benefit 

of SMEs [saying] ... we lack good evaluation data on whether and how action 

learning affects SMEs’ ability to survive and to become more sustainable.”  Learning 

networks can have a large element of experiential and action learning structured 

within them and potentially provide a setting to engage with Thorpe et al’s (2009) 

concerns. 

 

The thesis seeks to address the research gaps identified in this Introduction and 

make a contribution by creating a better understanding of the relationship between 
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the micro-enterprise owner-managers’ participation in a constructed learning network 

and the development of personal and organisational change and innovation in their 

firms.   

 

1.3 The Profitnet Context  

 
 
The empirical focus of this research is centred on micro-enterprise owner-managers 

participating in four out of nine Profitnet constructed learning networks operating in 

South East England and managed by the University of Brighton from February 2010 

to June 2011.   

 

Profitnet (2010, p.2) was developed following a ten year research programme 

undertaken by CENTRIM at the University of Brighton which by 1997 culminated in 

researchers identifying some of the key principles needed to run successful learning 

networks.  Elements of this initial research was encapsulated in Bessant and 

Tsekouras’s (2001, pp.82 – 98) original paper on the “Development of Learning 

Networks” where they defined the concept of a learning network as “a network 

formally set up for the primary purpose of increasing knowledge”. They laid out the 

“features” and “key elements” of learning networks (2001, pp.88 – 89), many of 

which have been incorporated into the current Profitnet programmes’ “structure of 

operation” that shares experiences, learning processes and outcomes which “feeds 

back into the operation of the network”.   

 

At the time of this study of the nine Profitnet networks in operation, six were 

designated Profitnet groups and the remaining three Profitnet Plus groups. The 

networks are usually made up of about fourteen members drawn from a range of 
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sectors, together with a permanent Profitnet Facilitator and Project Manager.  Each 

group meets monthly and in Profitnet groups the agenda is focused on three main 

sessions facilitated over three hours, covering a Business Plan presentation from a 

member, Action Learning sessions and a Creative Workshop by an external speaker 

on a key business area. Profitnet Plus has a similar structure to Profitnet with the 

exception that each monthly meeting lasts four hours, a consultant works with each 

member and there are other additional features described in greater detail in  

Chapter 4.  

 

1.4 Key Tasks and Outcomes  

 

The research adopted a qualitative approach based on a case study methodology 

described by Eisenhardt (1989) and Yin (2009) which is supported by a range of 

authors such as Perren (1996, 1999), Flyvbjerg (2004) and Perren and Ram (2004) 

as appropriate for this type of micro-enterprise research.  This empirical research 

focussed on two Profitnet and two Profitnet Plus learning networks and fourteen 

participating owner-managers in longitudinal case studies, using data gathered from 

forty-two fully transcribed interviews held in two waves with the owner-managers and 

seven members of the Profitnet team involved starting in early August 2010 and mid 

April 2011.  Additionally, thirty learning network meetings were observed and 

recorded by the researcher between July 2010 and May 2011 resulting in over 104 

hours of direct researcher observation.  The fieldwork was augmented by the 

examination of network agendas, minutes and interviewees’ business plans thus 

adopting three out of six of Yin’s (2009, p.102) potential sources of evidence used in 

case study research.   
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1.5 Thesis Structure and Chapter Headings 

 

Following this Introduction, Chapter Two reviews the literature domains emerging 

from the main research question, under the key headings of: Micro-Enterprises, 

Innovation, Personal and Organisational Change, and Learning Networks.  From this 

work, the research gaps are identified in the literature, and a conceptual framework 

is developed for examination against the research findings.  It details the academic 

background for the framework, the theoretical tools it examined and the impact of the 

framework on the research. Some of its potential strengths and weaknesses are 

identified so they can be studied during research fieldwork.   

 

Chapter Three describes the research methodology and methods used in this 

qualitative study.  It discusses research paradigms, methodologies, selection of 

appropriate methods, ethical considerations and interactions with the Profitnet team, 

learning networks and case studies.   

 

Chapter Four examines the background and context of the research, detailing the 

regional economic context and development of university third stream activity. The 

Profitnet learning network section gives the background to the programme’s 

development, explains the content and differences between the two network models 

and perspectives of the Profitnet team on the programme.   

 

Chapters Five and Six discuss the results and findings from the Profitnet and 

Profitnet Plus learning networks respectively, through the case studies, interviews, 
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observations and examination of documents.   

 

Chapter Seven draws together a synthesis of the change and innovation outcomes 

and learning network contribution to emerge from the empirical research detailed in 

the previous chapters. It analyses the evidence, patterns, enablers and barriers of 

any changes and innovations, making links with the literature and conceptual 

framework.   

 

Finally in Chapter Eight the Conclusions are drawn from the research, detailing the 

research findings and response to the original research question, defining 

implications for theory, government policy, Higher Education and micro-enterprise 

owner-managers. The limitations of this study are discussed, and recommendations 

made for future research.   
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 Chapter Introduction  

 

Chapter One outlined the context and importance of the research, the main research 

question and objectives of this study.  The literature review examines the previous 

academic literature, focusing on the key domains that emerge from the research 

question and relationship between participation in a constructed learning network 

and personal and organisational change and innovation in micro-enterprises.  The 

key headings of the literature review are, therefore, Micro-Enterprises, Innovation, 

Personal and Organisational Change and Learning Networks.  The final section 

develops the “Landscape of the Literature Domains for the Conceptual Framework” 

based on the literature review and theoretical tools it examined, noting its academic 

background and impact on the research.  At the end of the chapter a conclusion 

identifies research gaps in the literature and highlights strengths and weaknesses of 

the conceptual framework for examination through the research fieldwork.  

 
 
Given such an extensive range of literature to be reviewed, a framework was 

developed of the key literature domains and the hierarchy and dynamics of their 

relationship.  This is shown at Figure 2.1 and establishes the connections between 

the different theories being examined.   
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                                                                   In  
                                                         Micro-Enterprises  
 
                                                      Entrepreneurship and  

       Strategic Orientation 
 
 
                                                                Innovation 
 
                                                                Innovation 
                                                                Outcomes 
 
 
                                                           Innovation Process 
 
                                         Personal                              Organisational  
                                          Change                                    Change  
  
                       
 

                            
 
 
 
 
                                                 Constructed Learning  
                                                           Network  

 

 

Figure 2.1: Literature Review Domains Relationship Framework 

 

Despite the significant role played by micro-enterprises in the economy, little is 

known about how they innovate with their limited resources. Our understanding of 

innovation outcomes in non-technology based micro-enterprises and the tools we 

can use to develop them is even more constrained because they are often excluded 

from official statistics in areas such as patents and R and D.  Given the owner-
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managers’ dominant position in the micro-enterprise, the nature of the innovation 

process is likely to involve them in personal and organisational change and yet 

boundaries between these theories and innovation are blurred in the literature. 

Figure 2.1 highlights the critical issue examined in this thesis is to what extent and 

how personal and organisational change and innovation capabilities and outcomes in 

micro-enterprises in areas such as product and processes can be supported through 

participation in a constructed learning network. Potentially this may involve such 

networks developing the individual absorptive capacities of owner-managers over 

time through the initial development of personal changes on the one hand and 

ultimately organisational changes and innovation capabilities on the other. 

 

Micro-enterprise owner-managers can be supported in their changes, innovations 

and sharpening their absorptive capacities through a number of approaches such as 

developing relationships with coaches, mentors, consultants and participation in 

clusters and networks or combinations of such support. For example, Bessant et al 

(2012,p.1091) confirm “other policy options include...supporting firm – level 

consultancy and advice via innovation agents and counsellors” citing the work of 

Bessant and Rush (2000) and Adams and Bessant (2008). The nature of the 

Profitnet learning network potentially also helps members learn through a 

combination of action learning, expert advice in the creativity workshops and 

consultants in the Plus model. Bessant et al (2012, p.1088) highlight the “collective 

efficiency” found in clusters and networks and how they build this “emergent 

property” and collective learning efficiency through “flows of skill, knowledge and 

resources...”.  The same authors make the distinction from the literature between 

those clusters which “focus primarily on economic transactions and joint business 
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initiatives and those which emphasise sharing and joint learning...”. This research 

focuses on the constructed learning network and its processes designed to enable 

learning. 

 

Despite this to date there has been little existing research on how the micro-

enterprise owner-manager’s participation in the constructed learning network 

impacts on the change process and shapes innovation outcomes in their firm. 

Appendix A contains an analysis undertaken at the start of the literature review to 

establish a lack of previously published research in the area. The analysis that 

follows starts to examine these issues. 

 

Each of the literature review domains shown at Figure 2.1 were developed with 

further sub-headings below as a result of the literature search, strength of their 

relationship to each area and main research question:    

 

 Micro-Enterprises – Definition of Micro-Enterprises, Importance of Micro-

Enterprises to the Economy, Micro-Enterprises and Innovation and 

Entrepreneurship and Micro-Enterprises.   

 Innovation – The Innovation Process and Change in Micro-Enterprises, 

Innovation and Learning Networks, and Innovation and Routines.   

 Change – Personal Change, Organisational Change and Personal and 

Organisational Resistance to Change. 

 Learning Networks – Individual and Organisational Learning in Micro-

Enterprises, Absorptive Capacity, Learning Networks and Clusters, 

Experiential Learning, Foundations of Action Learning and Set Process, 
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Action Learning and Micro-Enterprise Owner-Manager Personal and 

Management Development in Learning Networks and the Dynamics of 

Working in an Action Learning Set. 

 

Some subject areas not so directly linked to the research question and objectives 

were not given their own sub-heading but are mentioned under other domains where 

relevant.  Examples of these are communities of practice, leadership, facilitation, 

dynamic capabilities and core competencies.   

 

2.2 Micro-Enterprises 

 

2.2.1 Definition of Micro-Enterprises 

 

The European Commission (2005, p.5) defines SMEs as:  

“the category of micro, small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) is made 
up of enterprises which employ fewer than 250 persons and which have an 
annual turnover not exceeding 50 million euro, and/or an annual balance 
sheet total not exceeding 43 million euro.”  
 

 

Further definitions are given by the European Commission (2005, p.14) and 

independently by Storey and Greene (2010, p.33) of the breakdown between Micro, 

Small and Medium sized enterprises.  Micro-enterprises are categorised as having 

less than ten employees, and an annual turnover and balance sheet total not 

exceeding two million Euros.  This definition will be used for the research as the 

firms involved are likely to be classified as micro-enterprises. Devins et al (2005, 

p.541) argue the term SME has developed over ten years, although Storey and 

Greene (2010, p.34) give examples in Canada, the USA, Japan and India where 
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thresholds vary.  The UK’s Department for Business Enterprise and Regulatory 

Reform (2009) use the same breakdown of categories basing their definition on 

similar numbers of employees for each size of enterprise.  

 

Devins et al (2005, p.541) and Storey and Greene (2010, pp.32-35) note the broad 

spectrum of businesses involved within the definition, with the former stating “the 

term may embrace start up enterprises, self-employed managers with one or two 

employees, owner managed ... team managed ... family ... ethnic ... hi-tech ... and 

businesses with differing legal status.”  Devins et al (2005, p.541) confirm a “...large 

proportion of micro businesses are established businesses and have been so for a 

number of years.”  The significance of the role of the owner-manager within the 

micro-enterprise is advanced by a range of authors: (Greiner, 1972, p.42; Perrin, 

1996, p.137; Phelps et al, 2007, p.8; Gibb, 2009, p.209; Thorpe et al, 2009, p.201 

and Anderson and Gold, 2009, p.234).  Devins et al (2005, p.541) conclude “micro-

enterprises are complex social organisations and managers have a pivotal role in 

their culture and any changes therein.” 

 

2.2.2 The Importance of Micro-Enterprises to the Economy  

 

The European Commission (2005, p.5) says SMEs are “the engine of the European 

economy....are an essential source of jobs, create entrepreneurial spirit and 

innovation” and are made up of 23 million enterprises, generating 75 million jobs and 

representing 99% of all enterprises.  Similarly BERR (2009, p.1) estimate 99.3% of 

UK businesses have less than 50 employees, and Tidd and Bessant (2009, p.60) 

find “in most economies small firms account for 95% or more of the total business 
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world.” The Commission (2008a, p.2) argue “our capacity to build on the growth and 

innovation potential of SMEs will...be decisive for the future prosperity of the EU.” 

 

In implementing a new definition for SMEs in January 2005 the European 

Commission (2005, p.9) recognised the growing importance of micro-enterprises 

throughout Europe as “more and more micro-enterprises are being created.” A trend 

confirmed from analysis of OECD (2008, Figure A1) data by employment size class 

undertaken by Storey and Greene (2010, p.34) who found “in most countries at least 

80% of businesses are micro sized.” 

 

The European Commission (2008b, p.7) stress the importance of micro-enterprises, 

as “the real giants of the European economy” and the entrepreneurs involved as “the 

economic DNA we need to build competitiveness and innovation.” The Commission 

(2008b, p.7) found micro-enterprises account for 91.5% of all enterprises, compared 

to 7.3% categorised as small, 1.1% as medium and 0.2% as large. The Commission 

(2008b, p.25) highlight the key role played by non-technology based micro and craft 

enterprises such as bakers and carpenters “in the heart of Europe’s local 

communities,” with owner-managers “fully involved in all steps of the business...”.  

According to the European Commission SME Observatory (2009, p.1) in the UK 

micro-enterprises account for 87.1% of all enterprises and 21.4% of people 

employed, compared to 29.6% in the EU, with the EU employing more than the UK 

in all categories of SMEs. In the UK in 2003, Devins et al (2005, p.541) found micro-

enterprises made “an important contribution to the economy, employing 6.9 million 

people...”. 
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Thorpe et al (2009, p.201) support these findings, arguing “... the health of the SME 

sector has long been seen as essential [as] government and policy makers often see 

the SME community as the source of tiny acorns from which large oak trees can 

grow.”   

 

2.2.3 Micro-Enterprises and Innovation  

 

NESTA (2007, p.6) argue “innovation is a fundamental economic priority that should 

be at the heart of government” and the importance of innovation in SMEs is stressed 

by the European Commission SME Observatory (2009, p.1) finding them 

“responsible for much of the innovation which leads to higher value products and 

services [and] innovation is the biggest driver for growth for small firms.” Supporting 

evidence from the Commission’s (2007, p.21) research fieldwork, establishes only 

38% of micro-enterprises did not report any turnover from improved products or 

services, compared to 37% for the SME sector as a whole.  

 

The important role SMEs play in developing innovation in the UK is presented by 

Williams and Cowling (2009, p.1) for 2007/8.  In that year 46% of SMEs “introduced 

new or significantly improved products or services” with 26% being “completely new” 

whilst 33% of SME businesses said they “had introduced new or significantly 

improved processes.”  The process was “completely new” in 18% of these cases.   

 

Despite the size and importance of the SME and micro-enterprise community in 

developing innovation, the European Commission (2005, pp.5-9) describe the 

frequent difficulties they have “in obtaining capital or credit, particularly in the early 
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start up phase [believing] restricted resources may also reduce access to new 

technologies or innovation.”  In 2008, the Commission (2008a, p.3) estimated 21% of 

SMEs had difficulty accessing finance and “the percentage is much higher for micro-

enterprises.” SMEs in the UK face similar problems with Williams and Cowling (2009, 

pp.1-2) noting 71% of them encountered “cash flow problems” and 27% of SME 

employers “anticipated closing down or transferring ownership of their businesses in 

the five years” after the 2007/8 survey.  The OECD (2005, p.39) and Colombo et al 

(2012, pp.181-182) establish SMEs encounter severe obstacles in their innovation 

pathway, noting their lack of financial resources for research and development and 

limited assets to commercialise the innovations developed. In comparing innovation 

in large and small businesses, Storey and Greene (2010, p.90) argue SMEs “enjoy 

behavioural advantages” in the often dynamic nature of their owners seeking to 

develop innovation quickly compared to larger firms with a “resource advantage”. 

The Commission (2008, p.21) and Colombo et al (2012, p.182) stress the 

importance of SMEs participating in networks to overcome these resource limitations 

with Storey and Greene (2010, p.129) confirming they not only provide financial and 

physical resources but typically “intangible resources such as advice, information or 

emotional support.” 

 

Following this positive commentary regarding SMEs and innovation, Bessant and 

Tidd (2007, p.265), Storey and Greene (2010, p.89) and Nightingale and Coad 

(2011, p.1) argue, the innovation performance of SMEs can be exaggerated when 

empirical evidence is examined in greater detail undermining the view that SMEs are 

inherently more or less innovative than larger firms. Martin (2012, p.21) comments 

more broadly and rhetorically asking “have we on occasions been guilty of 
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contributing to the hype over...exaggerating the potential benefits of clusters or 

networks, of learning organisations or organisational learning, of the innovative 

potential of SMEs, start ups or gazelles?” Hoffman et al (1998, p.44), Bessant and 

Tidd (2007, p.265) and Tidd and Bessant (2009, p.515) suggest SMEs exhibit 

broadly similar characteristics, highlighting their tendency to involve themselves in 

product rather than process innovation. SME difficulties with low levels of productivity 

are noted by the Commission (2008a, p.3), Storey and Greene (2010, pp.397-398) 

and Nightingale and Coad (2011, p.1) with Tidd and Bessant (2009, p.515) finding 

this can lead to “growth in output and employment, but not necessarily profit.” A view 

supported by Hoffman et al’s (1998, p.44) review of the available research finding 

although “SME innovation effort appears widespread this does not translate directly 

into improved firm performance and ultimately greater profitability.” Such deficiencies 

support the benefits of addressing the development of innovation and change 

capabilities for SMEs, micro-enterprises and their owner-managers. 

 

Despite the role SMEs and micro-enterprises play in developing economies, 

competitiveness and innovation in Europe and the UK, Hoffman et al (1998, p.39), 

Andriopoulos and Dawson (2009, p.7) and Tidd and Bessant (2009, p.514) are clear 

little is known about innovation management in SMEs, with an accompanying 

difficulty in measuring it according to Storey and Greene (2010, p.83, p.302). 

Hoffman et al’s (1998, p.39) research finds the actual process through which small 

firms undertake innovation activities remains unclear, with little known about the 

number of SMEs involved in innovation or the nature of it. Tidd and Bessant (2009, 

p.514) confirm: 

“Relatively little is known about innovation in small firms ... almost all research 
on innovative small firms has been confined to a small number of high 
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technology sectors.”  
 
 

According to Tidd and Bessant (2009, p.60) SMEs “often fail to feature in surveys of 

R&D and other formal indicators of innovative activity.” Hoffman et al (1998, 

p.41),Tidd and Bessant (2009, p.61) and Tsekouras (2011, p.2) argue much of the 

previous SME innovation research was undertaken in technology based sectors and 

the so called “gazelles” offering high growth potential of greater than 20% a year, 

being of more interest in job creation and expansion. But Tidd and Bessant (2009, 

p.61) point out that not all firms are “high-tech, young and research intensive SMEs” 

and the majority of mainstream SMEs are in the considerable slow growth sectors 

outside high-tech industries with Tsekouras (2011, p.2) confirming 70% of SMEs are 

“basic” non technology based. Similarly NESTA (2007, p.4, p.12) find “science based 

innovation” takes place in only 6% of the UK economy with 94% “regarded as low 

tech [and] also as low innovation.” The over-concentration of SME innovation 

research on the technology sector has limited the base of empirical information and 

our ability to generalise findings beyond this area according to Hoffman et al (1998, 

p.41). This combined with the European Commission’s (2008b, p.25) findings 

regarding the key role played by micro-craft enterprises in the economy, highlights 

the importance of developing capabilities in innovation management and personal 

and organisational change in these more basic micro-enterprises, to enable them to  

withstand new competitor and other pressures described by Gibb (2009, p.222).1  

____________________  

1
 Gibb (2009, p.22) describes some of the pressures that can trigger a process of management 

development in small firms such as environment change, stakeholder pressures for change, 
successions pressures, powerful external influencers and ambitious managers, community pressures, 
a search for resources, problems or opportunities to be addressed, bringing forward the future and 
copying from peers. Such triggers can be categorised as responding to specific needs or are more 
opportunity-based in their orientation. 
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Bessant and Tidd (2007, p.5) and Gibb (2009, p.211) define the pursuit of 

opportunities as central to the definition of entrepreneurship. For Gibb (2009, p.211) 

 

2.2.4 Entrepreneurship and Micro-Enterprises 

 

this involves the pursuit of opportunities beyond the resources currently controlled by 

the small firm, underpinning for him the distinction between entrepreneurs being 

seen as dynamic and growth oriented and owner-managers of small businesses as 

not. In contrast, Bessant and Tidd (2007, p.5) say the nature of innovation is 

fundamentally about entrepreneurship, arguing the skill to see new opportunities and 

“creating new ways to exploit them is at the heart of the innovation process.” Such 

comments are in line with Schumpeter’s (1934, p.117) description of the “function of 

entrepreneurs [as] reforming or revolutionis[ing] the exploitation of invention, 

technology, products or sources of supply.” Shane and Venkataraman (2000, p.219) 

in citing Schumpeter (1934), also talk of “entrepreneurially driven innovation in 

products and processes are the crucial engine driving the change process” with  

Storey and Greene (2010, p.21) noting linkages between Schumpeter’s (1934) 

original work, innovation and entrepreneurship. The key issue is how such 

opportunities are exploited, according to Bessant and Tidd (2007, p.5), Shane and 

Venkataraman (2000, p.218) and Storey and Greene (2010, p.21). Shane and  

 

Venkataraman (2000, p.220) believe this may involve new organising methods with 

Storey and Greene (2010, p.21) arguing, the “entrepreneur (innovator) is someone 

who creates and develops new ways of doing things”. This provides a link between 

entrepreneurship, innovation and their development through personal and 
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organisational change, as in a micro-enterprise it is the owner-manager who 

engages with them. 

 

In discussing entrepreneurship and the micro-enterprise owner-manager and the 

distinction between the two, Perren (1996, pp.71 – 72) argues the five early 

definitions of entrepreneurship were mainly provided by economists with Schumpeter 

(1934) “the originator of the entrepreneur as an economic force.”  All the definitions 

focus on the entrepreneur as an individual with Perren (1996, p.71) and Storey and 

Greene (2010, p.24), listing their traits or behaviours.2 In reviewing the list of 

qualities, Perren (1996, p.71) notes “if all these components need to  

be combined to give a meaning to complete entrepreneurship then most small 

business owner-managers will fall well short of the all-embracing entrepreneur.”  

Perren (1996, p.74) argues “the suggestion that all small business owner-managers 

are entrepreneurs is not supported by the literature”  finding some overlap between 

the two, with some successful entrepreneurs having the inherent traits starting their 

entrepreneurial journey by developing small businesses, but only a few progressing 

beyond this. Perren’s (1996, p.74) comments illustrate even when such traits are 

held by entrepreneurs they still need to be turned into action through personal and 

organisational change developed through the learning network. 

 

Shane and Venkataraman (2000, p.218) support the distinction between the micro- 

____________________  

2 Perren (1996, p.71) cites a range of authors who describe the entrepreneur’s traits as: a risk taker, 

bearer of uncertainty, initiator of new risky activities, a planner and organiser, an innovator and a 
creative-destructive force. Storey and Greene (2010, p.24) note researchers have struggled to define 
a simple or combination of traits to define the entrepreneur, listing: a need for achievement, locus of 
control over their destiny, risk-taking propensity, desire for autonomy, over optimistic and tolerance for 
ambiguity. 

 



  

44 
 

enterprise owner- manager and the entrepreneur arguing since “a large and diverse 

group of people engage in the transitory process of entrepreneurship, it is 

improbable that entrepreneurship can be explained solely by reference to a 

characteristic of certain people independent of the situations in which they find 

themselves.”  Critically in terms of the need for the micro-enterprise owner-manager 

to engage with personal and organisational change, Shane and Venkataraman’s 

(2000, p.219) argue some people and not others engage in entrepreneurial 

behaviour, respond to opportunities and find entrepreneurship does not require the 

creation of new organisations but can occur in an existing enterprise.  Accepting the 

distinction between entrepreneurs and owner-managers of small businesses Gibb 

(2009, p.211) asserts individuals can behave highly entrepreneurially and their firms 

change dramatically, when struggling to survive. Gibb (2009, p.211) finds such 

business owners are driven to entrepreneurial behaviour by adversity. In micro-

enterprises “the contribution of smallness and ownership itself creates a necessity 

for some degree of entrepreneurial behaviour” according to Gibb (2009, p.212), 

noting owner-managers with no motivation to grow can cope with and enjoy 

entrepreneurial activities through a process of sound management.  The dramatic 

changes he describes and need for effective management in order to survive can 

provide the entrepreneur and owner-manager with the strategic orientation and 

motivation to engage with personal and organisational change to “survive [in] 

adversity”. Bessant et al’s (2012, p.1099) research also found “some combination of 

perceived threat or incentive” can motivate participants to join a learning network. 

 

A broad range of different skills is required by the successful entrepreneur according 

to a number of authors: (Perren, 1996, p.73; Oakey, 2006, pp.191 – 192; Bessant 
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and Tidd, 2007, p.27; Gibb, 2009, p.211; the OECD, 2010, p.8 and Storey and 

Greene, 2010, p.24). For example, Oakey (2006, p.192) suggests entrepreneurs are 

initially encouraged because they survive and the founder takes on all the business 

functions out of necessity, such as accounting, marketing, fund raising and strategy.  

He points out although this provides a major early advantage in terms of costs and 

focus, as the firm grows it is not possible to continue this approach if the 

entrepreneur inhibits development of formal management structures.  Similarly 

OECD (2010, p.8) research confirms start-up entrepreneurs often lack skills across a 

number of areas mentioning seventeen in total. Deficiencies noted are strategic 

thinking, self-confidence, networking, motivation, business planning, resource 

organisation, market awareness and product management.  Bessant and Tidd (2007, 

p.27), 3 define five entrepreneurial core skills central to the innovation process and  

later (2007, p.428) six key elements associated with effective change management 4. 

The authors note this is particularly important in the management of many process 

innovations where managing cultural change and overcoming resistance to  

innovation needs to be addressed.  It seems unlikely entrepreneurs or micro- 

enterprise owner-managers will be able to deliver such a broad range of changing 

personal and organisational competencies and capabilities to manage the innovation 

process without engaging in personal and organisational change.   

 

____________________  

3  Bessant and Tidd’s (2007, p.27) five core entrepreneurial skills at “the heart” of the innovation 

process: understanding the process and its elements, project planning and management versus 
uncertainty, project team working in uncertain conditions, strategic leadership and sharing their vision 
and learning skills to analyse what works and use this in the future to improve capability to innovate. 
 

4 
 Bessant and Tidd’s (2007, p.428) six key elements associated with change management: 

establishing a clear change management strategy at top level, communication, early involvement, 
create an open climate, set clear targets and invest in training. 
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Gibb (2009, p.212) comments on the relationship between entrepreneurship and  

the design of organisations believing “the significance of smallness to organisation 

design and management is glossed over ...” and consequently the theoretical 

relationship between entrepreneurial behaviour and the smallness of organisations 

has been neglected.  According to Gibb (2009, p.212) such “smallness” in the 

context of the business structure must involve a degree of “separateness and 

independence” and the strength of these attributes is judged by the degree to which 

the small firm is owned and controlled by those working in it.  However, the 

entrepreneur’s desire for independence and control can lead to complexity, with  

Oakey (2006, p.190) and Storey and Greene (2010, p.24) describing the 

entrepreneurial traits of retaining control and autonomy over their firm.   

 

Oakey (2006, p.190) argues unless the entrepreneur changes as the firm develops 

such motivations may act as a bottleneck to growth.  In such cases Andriopoulos  

and Dawson (2009, p.26) propose personal and organisational changes will be 

needed by the entrepreneur as they move from the simple entrepreneurial structure 

built around themselves as founder making most decisions to a more formalised 

structure and bureaucratic organisation.  

 

The range of personal and organisational changes the entrepreneur will need to 

make as the micro-enterprise grows and the nature of the organisation changes is 

noted by many authors:  
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(Shane and Venkataraman, 2000; Oakey, 2006; Bessant and Tidd, 2007; 

Andriopoulos and Dawson, 2009; Gibb, 2009 and the OECD, 2010).5  Hayes (2010, 

p.109) supports their stance, referring to Greiner’s (1972, p.41) five phases of growth 

model built around periods of crisis and development of new organisational practices 

discussed in the Organisational Change section.  If the entrepreneur and micro-

enterprise owner-manager are to personally and organisationally change to 

implement their innovation opportunities, then they need to learn how to do so.  

Whilst learning, learning network and action learning theories are discussed later, it 

is worth noting here the importance of action learning to the entrepreneur, with Gibb 

(2009), Pittaway et al (2009, p.285) and Thorpe et al (2009, p.205) seeing action 

learning as central to entrepreneurial learning.  

 

Shane and Venkataraman (2000, p.217) have some concerns regarding 

entrepreneurship theory, which are illustrated by Oakey (2006, p.188) arguing a  

folklore surrounds the entrepreneur, explaining “this is partly because such 

individuals appear to personify in the public mind expressions of tenacity, risk, 

confidence in the face of doubt, and ultimately success; attributes to which 

individuals naturally aspire.”  This stance is not universally accepted and Oakey  

(2006, pp.188 – 189) describes other contradictory public perceptions of the 

entrepreneur created by fear surrounding their behaviours in pursuing financial gain.  

Oakey (2006, p.189) states “in order to be successful, entrepreneurs need to insist  

____________________  

5 OECD (2010, p.8) list an extensive portfolio of entrepreneurship skills required for the development 

of the firm: risk assessment, strategic thinking, self-confidence, networking and motivational skills. 
Specifically the gap in strategic skills needing to be developed includes: decision-making, risk-taking, 
information processing, opportunity recognition, resource organisation, market awareness and 
product management.  
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that they prevail, there is a tendency for them to become tyrannical and 

consequently addicted to the winning of arguments, even in cases where they prove 

to be wrong.”  

 

Even though entrepreneurs and micro-enterprise owner-managers are key actors in 

their firms according to Devins et al (2005, p.301) and Thorpe et al (2009, p.201), the 

previous commentary from Oakey (2006, pp.188 – 189) highlights some of the 

concerns about entrepreneurship theory expressed by Shane and Venkataraman 

(2000, p.217). They argue “rather than explaining and predicting a unique set of 

empirical phenomena, entrepreneurship has become a broad label under which a 

hodgepodge of research is housed.”  According to Shane and Venkataraman (2000, 

p.217) this explains why researchers have difficulty identifying the distinctive 

contribution of the field within the broader domain of business studies, concluding it 

diminishes the field’s legitimacy.  Shane and Venkataraman (2000, pp.217 – 218) 

attribute these shortcomings to a lack of connections to empirical research and work 

in other fields, with the entrepreneurship literature focusing on the relative 

performance of individuals or firms in the small business area.  Most importantly for 

this thesis they say  “to date, most researchers have defined the field solely in terms 

of who the entrepreneur is [and] what he or she does” without explaining at a firm 

level how they go on to develop their enterprise using other theories such as 

personal and organisational change and innovation management.   

 

In contrast to previous research Shane and Venkataraman (2000, p.218) are very 

clear that if entrepreneurial opportunities and innovations are to be exploited then we 

need to research not only “how opportunities for the creation of goods and services 
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came into existence [but] how some people and not others discover these [and] why, 

when and how different modes of action are used to exploit entrepreneurial 

opportunities.”  Shane and Venkataraman’s (2000, p.218) work illustrates that 

despite the importance of the entrepreneur to their firm, they need other theories 

such as innovation to enable them to seize the available opportunities and move 

their strategic orientation from survival to growth in the process. The opportunities 

provided by innovation theory are examined in the following section. 

 

2.3 Innovation  

 

2.3.1 The Innovation Process and Change in Micro-Enterprises 

 

The innovation process involves the firm in renewing their existing competencies, 

capabilities, routines and processes and establishing new ones: (Prahalad and 

Hamel, 1990; Teece and Pisano, 1994; Teece et al, 1997; Helfat and Peteraf, 2003; 

Feldman, 2000 and Poole and Van de Ven, 2004).  Such changes to the innovation 

process in micro-enterprises may involve owner-managers and their small team in 

personal and organisational change, yet much of the literature in these areas is 

written from the large firm perspective with a lack of research on innovation and 

micro-enterprises according to many authors: (Hoffman et al, 1998, p.39; 

Andriopoulos and Dawson, 2009, p.7; Tidd and Bessant, 2009, p.514 and Storey 

and Greene, 2010, p.83, p.302).  This makes research into the innovation process 

and personal and organisational change in micro-enterprises an important but 

underdeveloped area.   
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Analysis of Poole’s (2004, pp.3-31) work in Table 2.1 on the central issues in 

studying change and innovation highlights some emergent themes and difficulties. 

Much of the literature studied for this review discusses innovation and change, but 

very few texts define what can be the blurred boundaries between the two fields, with 

Andriopoulos and Dawson (2009, p.342) believing “there are no universal 

prescriptions on how best to manage processes of change, creativity or 

innovation ...”.  Additionally, Simonetti et al (1995, p.77) found little agreement on the 

definitions for product and process innovations due to the degree of subjectivity in 

 

REFERENCE OBSERVATION 

2004, p.3 There is “a rich tapestry of theories [taking place in] time through 
which change and innovation processes unfold.” 

2004, p.5 “...managers and change agents should realise how difficult change 
and innovation are to script and manage...driven by dynamics that 
are either too powerful to control or too subtle to understand.” 

2004, p.9 “Change and innovation may well fit into the category of essentially 
contested concepts for which no generally agreed upon definitions 
can be derived.” 

2004, p.9 “...innovation and change processes are inherently complex...”. 

2004, p.27 “Current theoretical thinking on organisational change and innovation 
is dominated by rational instrumental viewpoints, which tend to 
neglect or downplay the non-rational side of human experience.” 

 

Table 2.1: Central Issues in the Study of Change and Innovation  (Poole, 2004, 
pp.3-31) 

 

making each classification by the researcher or manager involved in their 

development. Despite this Andriopoulos and Dawson (2009, p.332) make clear 

distinctions between innovation and change, acknowledging the complexities in play 

between both theories.  Andriopoulos and Dawson (2009, p.332) describe the 

change management literature examining the triggers for change, how it is managed, 

the role of individuals and groups and its various cultural, structural and political 

dimensions.   In terms of innovation they argue the literature focuses on business 
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cycles, promoting clusters of innovations, stimulating economic growth and 

innovation processes at individual and group levels.  In making the distinction 

between change and innovation Andriopoulos and Dawson (2009, p.332) note the 

complexities: 

“Innovation as the translation of new ideas into commercial projects and 
change as involving the movement of an organisation from some current 
position to a future state, then we clearly demarcate our separate areas of 
concern.  From our perspective, this separation of bodies of thought is limited 
but understandable as in practice these elements overlap and interlock.”  
 

 

Hughes (2010, p.269) acknowledges, “the appeal and interrelationships of innovation 

and the change theme ...”, finding Clegg et al’s (2008, p.374) citation captures their 

relationship:  

“Innovation and change are important for organisations.  Speaking 
organisationally, innovation (either of practice or products) leads to change 
that allows a company to position itself differently from its competitors.  It does 
things differently (practices) or it offers different things (products and 
services).  
  

 

The complexities surrounding the boundaries of change and innovation noted by the 

OECD (2005), Andriopoulos and Dawson (2009) and Hughes (2010) and difficulties 

researching it found by Hoffman et al (1998, p.42), the OECD (2005, p.15) and 

Storey and Greene (2010, p.83) may explain the lack of literature in this area despite 

its importance to both theories.  The innovation of products and services mentioned 

above is about the process of innovation whilst organisational change concerns itself 

with the movement of the organisation by the individuals within it to deliver these 

innovations or as Schumpeter (1934, p.117) would say “getting things done” or 

“making it happen” in the case of Bessant (2009, p.1).  The quantitative and 

qualitative levels of organisational change needed to deliver these innovations can 
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be dependent on the incremental or more radical nature of the innovations 

themselves described by Francis and Bessant  (2006, pp.214 – 215) and Storey and 

Greene (2010, p.79).  It can be argued that whilst Francis and Bessant’s (2005, 

p.179) 4Ps framework of innovations for products and services, processes, positions 

and paradigms will involve micro-enterprises by definition in innovation and change, 

not all changes are innovative.   

 

Francis and Bessant (2005, p.171) start to define innovation “in terms of changes in 

what a firm offers the world (product/service innovation) and the ways it delivers 

those offerings (process innovation)”  but propose this definition is insufficient as it 

does not encompass innovation in market position or business models.  Establishing 

an existing product in a “new context” leads to innovation in market position and 

innovation in a company’s business model may lead to a repositioning of current 

services, process and market positioning.  A broader definition provided by Tidd and 

Bessant (2009, p.16), defines innovation as “a process of turning opportunity into 

new ideas and of putting these into widely used practice.”  However, Bessant and 

Tidd (2007, p.428) acknowledge since many process innovations represent major 

changes in ‘the way we do things round here’ the question of managing cultural 

change and overcoming resistance to innovation also needs to be addressed.  

 

The OECD’s (2005) guidelines for collecting and interpreting innovation data provide 

greater clarification of the definitions for types of innovation and how best to interpret 

innovation activities within firms. The OECD’s (2005, p.46) overall definition of 

innovation is: 

“the implementation of a new or significantly improved product (good or 
service), or process, a new marketing method, or a new organisational 
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method in business practices, work place organisation or external relations.” 
 
 

The definition is given further clarity by the OECD’s (2005, pp.46-61) additional 

individual definitions in the four main innovation areas of: product, process, 

marketing and organisational. In each area the innovation must be new or 

significantly improved to the firm, either by being developed internally or adopted 

from other firms. Such innovations can be further classified as being new to the firm, 

new to the market or new to the world. An innovationally active firm is one that has 

developed innovation activities during the period under review, including those which 

have been successful or those that have failed or been abandoned. 

 

The OECD’s (2005) work is important in providing separate and clear definitions for 

each of the four innovation areas, clarifying the differences between them and 

helping overcome the complexities between product and process innovations 

identified by Simonetti et al (1995, pp.77-89). The OECD (2005, p.51) provide a 

contribution to understanding the boundaries between change and innovation, and 

the differences between organisational innovation and organisational change: 

“the distinguishing features of an organisational innovation compared to other 
organisational changes in a firm are the implementation of an organisational 
method (in business practices, workplace organisation or external relations) 
that has not been used before in the firm and is a result of strategic decisions 
taken by management.” 

 

The OECD (2005, p.56) also define changes that are not considered innovations 6  

___________________   

6
 The OECD (2005, p.56) define six changes and give examples for each, which are not considered 

innovations as: ceasing to use a process, marketing or organisation method or to market a product / 
simple capital replacement or extension / changes resulting purely from changes in prices / 
customisation / regular seasonal and cyclical changes / trading of new or significantly improved 
products by distributive trades in distribution, transport and storage. 
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and give examples of each. 

 

Links between change and innovation are further established by Poole and Van de 

Ven (2004, p.xi) and Tidd and Bessant (2009, p.73) who detail nine core abilities in 

managing innovation 7 in which three of the contributing routines in delivering them 

specifically mention change.  Tidd and Bessant (2009, p.73) create a sense the 

remaining routines would be enabled through a process of change, in “executing ... 

implementing ... learning [and] developing the organisation.”  Additionally 

Adriopoulos and Dawson (2009, p.28) describe Tidd and Bessant’s (2009, p.22) four 

dimensions within which a firm develops innovation, in terms of product, process, 

position and paradigm, as “four dimensions of change.”  Recognising these 

dimensions in their “4Ps Framework” Tidd and Bessant (2009, p.21) conclude 

“essentially we are talking about change”, and Francis and Bessant (2005, p.179) 

talk of it needing to expand to take account of the whole innovation agenda, using 

the word ‘change’ in describing each P, and referring to:  

“product/service innovation – change in what is offered ... process innovation-
change in the way it is created and delivered ... position innovation – change 
in the context in which it is applied ...” and “paradigm innovation – change in 
the underlying mental models surrounding it.”   

 

The “innovation paradigm” has direct links and relevance to personal and 

organisational change.  Francis and Bessant (2005, p.176 – 177) explain changes in 

innovation paradigm lead to the replacement of traditional belief systems with a new 

way of understanding, arguing managers “may know their current system is failing 

___________________ 

 
7 
Tidd and Bessant’s (2009, p.73) basic core abilities in managing innovation; recognising aligning, 

acquiring, generating, choosing, executing, implementing, learning and developing the organisation. 
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but may not know what new paradigm to adopt.”  Such personal changes need to be 

supported by learning and reflection with the latter being a key enabler of the deep 

and potentially “transmutation[al]” changes involved. Admitting to a level of 

“fuzziness” in their definition of paradigm innovation, Francis and Bessant (2005, 

pp.176 – 177) suggest categorising it in two ways in terms of “inner-directed 

paradigms [and] innovation in outer-directed paradigms (business models).”  

Analysing their descriptions of both, highlights they are synonymous with personal 

and organisation change, particularly in the mental models people have of the inner 

directed paradigm and need for learning and reflection, citing Kolb’s (1984) work on 

experiential learning.   

 

Francis and Bessant’s (2005, p.177) view of the inner-directed paradigm as a flow of 

paradigm changes rather than the “shift” being a single event, is compatible with 

personal change seen as a process by Hughes (2006, p.107) when  “individuals go 

through a process of change rather than change as a single event.”  A view shared 

by many: (Stuart, 1995, p, 12; French and Delahaye, 1996, p.24; Boyatzis and 

Arivon, 2006, p.627 and Dyer, 2007, p.117). Reviewing the significance of changes 

in inner-directed paradigm Francis and Bessant (2005, p.177) cite the work of Binney 

and Williams (1997) and the importance of mental models, assumptions and 

frameworks people have to make sense of their world, and seeing these mental 

models as something organisations seek to change. Organisational changes and 

business models developed in the “outer-directed paradigm” are seen by Francis 

and Bessant (2005, p.177) to support managers in understanding their firm and 

shape its development in a competitive environment. The two paradigms are 
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connected as approaches supporting innovation capability by developing a better 

understanding of personal (inner) and organisational (outer) change. 

 

In their subsequent work Francis and Bessant (2006, pp.214 – 215) develop their 

“4Ps” framework with each product, process, position or paradigm of innovation 

being divided into “do better” or “incremental” and “do different” or “radical” 

innovations.  Explaining (2006, p.211) incrementally “in the context of mapping 

innovation under what might be termed steady state, conditions ... firms are 

concerned to do what they do, but better.”  Francis and Bessant (2006, p.211) 

propose firms go further, developing a capacity to explore outside the box and 

identify radical ‘do different’ innovations within all four dimensions of their framework.  

In some cases the development of innovation capability and moving from “do better” 

to “do different” innovation can be impeded by “behavioural routines and 

accompanying structures and processes ...” of the former state. Francis and Bessant 

(2006, p.211) note firms need to organisationally change to develop capabilities to 

deal with each issue.  Inherent within the process of moving between “do better” and 

“do different” innovation, is the imperative described by Francis and Bessant (2006, 

p.214) for organisations to move from “incremental” to “radical” development of 

innovation and “reform” or “revolutionise” the pattern of entrepreneurial production 

and development of new opportunities suggested by Schumpeter (1934, p.117).  

This is consistent with Tushman and O’Reilly’s (2006, p.170) view that to remain 

successful over long periods, managers and organisations need to be ambidextrous, 

having an ability to implement both incremental and radical change.  In micro-

enterprises this will need to be delivered by owner- managers and their team with 

Thorpe et al (2005, p.275) and Tidd and Bessant (2009, p.257) proposing 
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organisations will need a degree of ambidexterity in managing the tensions between 

exploitation and “do better” and exploration and “do different” innovations.  In small 

firms even quite incremental innovations may appear radical to the owner-manager. 

 

Martin (2012, pp.5-6) argues historically innovation studies focussed on “primarily 

technology based innovation, often high-tech, for manufacturing, generally involving 

prior R and D and patenting.” He comments most empirical studies have focussed 

“on product and process innovations rather than other types, and more on radical 

than incremental innovations.” Martin’s (2012, p.6) view is “other types of innovation 

have been ignored or are even invisible” citing as examples innovations based on 

design, branding, software and organisational innovations. NESTA (2007, p.6) 

concurs noting “the importance of hidden innovation”, calling for innovation policy to 

be extended beyond scientific innovation “to include the adoption and exploitation of 

technologies, organisational innovation and innovation in services.” 

 

Francis and Bessant (2006, pp.214 – 215) give practical examples of both “do better” 

or “do different” innovation.  For example, contrasting “do better” innovation 

concerned with “cost reduction, time reduction, etc” with the radical shifts to new 

process routes for the firm and industry as “do different” innovation.  Francis and 

Bessant (2006, p.211) argue “do better” innovation creates a self-reinforcing and 

virtuous circle of continuous improvement.  One can see from their examples, 

movement between “do better” and “do different” innovation has links with Argyris 

and Schön’s (1996, p.23) single and double-loop learning associated with learning 

networks and the experiential and action learning models of Kolb (1984, p.21) and 

McGill and Beaty (2001, p.233).   
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Even though innovation is a “critical imperative for survival and growth of firms”, 

Francis and Bessant (2005, p.182) acknowledge this needs to be balanced against 

resource constraints.  This is likely to be difficult and complex in micro-enterprises 

where a small team will be involved in developing innovation and personal and 

organisational change capabilities.  Discussing the development of innovation 

capability in SMEs and its relationship with absorptive capacity, Bessant, Tsekouras 

and Rush (2009, p.4) suggest small firms:  

“may also require support in sustaining the process of change…some may 
simply be unaware of the need to change and also lack the capability to 
manage such change.  These enterprises differ from those which recognise in 
some strategic way the need to change, to acquire and use new knowledge 
but lack the capability to target their search or to assimilate and make 
effective use of new knowledge once identified.”  
 
 

Although much of the literature on innovation and personal and organisational 

change does not specifically focus on SMEs and certainly micro-enterprises, Tidd 

and Bessant (2009, p.516) confirm much of their work “... about managing innovation 

is relevant to innovative small firms, but more research needs to be done on how to 

manage the particular problems they face.”  In this thesis personal and 

organisational change are seen as potentially key in enabling the micro-enterprise 

owner-manager to change and ultimately innovate, and moving between incremental 

“do better” and radical “do different” innovation.   

 

2.3.2 Innovation and Learning Networks  

 

Despite it seeming likely that there is a relationship between micro-enterprise owner-

managers’ participation in a learning network and their potential for personal and 

organisational change and innovation there has been little existing research in the 
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area.  Although there have been previous studies of emergent and regional clusters 

and social networks, the area of constructed learning networks envisaged by 

Bessant and Tsekouras (2001, pp.82 – 98) has been neglected, with Bessant et al 

(2012, p.1089) observing: 

“...there are still important gaps in our understanding of how such 
arrangements operate to facilitate learning and thus accelerate innovation. 
There is a need for more detail on the internal processes which contribute to 
this emergent property, and to develop a better sense of what happens inside 
the ‘black box’ of networked learning.” 
 

 

The importance of learning networks and levels of trust that can develop amongst 

members is seen as important in developing innovation capacity by many authors:  

(Newell and Swan, 2000; Smart et al, 2007; Thorpe et al, 2009; Olsson et al, 2010;  

Colombo et al, 2012 and Bessant et al, 2012). Thorpe et al (2009, p.204) argue “the 

quality of network relationships is seen as the key learning domain for entrepreneurs 

... where interpersonal capacity is dependent on interpersonal relationships and joint 

participation, the quality of which will be predicted by such things as trust ...”.  

Equally Tell (2000, p.310) argues if learning processes take place in the network, 

then trust and commitment is built between participants. 

 

Newell and Swan (2000, p.1287) establish “inter-organisational and multi-functional 

networking are increasingly portrayed as new and potentially more effective forms of 

organisation, especially where innovation is important”, stressing trust between those 

involved is essential to their effective operation.  Olsson et al (2010, p.167) support 

this confirming the importance of building trust between members in order to 

facilitate action learning and development of innovation capabilities in the network.  

Smart et al (2007, p.1070) make the case for more organisational forms such as 
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networks being deployed to access new technologies and knowledge to develop 

innovation capacity, with Bessant et al (2012, p.87) arguing they “form an 

increasingly important channel within innovation support policy...”. 

 

At the outset Newell and Swan (2000, p.1288) propose the solution to many 

innovation problems exceeds the capacity of a single small firm to resolve them and 

networking with individuals in other organisations is crucial for the development of 

new products and processes.  The argument is supported by Olsson et al (2010, 

p.167) noting the required new knowledge for innovation capability is not usually 

created by one single organisation but generated in collaboration with other learning 

network members. According to Olsson et al (2010, pp.167-168) “innovation can 

thus be considered as an interactive, interdisciplinary phenomenon” with the learning 

network “applied in order to develop the innovation capability and support the 

learning process in participating organisations”, while Bessant et al (2012, p.1009) 

find “learning networks have potential to enable acceleration of innovation.” Although 

Storey and Greene (2010, pp.130-131) and Colombo et al (2012, p.182) point out 

the positive benefits of networking outside the small firm’s boundaries they see 

potential negatives in diverting resources and management time, unintended 

knowledge leakages and diminishing returns of costs versus benefits. 

 

According to Newell and Swan (2000, p.1295), Olsson et al (2010, p.170) and 

Bessant et al (2012, p.1102) there are three types of trust, with Newell and Swan 

(2000, p.1296) describing them as commitment, companion and competence trust as 

a result of their combining the typologies from six previous authors between 1992 

and 1996.  Additionally Myerson, Weick and Kramer (1996) talk about “swift trust” 
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based on a combination of role expectations or competence trust and reputation. 

Olsson et al (2010, p.170) describe the three typologies as: 

“Commitment trust is about dialogue, rules and goal setting.  Key words for 
companion trust are interaction, socialisation and communication.  Finally, 
competence trust building contains components like experience sharing, time 
and feedback.  Commitment trust is mainly built during the early stages of the 
network and is a pre-condition for building companion trust, which in turn, is 
very much a pre-condition for building competence trust.”  
 
  
 

Olsson et al (2010, p.171, p.176) argue building trust on all three levels takes time at 

the start of the network and needs to be maintained during the process  emphasising 

the importance of establishing codes of conduct and confidentiality.  In their study 

Olsson et al (2010, p.176) found it wasn’t until the third network meeting that 

participants experienced high levels of trust.   

 

Newell and Swan (2000, p.1287), Smart et al (2007, p.1070) and Olsson et al (2010, 

p.167) highlight the importance of trust not only in developing the learning network, 

but in creating the setting to enable network members to build innovation 

capabilities.  Even though micro-enterprises with their limited internal resources are 

not specifically mentioned by these authors, it makes it even more important for 

owner-managers to share their knowledge and enable each other to innovate.  Tell 

(2000, p.315) is clear learning networks are: 

“an important complement in the internal development of SMEs, and that the 
only way to capture the tacit knowledge that SMEs possess is through 
dialogue and reflection ... using the network as an alternative form of 
organisation for development, where a group of key persons from SMEs and 
universities can form an ad hoc development group ... to compensate for 
internal lack of resources.”  
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2.3.3 Innovation and Routines 

 

The routines of the organisation play a key role not only in delivering innovation, but 

involve the individuals concerned in personal change when routines need changing. 

In micro-enterprises the routines are performed by a small team, which cannot be 

changed, lacking the flexibility of resources of larger firms to do so. Teece and 

Pisano (1994, p.537), Teece et al (1997, p.525) and Tidd and Bessant (2009, p.89) 

stress the importance of routines, with the latter describing them as “repeated and 

learned patterns of behaviour which become the way we do things around here since 

it is these which constitute the core of innovation management capability.” Bakken  

and Hernes (2006, p.1613) describe routines “…as important institutional features of 

an organisation”, distinguishing one firm from another. The relevance of routines to 

individuals, emergent change and resistance to them, is supported by Tsoukas and 

Chia (2002, pp.568-574) who cite the work of Feldman (2000) in this area.   Gray 

(2002, p.70) argues SMEs “may run the risk that their familiar routines may 

eventually become shackles of outmoded practice” and as a result will not stay 

ahead of competitors by introducing new innovations. Feldman is clear routines are 

influenced by the capabilities of the people who perform them (2000, pp.612-13) and 

are emergent. This provides a strong link to the learning network as the key setting 

in this research which connects innovation, learning and personal and organisational 

change illustrated by Feldman’s (2000, p.625) “Performative Model of Learning in 

Routines”: 

“the process of engaging in organisational routines can be a process of 
learning…organisational routines involve people doing things, reflecting on 
what they are doing, and doing different things…as a result of the reflection. 
Thus, organisational routines can include the ‘double loop learning’ that 
Argyris (1976) and Argyris and Schön (1978) have identified.”  
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From this review of the innovation literature we can see the benefits of personal and 

organisational change theories in enabling the micro-enterprise owner-managers to 

innovate and we examine this in the following sections. 

 

2.4 Change 

 

2.4.1 Personal Change 

 

Personal change is fundamental in delivering not only organisational change, but any 

change in personal capabilities and routines needed to develop innovation and 

particularly the “inner-directed paradigm” shift referred to by Francis and Bessant 

(2005, pp.176 – 177).   

 

In the context of personal change and micro-enterprises, Gibb (2009, p.213) 

provides a clear commentary on the additional pressures management of financial 

assets and direct dependency for income on performance brings for owner-

managers:  

“for the owner-manager, if there is no action or initiative there is no income ... 
pressure to see things through is high ... business performance directly affect 
monthly income and lifestyle ... and the way the business develops will 
embody personal ways of doing things reflecting ways earlier problems have 
been addressed.”   
 
 

Such findings are in line with Greiner’s (1972, p.41) five phases of crises and growth 

where “each phase is both cause and effect of the previous phase and a cause for 

the next one.”  The degree of these pressures means the owner-manager role can 

often be a lonely task according to Thorpe et al (2005, p.263), Anderson and Gold 
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(2009, p.229) and Leitch et al (2009, p.245). Gibb (1972, p.213) argues loneliness 

can “collectively stimulate entrepreneurial behaviours such as initiative taking, 

seeking and grasping opportunities, deal making and networking, in a context of 

personal risk ...”.   

 

The importance of personal change to organisational change is well established in 

the literature: (Stuart, 1995, p.12; French and Delahaye, 1996, p.22; Matheney, 

1998, p.399; Feldman, 2000, p.627; Tsoukas and Chia, 2002, p.567, p.590; Senge, 

2003, p.48; Gravells, 2006, p.284).  Hughes (2006, p.103) explains “organisations 

change through individuals changing, which suggests a need for a bridge between 

theories of organisational change and individual change.”  Senge (2003, p.48) 

makes the point by asking rhetorically whether he is prepared to learn and change 

himself, noting the fantasy held by leading managers that organisations can change 

without personal change. In the micro-enterprise the development of such personal 

and organisational changes will primarily be made by their owner-managers.   

 

A gap in the literature is few articles provide a definition of personal change as 

opposed to change generally and organisational change and in reviewing journal 

articles on personal change few definitions were found.  This is important as these 

definitions and models enable owner-managers to make better sense of their “self” 

and trajectories of personal change over time.  A number of authors state their 

strong belief in the need for personal awareness and understanding of the “self” as 

managers and practitioners: (Bourner,1996; Cheung-Judge, 2001 and Nevis and 

Melnick, 2006). 
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The definition developed by Dyer (2007, p.116) in his paper on “Enthalpy Change” 

researches links with “changes in some chemical reactions, which release energy 

(enthalpy change) into the chemical system and sustain further reaction.”   Dyer’s 

(2007, p.117) definition of individual emergence can apply to personal change:  

“Individual emergence – the recognition by an individual of a new order or 
level of their understanding or competence, or of adjustments to perception or 
values, which then leads to change in their future behaviour.”   
 
 

A second definition from Boyatzis and Akrivou (2006, pp.624-625) on the concept of 

the “ideal self” and intentional change theory, argues the “positive effect and 

psychophysiological arousal... drives” intentional personal or individual change. They 

describe it as “a psychological component of the self... partially conscious and 

partially unconscious, varying from individual to individual” and defined as:  

“an image of a desired future; hope (and its constituents, self efficacy and 
optimism); and a comprehensive sense of one’s core identity (past strengths, 
traits and other enduring dispositions.)”  Boyatzis and Akrivou (2006, p.624)  
 

 

Boyatzis and Akrivou (2006, p.624) argue it creates a comprehensive context for a 

person to formulate why they want to “adapt, evolve or maintain their current desired 

state”. However in the innovation literature it is these very “past strengths, traits 

and…enduring dispositions” that may need to change to develop innovation 

capability and avoid core rigidities.   

 

Cameron and Green (2009, pp.13-14) draw on four approaches to personal change 

confirming the key point for managers to understand is the distinction between the 

changes being managed in the external world and the “concurrent psychological 

transitions” experienced by managers.  Not only is the micro-enterprise owner-



  

66 
 

manager’s external world constantly changing but they are personally changing in 

reaction to it, according to Tsoukas and Chia (2002, p.571) and Gibb (2009, p.212).  

Figure 2.2 illustrates the four approaches and dynamics interactively playing out 

between them and Cameron and Green (2009, pp.19 – 49) describe some personal 

change models linked to each: 

 

appropriate models for each.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2: Four Approaches to Individual Change.  (Cameron and Green, 2009, 

p.14) 

 

Cameron and Green’s (2009, p.14) framework of four approaches to personal 

change illustrate the complex dynamics present when these complimentary models 

may all be at play in learning networks. Similarly Poole and Van de Ven (2004, p.35) 

argue “individual change” is made up of the “behavioural, cognitive, affective and 

conative,” describing them as (2004, p.36) “...cognitive (e.g. mental abilities 

knowledge)...affective (e.g. personality, attitudes) and conative (e.g. motivation...)”. 

 

Behavioural 
 

Changing behaviours 

 

Cognitive  
 

Achieving results 

Psychodynamic 
 

The inner world of change 

Humanistic psychology 
 

Maximising potential 
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The learning network and its process, provide links to Kolb’s (1984, p.42) cycle of 

experiential learning and McGill and Beaty’s (2001, p.233) model of educational 

processes in action learning with members sharing experiences with others, 

reflecting on their learning, experimenting, doing things differently and as a result, 

personally changing. Cameron and Green’s (2009, p.14, pp.25-27) behavioural 

approach may come into play when one learning network participant motivates a 

change in behaviour in another. A coaching conversation between members may 

induce a cognitive change and new thought processes in the way they respond to 

situations.   Benchmarking themselves against others may lead a participant to adopt 

a more reflective approach to personal change, initiating a better understanding of 

their own “self”.  Adopting a more humanistic stance through network feedback can 

enhance self-awareness and need for development and growth, again leading to 

personal change.  Bessant, Tsekouras and Rush (2009, p.9) conclude such 

“exposure to benchmarking in the company of peers…creates a strong isomorphic 

pressure for change…”. Poole and Van de Ven (2004, p.41) share their views, 

arguing “copious research has established performance feedback as a valuable 

resource that influences motivation and behaviour for both individuals and 

groups…[and]… serves to influence both behavioural and conative individual 

change.” Cameron and Green (2009, p.22) and Poole and Van de Ven (2004, p.36) 

point out such changes can be reinforced by the interpersonal socialisation process, 

in this thesis generated by participation in a learning network.   

 

Resultant personal changes among network members may involve a range of 

changes to either behaviours or the way they do things. Adopting a different 

approach to achieving goals may create a greater understanding of their 
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weaknesses, personal impact and how they enhance their personal development.  

Such changes potentially provide links between the action learning process and 

personal and organisational changes that may develop from them.   A feature of this 

study is to examine if learning network participation made members more aware of 

their strengths and weaknesses, personally changing as a result, and impacting on 

organisational change and innovation for their micro-enterprise.   

 

Hughes’ (2006, p.107) perspective is individuals go through a process of change 

rather than change as a single event, even if such a process can be almost 

continuous. This focus on a process of changes leading to personal change is 

shared by several authors: (Stuart, 1995, p.12; French and Delahaye, 1996, p.24; 

Boyatzis and Akrivou, 2006, p.627 and Dyer, 2007, p.117). Understanding such a 

process is important in recognising resistance to organisational change and 

innovation by individuals, even though much of the change literature only discusses 

personal resistance in the context of the difficulties it causes in changing the 

organisation according to Bessant and Tidd (2007, p.428).   It can be argued much 

of this resistance is often seen negatively in the literature and blamed for the failure 

of change initiatives. Yet personal resistance is not only a conscious act but can be 

triggered unconsciously or habitually just as organisations can also behave in 

habitual ways.  

 

If there are few definitions of personal change, then there are many of models which 

can help individuals understand their process of change and some are presented in 

Figure 2.3.  Such models may be followed as a result of an individual adopting one, 

or a combination of Cameron and Green’s (2009, p.14) four approaches to personal 
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change. For example, Kubler-Ross’s (1969/2003, p.9) research into the individual’s 

response to death and grief has been influential in defining the five stages of 

personal change involved and can be used to assess an organisation’s capacity to 

deal with difficult situations such as widespread redundancies and closures. Her 

research found the stages encompassed: denial and isolation, anger, bargaining, 

depression and acceptance. Prochaska et al’s (1991, pp.83-107) work on the 

personal changes involved in giving up smoking found four stages of personal 

change in terms of: pre-contemplation, contemplation, action and maintenance. 

Hughes (2006, p.106) concludes the Kubler-Ross (1969/2003) model helps us make  

 

AUTHOR COMMENTS 

Kubler-Ross, E. (2003/1969, p.1)  
 

Seminal work – 5 Stages of Grief Model 

Prochaska, J. Velicer, W. and Di 
Clemente, C. (1991, p.83)  
 

Self change approaches to smoking 
cessation 

Stuart, R. (1995, p.56)  
 

10 stage process of a change journey  

French, E. and Delahaye, B. (1996, p.26)  4 stage process of transitional change  
 

Elrod, P. and Tippet, D. (2002, pp. 273 – 
291) 

Describe 21 models of personal change 
from the Bible to the late 1990s many 
tabulated under Lewin’s 3 stage model 
 

Atherton, J. (2003, p.1)  6 models of personal change including 
the Bible and Lewin 
   

Desplaces, D. (2005, p.28)  A model based on an individual 
readiness to change 
 

Boyatzis, R. and Akrivou, K. (2006, 
p.627)  

Model based on the various 
“Components of the Ideal Self”  
 

 

Figure 2.3: Models of Personal Change 
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sense of our reaction to life events, while the work of Prochaska et al (1991) adopts 

a more proactive approach to personal change. 

 

Elrod and Tippet (2002, p.273) argue many of the twenty-one models of personal 

change are based on Lewin’s (1951) original model of unfreezing, moving and 

refreezing which has been praised and criticised by many: (Pascale, 1999, pp.85-93; 

Burnes, 2000, p.311: Tsoukas and Chia, 2002, p.570; Grey, 2005, p.99 and Hughes 

2006, p.196). 

“surprisingly a majority of the models studied were found to share two 
important characteristics: they follow Lewin’s 1952 three phase model of 
change and they describe a degradation of capabilities in the intermediate 
change process.” Elrod and Tippet (2002, p.273) 
 
 
 

The complexity of personal change highlights the importance of supporting 

individuals engaged in the process proposed by Trader-Leigh (2002, p.145), Chonko 

et al (2006, p.45) and Sherman and Garland (2007, p.55).  This is particularly the 

case in micro-enterprises where they are unlikely to have in-house HR advice and 

any “degradation of capabilities” described by Elrod and Tippet (2002, p.273) could 

put their firm at risk. It confirms the need for resistance to change to be managed 

sensitively, which is a major challenge for initiators of change according to Bovey 

and Hede (2001, p.535).   

 

2.4.2 Organisational Change  

 

The review of the literature on the importance of innovation suggested the potentially 

key role played by personal and organisational change theories in enabling micro-

enterprises to deliver it. Despite this, there is little agreement on a definition for 
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organisational change and limited research linking its theories with micro-enterprises 

and development of the owner-managers’ understanding of how their firm might 

move through the evolutionary phases of growth and crisis described by Greiner 

(1972, p.41).  According to Hayes (2010, p.109) it is important managers dealing 

with change are aware of their current phase of organisational development, 

identifying new sets of organisational changes to provide further periods of growth.  

A better understanding of organisational change would assist owner-managers in 

developing increased awareness of organisational change models for use in their 

firms.   

 

In micro-enterprises with competencies and capabilities vested in a few people, the 

understanding organisations can only change as a result of individuals personally 

changing is described by a wide range of authors: (Stuart, 1995, p.12; French and 

Delahaye, 1996, p.22; Matheney, 1998, p.399; Feldman, 2000, p.62; Tsoukas and 

Chia, 2002, p.567; Senge, 2003, p.48; Poole and Van de Ven, 2004, p.395; Gravells, 

2006, p.284 and Hughes 2006, p.103).  Even if attention given to organisational 

change can support owner-managers through the process of change, it is individuals 

in the micro-enterprises who will develop, resist and deliver the changes needed to 

innovate.   

 

If key authors argue more research is needed into micro-enterprises and innovation, 

and the innovation literature does not often refer to the change management 

literature in a detailed processual way, then equally the mainstream organisational 

change literature rarely mentions SMEs, micro-enterprises or innovation from its silo.  

It creates a gap in the literature and lack of previously published research linking 
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micro-enterprises, personal and organisational change and innovation examined in 

this thesis. The organisational change literature is often written from the large 

corporate and planned perspective, rather than the more contingent and emergent 

organisational changes often encountered by micro-enterprises in their start up 

phase. 

 

The use of the term change and its management originated in large global 

management consultancies rather than academia in the late 1980s according to 

Anderson and Anderson Ackerman (2001, pp.24 – 25), Bradford and Burke (2005, 

p.21) and Hughes (2006, pp.17 – 18). Such consultancies rarely involve themselves 

with SMEs let alone micro-enterprises, perpetuating the literature’s focus on a large 

corporate planned and staged approach. An example being the management of 

strategic change where Johnson and Scholes (1984, pp.450-541) address the 

different types of strategic change observable in organisations examining the 

incremental, reactive, proactive or transformational types of change.  

 

Given the newness of the field there are relatively few definitions of change with one 

of the earliest developed by French and Bell (1995, p.3): “change means the new 

state of things is different from the old state of things.”  A broader, more generic 

definition of change is provided by Hughes (2006, p.2) defining change management 

as: “attending to organisational change transition process at organisational, group 

and individual levels.”  The definition enables us to see change as something that 

can be planned or emergent and encompass employees at different organisational 

levels.  It acknowledges the transitions described by Bridges (1996, p.7) as being 
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part of a personal change process individuals experience, resist and interact with as 

part of organisational change. 

  

 Hughes’s (2006, p.2) definition is consistent with Van de Ven and Poole’s (1995, 

p.21, p.512) description of change as a process taking place over time in an 

“organisational entity [which]... may be an individual’s job, a work group an 

organisational strategy, a programme, a product, or the overall organisation.”  Such 

an entity view of change is criticised by Tsoukas and Chia (2002, p.570, p.576) who 

stress “change must not be thought of as a property of organisation...rather, the 

organisation must be understood as an emergent property of change”.  Poole and 

Van de Ven (2004, p. xv – xvi) declare a bias toward stability in their thinking about 

change, and critique the stance adopted by Tsoukas and Chia (2002), arguing “it is 

important that our theories provide a balance between stability and change by 

explaining them both as part of the same process.” This pragmatic stance is 

supported by Bakken and Hernes (2006, p.1602) who talk of “the interplay between 

the more fluid and the stable…[operating]…in a state of mutual tension.” 

 

Van de Ven and Poole (1995, p.510 and pp.516 – 20) introduce four basic theories 

of the process of change in organisations: life cycle, teleology, dialectics and 

evolution all driven by different organisational levels and the interplay between them. 

Caldwell (2006, p.13), criticises their model saying “it is impossible to have adequate 

theories of organisational change without including theories of agency.” In a later 

paper Van de Ven and Poole (2005, p.1379) cite the work of Tsoukas in 2005 in 

making the distinction between the “weak” and “strong” views of change with the 

former being “a world made of things in which process represent a change in things 
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...” or the latter “a world of process in which things are ratifications of process”.  The 

work of Rescher in 1996 is cited by Van de Ven and Poole (2005, p.1378) in saying 

“process is fundamental: the river is not an object but an ever changing flow ... 

everything in nature is a matter of process, of activity, of change.”  Such a process 

view of organisational change in the work of Van de Ven and Poole (1995, p.21) and 

Poole and Van de Ven (2004, pp.10-20) is seen by them as being (2004, p.xi) 

“planned or unplanned, incremental or radical and recurrent or unprecedented 

[arguing] innovation is an important partner to change.” 

 

A process view of change is not inconsistent with the work of authors such as Clark 

(1994), Senior (1997), Mullins (1999), Burnes (2000), Hughes (2006) and Burnes 

(2009) who essentially describe three approaches to change with an example of 

each by the researcher:  

 

The Planned  Lewin’s (1951) Model of Unfreezing, Moving and Refreezing  

The Emergent  Kotter’s (1996) Eight Steps of Transformation  

The Contingent  Abrahamson’s (2000) Model of Dynamic Stability  

 

A gap in the organisational change literature is there is no agreement around the 

best approach to change management, with Paton and McCalman (2000, p.3) and 

Burnes and Jackson (2011, p.134) stating there is no best way. The implications of 

this for micro-enterprise owner-managers were discussed at the start of this section, 

referencing the work of Greiner (1972, p.41) and Hayes (2010, p.109).  Burnes 

(2000,p.52) is clear there are “a wide range of confusing and contradicting theories, 

approaches and recipes [and] we do not possess at present an approach to change 

that is theoretically holistic, universally applicable, and which can be practically 
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applied.” A view still held by Burnes (2009, p.157, pp.397 – 398) and shared by 

Hughes (2006, p.17) asserting “there is no consensus list of best approaches to 

change management and it would be possible to challenge any so called definitive 

list.”  

 

More recently Burnes and Jackson (2011, p.134) cite five authors who recognise 

even one or two approaches to change cannot cover the wide range of change 

situations that exist. Given there is no agreement on a “best way”, Burnes (in 

Caldwell 2006, p.viii, Introduction) suggests further research is needed, explaining 

“we cannot understand organisational change sufficiently, nor implement it 

effectively, unless we can map the range of approaches and evaluate what they 

seek to achieve…”.  This provides an opportunity to introduce a greater 

understanding of various trajectories of organisational change and whether they are 

appropriate for the dynamic environment of micro-enterprises.   

 

Significant consensus does exist, that two thirds of change efforts fail to produce 

their planned results which could have a negative impact on the survival and growth 

of micro-enterprises: (Grey, 2001, p.15 and 2005, p.97; Matheney, 1998, p.394; 

Anderson and Ackerman Anderson, 2001, p.1; Bradford and Burke, 2005, p.196; 

Andriopolous and Dawson, 2009, p.340; Burnes and Jackson, 2011, p.133 and 

Nasim and Sushil, 2011, p. 190).  Hughes (2010, p.9) finds “this is a very blunt 

statistic [which has] fuelled scepticism about the manageability of change”, arguing 

the evaluation of managing change has been plagued by a lack of empirical 

evidence. Further research conducted by Hughes (2011, pp.451-464) into five 

papers highlighting a 70% failure rate found an “absence of valid and reliable 



  

76 
 

empirical evidence” to support the figure, attributing this to ambiguities around the 

context, perception and measurability of change. 

 

If change is to be more successful Anderson and Ackerman Anderson (2001, p.30) 

conclude organisational and personal change need to be more closely integrated. 

This will be critical in micro-enterprises where both are entwined in the owner-

manager already delivering multiple functions and capabilities.  Virtually no 

organisational change text mentions the different ways individuals can experience 

change by referencing work such as Bridge’s (1996, p.83) transition process, Kubler-

Ross’s (1969, 2003) five-stage model of grief applied to an organisational setting, or 

Stuart’s (1996) work on the trauma of organisational change.  A stance supported by 

Bovey and Hede (2001, p.534) saying:  

“it could be argued that the vast majority of organisation change is managed 
from a technical viewpoint without recognising or understanding how the 
human element influences the success or failure of change.” 
 

 

Greiner’s (1972, p.37) research found smaller firms such as micro-enterprises need 

to change repeatedly if they are to survive and grow, and “move through five 

distinguishable phases of development, each of which contains a relatively calm 

period of growth that ends with a management crisis.”  Figure 2.4 illustrates 

Greiner’s (1972, p.41) five growth stages and crises, where “each phase is both an 

effect of the previous phase and a cause for the next one.”  The phases provide a 

broad range of challenges and organisational and personal changes for micro-

enterprise owner-managers and their teams, with Greiner (1972, p.45) detailing the 

changes needed to management focus, organisational structure, management style, 

control systems and management rewards.   
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Models of organisational growth are not without their critics and Phelps et al’s (2007, 

p.12) criticism is despite the appeal of such models in simplifying and categorising 

complex organisational changes they have several limitations.  Phelps et al (2007, 

p.12) build on Greiner’s (1972) work in proposing “an alternative conceptualisation of 

firm growth” as their:  

“alternative discards the notion of stages and suggests that, as firms grow, 
they encounter a series of problems which, at some critical or threshold level 
that we call ‘tipping points’, must be addressed if growth is to continue.”  
 
 

Phelps et al (2007, p.13) make no assumptions about the sequence or predictability 

of such tipping points, except to say the firm will encounter them all at some point. 

 

Although Storey and Greene (2010, pp.223-224) describe Greiner’s (1972) work as a 

classic example of the staged model of organisational change agreeing it gives 

entrepreneurs the opportunity to self-assess the development of their business, they 

list six important limitations of the approach. Storey and Greene’s (2010, p. 224) 

criticisms centre on the models assumption firms grow rather than close, have a  

singular unidirectional approach to growth, are ambiguous about the number and 

length of stages and crises, ultimately focus on formal management structures and 

don’t cover informal interactions and networking. 

 

The challenges of organisational change in micro-enterprises and small firms 

described by Greiner (1972), Phelps et al (2007) and Storey and Greene (2010) are 

made even more complex with Gibb (2009, p.211) explaining individuals running 

micro-enterprises “can behave highly entrepreneurially and the firms they run 

change dynamically, when struggling to survive or when fighting to maintain the 

status quo.”  Gibb (2009, p.212) attributes this to their smallness, limited resources 
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Figure 2.4: The Five Phases of Growth (Greiner, 1972, p.41) 

 

and inability to influence the wider environment, creating greater degrees of 

uncertainty.  Figure 2.5 illustrates some of the potential influences of this smallness 

on owner-managers and their micro-enterprises.  

 

Further research into micro-enterprises and personal and organisational change 

examined in this thesis will enhance our understanding of their relationship with 

innovation, given a lack of previous research in the context of owner-managers 

participating in a constructed learning network.   
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                                                 Small management team 
 
Stretched multifunctional                                                            Fewer specialist managerial 
management and overlapping roles                                                         personnel    
 
Wider scope for domination by                                                    Limited capacity for scanning                                                      
           leader                                                                                         environment  
 
Limited control over                                                                            Closeness of managerial 
external environment                                                                          group  
 
    Wider potential for all staff                                            Wider scope for informal ways  
  to know business and stakeholders                                         of doing things 
 
           Relatively limited resource                           Greater ability to use personal observation 
          and power to raise resource                             rather than systems for control 

 

 

Figure 2.5: Potential Influences of Independent Smallness On Micro-Enterprise 

Management (Gibb, 2009, p.213)  

 

2.4.3 Personal and Organisational Resistance to Change 

 

Much of the literature regarding organisational and personal resistance to change is 

discussed in the context of change initiatives in large organisations and few authors 

specifically mention SMEs let alone micro-enterprises.  The following commentary 

can be viewed through the lens of micro-enterprise owner-managers and their teams 

where the impact of resistance to change and innovation might have an even greater 

impact.  Bessant and Tidd (2007, p.428) argue as many innovation processes lead 

to major changes, then the question of managing these changes and resistance to 

innovation needs to be addressed.   

 

A number of authors make comments relevant to resistance to change in micro-

enterprises, even if their work focuses on leadership development in SMEs:  
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(Anderson and Gold, 2009; Gibb, 2009; Leitch et al, 2009 and Thorpe et al, 2009). 

Thorpe et al’s (2009, p.204) literature review suggests where entrepreneurial activity 

depends on interpersonal relationships and participation, the quality of these can be 

predicted by elements such as trust, social capital, respect and shared experiences.  

Gibb’s (2009, pp.213 – 214) research into the role of action learning in developing 

micro-enterprises confirms the owner-manager’s leadership tenure lasts on average 

thirty years and they have considerable ownership of the way things are done and 

vested interests in changing decisions made experientially over many years.  This 

can lead to personal and organisational resistance in micro-enterprises when aligned 

to what Gibb (2009, p.220) describes as the emotions underpinning the way 

entrepreneurs behave.   

 

Leitch et al (2009, p.243) offer a harsher critique of SMEs in relation to resistance 

following interviews with SME founders participating in an action learning 

programme, finding SMEs tend to be influenced by dominant individuals who lack 

flexibility, engagement, openness and responsiveness.  Anderson and Gold’s (2009, 

p.229) case study research into owner-manager identity construction found the 

functional isolation of many owner-managers meant they concentrated very narrowly 

on their own business activities with personal learning constrained by a lack of 

reflection.  Such views highlight the importance of studying personal and 

organisational resistance to change and innovation in micro-enterprises and the part 

played by learning networks in addressing these issues.   

 

Hughes (2006, p.127) defines resistance to change as “encompassing behaviours 

acted out by change recipients in order to slow down or terminate an intended 
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organisational change.”  This raises the question of why individuals and groups 

adopt this stance and the literature gives examples of changes in job, reduced 

security, psychological threats, power and politics and disruption to existing status 

and routines,  according to Paton and McCalman (2000, p47) and Hughes (2006, 

p119).  Gibb (2009, p.222) provides a very similar list of reasons from his research in 

1997 for BERR into the management development needs of SMEs, but in his case 

these act as triggers for micro-enterprise interest in more formal processes of 

management development.  Chonko et al (2006, p.45) observe “resistance to 

change occurs for reasons such as fear of change, difficulty in changing, lack of 

belief in changes, lack of patience for the benefits of change, concern re job security 

and opposition to new tasks.”  Even though Chonko et al (2006) are talking about 

organisational resistance, one is struck by how many of their reasons centre on the 

individual, and similar lists are provided by Senior (1997, p.218) and Kotter (1996, 

p.16). Such lists have a large organisational and strategic thread running through 

them and are certainly not developed with micro-enterprises in mind.   

 

Four predominant perspectives on resistance to change identified by Hughes (2006, 

p.119) illustrate resistance straddles both organisational and personal change 

elements in Figure 2.6. The Psychological and Systems models look at resistance 

through an individual’s lens, while the Institutional and Organisational Cultures 

Approaches centre on organisational resistance and all models seem relevant to 

micro-enterprises even if not specifically mentioned.  Just as the literature has little 

agreement about the best way to approach organisational change, so Hughes (2006, 

p.120) acknowledges the same is likely with resistance to change where “no 

consensus explanation of resistance to organisational change exists.”  
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“The Psychological Model” 
 

“resistance in terms of individual behaviours”  

“The Systems Model”  “it is not change as such that people resist ... but 
losing something.”   
 

“The Institutional Approach”  “resistance ... embedded in organisational 
structures ... decision making ... resource 
allocation.”   
 

“The Organisational Cultures 
Approach”   
 

“resistance explained in terms of the existence of 
organisational cultures.”   

 
Figure 2.6: Four Perspectives On Resistance to Change (Hughes, 2006, p.119) 

 

In the context of entrepreneurs, Thorpe et al (2005, p.264) caution against assuming 

entrepreneurs always learn, suggesting they have a tendency to become locked in 

previously successful patterns of activity and potentially resist change and 

innovation.  Higgs and Rowland (2010, p.383) argue in order to move their 

organisations forward leaders need to be able to step back with a degree of 

detachment before moving “the organisation through a critical threshold to a 

transformed and healthier place ...”.  Such detachment from everyday organisational 

life may be difficult for micro-enterprise owner-managers focussed on the operational 

activities of their firm, compounding issues of resistance.  

  

Previous sections researched innovation and change in micro-enterprises and the 

next section examines whether these theories can be supported through owner-

manager participation in a learning network. 
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2.5 Learning Networks 

 

2.5.1 Individual and Organisational Learning in Micro-Enterprises 

 

Devins et al (2005, p.540), Gibb (2009, p.216) and Thorpe et al (2009, pp.202 – 203) 

refer to the informal nature of learning in micro-enterprises in particular, and Gold, 

Thorpe and Mumford (2010, p.270) in more general terms.  Like Gibb (2009, p.216), 

Devins et al (2005, p.543) argue “within this micro-business world, learning is 

inextricably linked to the performance of work activities, solving problems and 

grasping new opportunities as they arise” and typical of previously described 

characteristics of entrepreneurs.  According to Devins et al (2005, p.543) “much 

learning occurs naturally in a non-contrived manner as part of an everyday process 

that moves the organisation in a direction that meets the desires and interests of the 

manager [and is] seldom reliant upon formal or structured training.”  Birdthistle and 

Fleming (2005, p.746) found in their study of micro-family firms, the size of the firm 

itself can lead to difficulties in creating continuous learning opportunities and the 

majority are offered on an informal rather than formal basis.  

  

Individual and organisational difficulties in developing learning for micro-enterprise 

owner-managers and their firms are described by a wide range of authors: (Choneke 

and Armstrong 1998, p.138; Birdthistle and Fleming, 2005, p.730; Devins et al, 2005, 

p.544 and Gibb, 2009, pp.215 – 216).  Despite this, Birdthistle and Fleming (2005, 

p.730) say micro-family firms “display some of the characteristics of a learning 

organisation but not all of them,” while Devins et al (2005, p.544) and Gibb (2009, 

p.215) refer to the micro-enterprises being dependent as learning organisations on a 
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range of stakeholders.  Devins et al (2005, p.544) refer to small businesses being 

“conceptualised as a learning organisation operating within a network 

interdependency of others”, including those stakeholders8 described by Gibb 

(2009,p.215).  

 

In describing operational “know how” and conceptual “know-why” levels of learning  

Kim (1993, p.38) concludes “know-how implies the physical ability to produce some  

action [and] know why ... the ability to articulate a conceptual understanding of an  

experience.”  Kim (1993, p.38) confirms the experiential nature of the learning 

process citing the work of Kolb (1984, p.21) as important in determining what people 

learn and how they apply that learning. As a result, Kim (1993, p.38 ) defines  

learning as “increasing one’s capacity to take effective action,” explaining how  

individual learning leads to individual and then organisational actions and changes 

with the potential for single and double-loop learning developed by Argyris and  

Schön (1996, p.23).  Argyris and Schӧn (1996, pp.20-21) define single loop learning 

as instrumental learning that changes strategies of action, but leaving the values and 

overall approach of the individual or organisation unchanged, while the shift to 

double loop learning changes such values and overall strategies. Kim’s (1993, p.38) 

views are synonymous with those of Crossan and Bedrow (2003, pp.1090 – 1091) 

who talk of “individual intuiting” through which individuals learn and then personally 

change, with organisations managing “the tension between institutionalised learning 

and the process of intuiting, interpreting and integrating ... and organisational 

_________________   

8 Gibb’s (2009, p.215) stakeholder learning field encompasses: customers, marketing channels, 

competitors, professional services, educational organisations, business associations, staff, 
governmental bodies, family, peers, regulators, the revenue, bankers and suppliers. 
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change”. The experiential nature of the learning process in micro-enterprises is 

confirmed by Gibb (2009, p.216) noting “the owner and his team learn and develop 

by the process of building the business, changing the organisation to respond as 

necessary to problems and opportunities.”   

 

In discussing the key attributes of a learning organisation Choneke and Armstrong 

(1998, p.137) say “there appears to be a consensus among many of the writers that 

continuous learning is an essential ingredient in the effective management of 

change.”  Garcia-Morales et al (2007, p.547) develop this theme, linking personal 

and organisational learning and innovation where “personal mastery is the capability 

to grow and learn on a personal level [which] influences organisational performance 

directly and indirectly through organisational learning and innovation ... and 

organisational learning influences ... organisational innovation ...”.  Despite these 

findings, Devins et al (2005, p.540) identified a lack of literature associated with 

learning in the micro-business context and more successful learning interventions 

and opportunities are needed in micro-enterprises.  Gannon et al (2010, p.6) 

attribute some of these difficulties to past studies focussing on large organisations 

and the distinction between individual and organisational learning being less distinct 

in SMEs. 

 

2.5.2 Absorptive Capacity  

 

The previous section on individual and organisational learning highlighted the 

importance of developing learning for micro-enterprises owner-managers so they 

can develop on a personal level to influence organisational learning and innovation. 
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Potentially this could take place through a structured learning network group and  

Bessant and Tsekouras (2001, p.88, p.82) see the network “as a vehicle whose 

primary purpose is to enable learning ... expressed as a network formally set up for 

the primary purpose of increasing knowledge” and they examine “the potential 

acceleration and improvement of the process of knowledge acquisition and capacity 

building through shared learning.” Tell (2000, p.315) sees the learning network as 

“the only way to capture tacit knowledge that SMEs possess is through dialogue and 

reflection ...” within the group although Bessant et al (2012, p.1091) would argue that 

owner-managers can also be supported by “consultancy and advice via innovation 

agents...”.  Thorpe et al (2005, p.275) and Tidd and Bessant (2009, p.257) explain 

how organisations make use of this knowledge to grow and innovate differs widely 

with the latter saying “the measure of this ability to find and use new knowledge has 

been termed absorptive capacity” which establishes its relevance to this thesis.  

According to Bessant et al (2012, p.1092) such shared learning in a network “has 

considerable potential as an aid to enhancing absorptive capacity across a group of 

relatively inexperienced firms – often SMEs...”. 

 

The work of Phelps et al (2007, p.13) and Tidd and Bessant (2009, p.258) also 

establish the links between absorptive capacity and the development of 

organisational changes needed to grow the firm which will also involve the micro-

enterprise owner-manager in personal and organisational change.  Phelps et al 

(2007, p.13) express this in their “Absorptive Capacity and Tipping Point Framework” 

shown at Figure 2.7, which builds on Greiner’s (1972) original work, believing 

“external knowledge is an important resource ...” for addressing the problems of 

organisational growth and change and to “integrate absorptive capacity into a 
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capability model and suggest that firms are differentially able to acquire, assimilate, 

transform and apply knowledge to navigate tipping points.”  Tidd and Bessant (2009, 

p.258) further explain the process connecting it to change:  

 

“For various reasons firms may find difficulties in growing through acquiring 

new knowledge.  Some may simply be unaware of the need to change.  Such 

firms ... a classic problem of SME growth ... differ from those which recognise 

in some strategic way the need to change, to acquire and use new 

knowledge, but lack the capability to target their search or to assimilate and 

make effective use of new knowledge once identified.”   

 

Personal and organisational change theories will be required to not only use this new 

knowledge but to ensure it is used effectively and efficiently “which allows 

organisations to repeat the trick,” according to Tidd and Bessant (2009, p.259).   

 

Developing the individual and collective organisational capacities of owner-managers 

in the learning network also has the potential to improve their innovation 

management capabilities, building their capability to take their micro-enterprise on a 

staircase of progress from the basic form of a low technology firm to one capable of 

entering export markets using outward facing knowledge. Such a staircase analogy 

is developed by Arnold and Thuriaux (1997, p.21) “to segment companies according 

to their level of research and engineering capability.” The stairs rise from “Low-

Technology SMEs” at the bottom with no meaningful technological capability [and] 

no perceived need for this”, to intermediate steps of “Minimum Capability 

Companies” who may need “packaged solutions [and] implementation help” to 
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“Technological Competents” on the penultimate step who are “able to participate in 

technology networks.” The top step of the staircase is occupied by “Research 

Performers” who “take a long run view” of developing technological absorptive 

capacities, knowledge and capabilities. 

 

Figure 2.7: The Absorptive Capacity and Tipping Point Framework for Growth 

Firm States (Phelps et al 2007, p.13)  

 

The concept of absorptive capacity was developed initially by Cohen and Levinthal 

(1990, p.128) who “argue that the ability of the firm to recognise the value of new, 

external information, assimilate it, and apply it to commercial ends is critical to its 

innovative capabilities.”  Cohen and Levinthal (1990, p.130) make a link between 

“problem solving and learning capabilities” saying they “are so similar there is little 
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reason to differentiate their modes of development although exactly what is learned 

may differ: learning capabilities involve the capacity to assimilate existing knowledge, 

while problem-solving skills represent a capacity to create new knowledge.”  For the 

micro-enterprise owner-manager participating in a constructed learning network then 

their learning capabilities can be further developed through experiential learning 

developing new knowledge, with problem solving skills enhanced through action 

learning and the process of sharing the new knowledge though the learning network 

and feedback and double loop learning.   

 

Critically for the micro-enterprise manager and his small team Cohen and Levinthal 

(1990, p.131) also make clear “an organisation’s absorptive capacity will depend on 

the absorptive capacities of its individual members ... and like individual’s absorptive 

capacities, organisational absorptive capacity will tend to develop cumulatively.”  The 

lack of internal resources associated with the micro-enterprise may come into play 

here as Cohen and Levinthal (1990, pp.149 – 150) believe “absorptive capacity is 

more likely to be maintained and developed and maintained as a by-product of 

routine activity ... closely related to its current knowledge base.”  The micro-

enterprise many not have the time, “effort”, “investment” or ability to “sacrifice current 

output” to gain “absorption of new knowledge from new domains” and this may 

constrain its ability to move from its current state and move to “do better” and future 

“do different” innovations unless supported by participation in a learning network.   

 

Zahra and George (2002, p.185) build on Cohen and Levinthal’s (1990) original work 

by “distinguishing between a firm’s potential and realised capacity, “conceptualising it 

as “building upon the dynamic capabilities of the firm.”  Todorova and Durisin (2007, 
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p.774) are highly critical of Zahra and George’s work and despite detailing the 

various changes made to Cohen and Levinthal’s (1990) original work believe they 

“do not sufficiently build on the original conceptualisation.”  In their own model 

Todorova and Durisin (2007, pp.775 – 776) refine Zahra and George’s (2002) 

reconceptualisation by: reintroducing the recognition of value, introduce knowledge 

transformation as an alternative to knowledge assimilation, say the distinction 

between potential and realised absorptive capacity is no longer relevant and that the 

“contingency factor of social integration must influence not only transformation but 

also other components of absorptive capacity” in both positive and negative ways 

through “power relationships.”  Finally Todorova and Durisin (2007, p.776) add new 

feedback links to “capture the dynamic aspects of the phenomenon” to reflect its 

ability to generate “organisational change and evolution” and “thinking in cycles 

typical of evolutionary approaches to management studies.”  Todorova and Durisin’s 

(2007, p.776) refined model of absorptive capacity is shown at Figure 2.8 and 

highlights the importance “social integration mechanisms” can play in influencing its 

development, potentially for micro-enterprise owner-managers through learning 

networks.   

 

Recent work by Volberda et al (2010, pp.931-951) enhanced our understanding of 

the detailed processes and practices through which absorptive capacity is built. 

Volberda et al (2010, p.931) found “most attention had focussed on tangible 

outcomes “and that “organisational design and individual level antecedents have 

been relatively neglected and the emergence of absorptive capacity from the actions 

and interactions of individual, organisational and inter-organisational antecedents 

remains unclear.” 
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Figure 2.8: A Refined Model of Absorptive Capacity (Todorova and Durisin 

2007, p.776)  

 

In this section we have seen the potential of experiential and action learning theories 

applied to micro-enterprise owner-managers participating in a constructed learning 

network to develop their absorptive capacities, dynamic capabilities and personal 

and organisational abilities to change and innovate shared learning through the 

learning network and its potential for social integration.  Potentially it can provide the 

setting to not only develop such absorptive capacities but to practise and get 

feedback on the implementation of the resultant changes and innovations.  Sun and 

Anderson (2010, p.138) confirm the strength of these relationships in their theoretical 

framework comparison and integration of the dynamic capabilities view of absorptive 

capacity and the organisational learning literature, but believe further research is 

needed into absorptive capacity like Muscio (2007, p.653) who says “little evidence 

has been provided about this important determinant of knowledge acquisition in the 



  

92 
 

context of SMEs.”  Equally, Volberda et al (2010, p.948) argue the “theoretical 

foundation of absorptive capacity is lacking in some crucial dimensions [saying] we 

do not understand how absorptive capacity arises, exerts its influence on innovation 

and is subsequently transformed in terms of individual action and interaction that is 

embedded in an organisational context.” 

 

This research provides an opportunity to assess the role of the learning network in 

using specific practices to develop absorptive capacity and assess its impact on the 

cases. For example, does Profitnet support members through the whole process of 

developing their individual and collective absorptive capacities and personal changes 

from their initial sharing of knowledge and learning, right through to its eventual 

exploitation in organisational changes and innovations. 

 

2.5.3 Learning Networks and Clusters 

 

The previous literature on learning networks has focussed on numerous research 

studies of emergent and regional SME clusters and social networks of small 

business owners and entrepreneurs. Bessant et al (2012, pp.1087-88) observe the 

theme of clustering “has been used to describe a variety of business agglomerations 

with different objectives, characteristics and approaches.” The same authors argue 

the term cluster has been used to describe “both geographical concentrations of 

businesses as well as businesses that develop linkages or joint activities with each 

other.”  Markusen’s (1996, pp.293) work makes distinctions between the various 

types of clusters rejecting “the new industrial district in either its Marshallian or 

Italianate form...as the dominant paradigmatic form.” Markusen (1996) identifies 
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three additional types of industrial districts namely: hub-and-spoke based on a 

dominant firm, a satellite platform of unconnected externally owner firms and the 

state anchored district dominated by one or several government institutions. The key 

features of these districts and their Marshallian and Italianate variants are 

hypothesised in detail. (Markusen,1996,pp.298-299). Bessant and Tsekouras (2001, 

p.89) also provide examples of several emergent typologies of learning networks. 

 

The existing literature “makes distinctions between those clusters which focus 

primarily on economic transactions and joint business initiatives and those which 

emphasise knowledge sharing and joint learning bringing a social interaction 

perspective” according to Bessant et al (2012, p.1088). The idea of learning 

networks versus networks that learn can lead to situations where learning is a by-

product of networking activities in contrast to constructed learning networks where it 

is the main focus because the process is more structured and facilitated compared to 

learning through purely informal organic interactions which may take longer to 

develop. Such learning networks are an accelerated format with a specific focus that 

have been constructed “purposively as a result of a clear strategy...are often 

managed by an informal agent or broker” such as the university of Brighton in this 

research, rather than “clusters that emerge organically...through informal interactions 

and exchanges such as Silicon Valley.” (Bessant et al, 2012, p.1088). 

 

Markusen (1996, p.296) points out “a real world” industrial district “may be an 

amalgam of one or more types [which] may mutate from one type to another.” She 

also confirms (1996, p.308) that “most rapidly growing metropolitan areas owe their 

performance to hub firms or industries, satellite platforms and/or state anchors or 
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combinations thereof.” Even though the types of clusters may change over time, both 

Bessant and Tsekouras (2001, p.83) and Bessant et al (2012, p.1088) see 

constructed learning networks themselves developing “an emergent property [of] 

collective efficiency.” Bessant et al (2012, p.1088) argue such learning networks 

“represent more than simple economies of association [but] are complex processes 

through which relevant knowledge inputs are created, circulated, adapted and 

deployed.” The authors highlight that “flows of skill, knowledge, resources and above 

all trust” are essential in enabling learning networks to generate such collective 

efficiencies. 

 

Devins et al (2005, p.544) find “networks and networking are increasingly viewed as 

a major learning opportunity for smaller enterprises and ... a crucial element of 

successful small business development”. Storey and Greene (2010, p.132) stress 

their importance in enabling individuals to work through the processes of starting a 

new business.  The connection between learning and learning networks is 

established by the research of a number of authors: (Bessant and Tsekouras, 2001, 

p.89; Tell, 2003, p.308; Marshall and Tsekouras, 2010, p.292 and Bessant et al, 

2012, p.1091).  “The potential value of learning together” in such networks is 

described by Bessant and Tsekouras (2001, p.84) particularly when they are 

structured and “formally set up for the primary purpose of increasing knowledge.”  In 

the case of Profitnet, a key element of developing learning and increased knowledge 

for micro-enterprise owner-managers given their learning styles, is provided through 

action learning: (Choneke and Armstrong, 1998, p.138; Clarke et al, 2006, p.450; 

Anderson and Gold, 2009, p.229; Gibb, 2009, p.224; Leitch et al, 2009, p.243; 
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Pittaway, 2009, p.265 and Thorpe et al 2009, p.205).   

 

The area of constructed learning networks advanced by Bessant and Tsekouras 

(2001) and Bessant et al (2012) has been somewhat neglected despite a range of 

authors supporting them and their capacity for SME owner-manager’s learning and 

development.  Despite the importance of “networks of enterprises, in particular SMEs 

... becoming a crucial setting for innovation, learning and knowledge creation”, Tell 

(2000, p.308) argues “there is only limited anecdotal evidence of the positive 

contribution that networks are a way of upgrading organisational learning and 

thereby enhancing the performance of small firms.”  Such a view and mention of 

“anecdotal evidence” may be difficult to sustain given the number of studies looking 

at these issues through survey data. However, these existing studies have relied on 

large-scale surveys, which suggest a relationship between network participation and 

learning, but do not explain in any detail what the processes are. 

 

In this research, the setting connecting innovation, learning and personal and 

organisational change in micro-enterprises is the constructed learning network. A 

clear framework for this is provided by Ayas (1999, p.177) whose study looked at the 

connection between innovation and learning: 

“innovation may be perceived as a learning process…emphasises the strong 
link between them…it requires managerial skills and talents to transform the 
good ideas into practice…as an innovation develops, the new idea often 
represents a threat to the established order. A process of change is 
triggered…since knowledge may be created with every innovation project, 
there exists a potential for learning…creating and improving the 
capabilities…this implies individuals…engaged in a constant process of 
learning…transmit their learning to others…”. 
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In describing the key elements of learning networks a range of authors make the 

connection that networking is a process that enables learning: (Bessant and 

Tsekouras, 2001, p.89; Tell, 2000, p.308; Bessant et al, 2003; Devins et al, 2005; 

Morris et al, 2006; Sgourev and Zuckerman, 2006; Smart et al, 2007, Marshall and 

Tsekouras 2010, p.292 and Bessant et al, 2012, p.1091). In a constructed learning 

network with a strong element of action learning the links between individual learning 

and action learning are epitomised by the work of numerous authors: (Bourner, 

1996; O’Hara et al, 1996; Reeve, 1999; McGill and Beaty, 2001; Zuber-Skerritt, 

2002; Raelin and Raelin, 2006; Thorpe et al, 2006; Trehan and Rigg, 2007; Rigg and 

Trehan, 2008; Gibb, 2009; Ram and Trehan, 2009 and Thorpe et al 2009).  The 

consequence of such learning involves the owner-managers concerned responding 

through their personal and organisational changes and innovations.  

 

Following Bessant and Tsekouras’ (2001) original work, Marshall and Tsekouras’ 

(2010, p.292) Profitnet study described learning networks as “small groups that 

follow a structured action learning methodology guided by an independent facilitator.”  

Marshall and Tsekouras (2010, p.293) cite Bessant and Tsekouras’s (2001) 

distinction “between networks that learn and learning networks”, defining constructed 

learning networks like Profitnet as being “established or engaged with, for the 

express purpose of encouraging learning, although there can be considerable 

variation in the degree to which their activities are formalised.”  Bessant and 

Tsekouras (2001, p.89), define key elements of learning networks in Figure 2.9. 

 

In examining learning networks Bessant and Tsekouras (2001, p.84) studied “one 

aspect of network behaviour – the potential value of learning together,”  arguing this 
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is important as “firms need to learn to survive [and SMEs] lack the protection of a 

large resource base.”  Bessant and Tsekouras’ (2001, p.84) research on learning 

networks found they offer the “possibility of gaining traction and support for the 

learning process through working with others.”   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.9: Key Elements in Learning Networks (Bessant and Tsekouras,  

2001, p.89)  
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which provided the energy and focus for change”, similar to those crises and need 

for urgency noted by Greiner (1972, p.41) and Kotter (1996, p.21) in their staged 

models of organisational change. 

 

2.5.4 Experiential Learning  

 

A range of authors cite Kolb (1984, p.21) and his Lewinian Experiential Learning 

Model as an important element of the learning process: (Bessant and Tsekouras, 

2001, p.85; McGill and Beaty, 2001, p.20; Mumford, 2006, p.72; Simpson and 

Bourner, 2007, p.181 and Gold, Thorpe and Mumford, 2010, p.271). Bessant and 

Tsekouras (2001, p.85) are typical in referring to it as “a cyclical process of involving 

a combination of experience, reflection, concept formation and experimentation.”  

According to Bessant and Tsekouras (2001, p.86) “it is individuals who carry out the 

learning processes, it is organisations which provide the context in which this takes 

place ...” increasing the potential development of learning organisations within micro-

enterprises.   

 

McGill and Beaty (2001, p.20) argue “the power of the experiential learning cycle is 

at the heart of our investment in action learning as a method for professional and 

personal development...” connecting all these theories as being important to the 

micro-enterprise owner-manager:  

“Observing, reflecting on experience, leads to making sense of that 
experience in a new way, leading to understanding.  Understanding can lead 
to insights which allow for new plans, new strategies for action and new 
modes of behaviour.  These plans lead to new actions which have an effect in 
the context which lead to experience which can be as expected or have 
consequences quite different from those expected.  This leads through 
another evaluative cycle with reflection and learning occurring at each stage.” 
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In discussing inter-firm learning and learning networks Bessant and Tsekouras 

(2001, p.87) see the benefits of action learning and experiential learning and moving 

round the learning cycle with the support of peers.  Bessant and Tsekouras (2001, 

pp.87 – 88) detail six potential benefits of experiential and action learning processes 

within the network, finding the approach has much to offer inter-organisational 

learning with the experience of regional clusters of small firms providing important 

supporting evidence. 

 

Kolb (1984, p.20) asserts in his experiential learning model at Figure 2.8 that 

“experiential leaning theory offers a fundamentally different view of the learning 

process from that of behavioural theories of learning that underlie traditional 

educational methods that are for the most part based on a rational idealist 

epistemology.”   Kolb (1984, p.20) argues the model produces a “different 

perspective [and] some very different prescriptions for the conduct of education, the 

proper relationships among learning, work, and other life activities and the creation 

of knowledge itself.”   

 

Kolb (1984, p.20) finds his perspectives on learning are experiential for two reasons, 

firstly linking it clearly to its intellectual origins in the work of Dewey, Lewin and 

Piaget whose learning models he illustrates and describes in the text (pp.22 – 25), 

and secondly to emphasise the role experience plays in the learning process.  Kolb 

(1984, p.20) differentiates experiential learning theory “from rationalist and other 

cognitive theories of learning that tend to give primary emphasis to acquisition, 

manipulation and recall of abstract symbols and from behavioural learning theories 

that deny any role for consciousness or subjective experience in the learning 
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2.7.4 Absorptive Capacity 

Figure 2.10: Lewinian Experiential Learning Model (Kolb, 1984, p.21) 

 

process.”  Kolb (1984, pp.21-22) confirms experiential learning is not a third 

alternative to the cognitive and behavioural approaches but “a holistic integrative 

perspective that combines experience, perception, cognition and behaviour”, 

emphasising the importance of “here and now concrete experience”. It provides “a 

concrete publically shared reference point for testing the implications or validity of 

ideas created during the learning ... and feedback processes.”  Mumford (2006, p.72) 

argues Kolb’s (1984) cycle provides a clear sequence that needs to be followed if the 

full potential for learning in the action learning process is to be captured saying it 

enables “... checking where you are on the cycle, draws out more learning and 

avoids unbalanced attention to action.”  Gold, Thorpe and Mumford’s (2010, pp.272 

– 273) review of experiential and social learning confirms Kolb’s (1984) learning 

“cycle provides an explanation of how learning might and should occur”.  

 

Experiential learning and the process of continuous learning “remains ... a complex 

and problematic activity ... does not take place automatically – indeed in many cases 
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there are elaborate defence mechanisms which mitigate against the organisation 

even entering the learning cycle “ according to Bessant and Tsekouras (2001, pp.86 

– 87), and these learning blocks are explained in Figure 2.11. 

 

The authors say dealing with such problems is difficult and developing “relevant 

learning support structures and processes is one of the most important management 

challenges emerging in the new competitive environment.”  Bessant and Tsekouras’ 

(2001, p.87) blocks to learning can be used to analyse where breakdowns occurred 

in the learning cycle amongst the case studies participating in this research, just as 

Gannon et al (2010) used Kolb’s (1984) learning style inventory to analyse individual 

learning amongst participants in Profitnet groups in South Africa. 

 

Given the learning blocks defined by Bessant and Tsekouras’s (2001, p.87) original 

work, part of this research will examine whether the constructed nature of the 

Profitnet learning network enables micro-enterprise owner-managers to enter the 

experiential learning cycle, learn through action learning and develop personal and 

organisational change and innovation as a result.  
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Learning block  
 

 
Underlying problem  

Lack of entry to the learning cycle  Perceived stimulus for change is too weak.   
Firm is isolated or insulated from stimulus.   
Stimulus is misinterpreted or underrated.   
Denial. 
 

Incomplete learning cycle  Motivation to learn is present but process of 
learning is flawed.  Emphasis given to some 
aspects e.g. experimentation – but not at all 
stages and to sequence. 
 

Weak links in the cycle  Reflection process is unstructured or 
unchallenging.   
Lack of access to or awareness of relevant new 
concepts.  
 
Risk avoidance leads to lack of experimentation.  
 
Lack of sharing or exchange of relevant 
experiences – parochial search for new ideas.   
 
“Not invented here” effect.   
  

Lack of learning skills or structure Lack of supporting and enabling structures and 
procedures.  
 

Knowledge remains in tacit form  Lack of mechanisms for capturing and codifying 
learning.   
 

Repeated learning Lack of mechanisms for capturing and codifying 
learning leads to repetition of same learning 
content.   
 

Learning is infrequent, sporadic 
and not sustained.   

Mechanisms for enabling learning are not 
embedded or absent.   
 

 
Figure 2.11: Key Blocks to Learning (Bessant and Tsekouras, 2001, p.87)  
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2.5.5 Action Learning 

 

2.5.5.1 The Foundations of the Action Learning and Set Process  

 

The potential importance of action learning theory to the development of micro-

enterprise owner-managers in the learning network based on the work of a large 

number of researchers.  In citing the founding work of Reg Revans in developing 

action learning, Pedler (1997, p.xxx Introduction) attributes “some of the variability in 

interpretation and usage of action learning ... [to the] simplicity and elusiveness of 

the idea itself ...”. Pedlar (1997, p.xxx Introduction) argues by resisting a single 

definition, Revans preserved action learning as a philosophy and assisted the 

development of a range of initiatives that claim to be part of the action learning 

domain.  Simpson and Bourner (2007, p.173) argue “...confining action learning 

within a potentially limiting definition risks the danger of limiting it to its current form 

and context.”  An examination of Revan’s (1997, pp.xi – xxi, pp.3 – 15; 1998) work 

confirmed this lack of a definition although he is very clear about “What Action 

Learning Is Not”, (Revans, 1998, pp.87 – 105).  

 

Simpson and Bourner (2007, p.184) explain there are now good reasons not to 

follow Revans’ example and provide a definition for action learning in order to 

change its development and our understanding of it: “action learning means learning 

from tackling significant problems in the real world through cycles of new action and 

reflection in the good company of those who can help to explore emergent issues 

with fresh questions.”  In comparison, McGill and Beaty (2001, p.11) define action 

learning as “a continuous process of learning and reflection, supported by 
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colleagues, with an intention of getting things done… [pointing out] individuals learn 

with and from each other by working on real problems and reflecting on their own 

experiences.”  Both definitions point to “new actions [or] getting things done”, 

although according to Anderson and Gold (2009, p.229) such actions may not be 

carried out, due to new emergent issues from feedback or personal and 

organisational resistance discussed earlier.  

 

If Revans (1997, 1998) did not provide a clear definition of action learning then he 

was very clear about “The Philosophy of Action Learning”. Revans (1998, pp. 78 – 

79) describes his philosophy, the primacy of the set process and support it can 

provide for innovation:  

“In the risk-laden predicament of innovation each manager needs the support, 
not of those expert in yesterday’s successes, but of their fellow managers 
going through the same tricky apprenticeship of facing tomorrow’s confusion.  
To provide this support, and to encourage their sagacity still more by offering 
the same support back to their fellows, is another aim of Action Learning.  The 
primary market for these exchanges is the small and stable set of comrades in 
adversity, regularly disciplining themselves in their observations and their 
analyses, more realistically appraising and more sensitively applying the 
limitless stores of their own lived experience ...”. 
 

 

McGill and Beaty (2001, p.233) define the function of the action learning set is to 

enable members “to learn from the link between ideas and experience; to generalise 

from the past and to plan from the future,” explaining the importance of set members 

using their experience and putting their shared learning into future practice.  Ram 

and Trehan (2009, p.314) stress the need for proper governance of the set process 

to avoid the criticism directed at business support processes and being insufficiently 

sensitive to the needs of business owners particularly ethnic minority entrepreneurs.  

According to Ram and Trehan (2009, p.314) “the entrepreneurs’ critical learning [is] 
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derived from making sense of the interactions and negotiations they experienced 

from engaging in the process of governance and reflection”. 

 

Simpson and Bourner (2007, pp.176 – 182) and Revans (2008, pp.87 – 104) discuss 

seven “phenomena” for which action learning could be mistaken, some of which may 

be in conflict with elements of Profitnet’s constructed learning network.  For example 

Simpson and Bourner (2007, pp.176 – 182) mention “self directed teams, coaching, 

focus groups, seminars, problem-based learning and experiential learning.”  Similarly 

Raelin and Raelin (2006, p.50) tabulate another range of differences between what 

they term “classical action learning [and] developmental action learning.”  In making 

the case for business education for micro and small enterprises, as opposed to its 

current design around the needs of large businesses, Gibb (2009, p.210) argues 

action learning should play a key role in meeting these challenges. He takes issue 

with the view action learning should be in its purest form, asking for degrees of 

flexibility in strong terms.   

 

In the context of personal and organisational change and micro-enterprises, O’Hara 

et al (1997, p.95) see action learning as “appropriate for people and organisations 

where change is sought...[and] where times or individuals are undergoing change 

and uncertainty, then action learning can be a powerful tool.”  According to O’Hara et 

al (1996, p.21) this leads participants to adapt to new situations and circumstances, 

with the emphasis on a learning process enabling their “learning to learn.” A view 

shared by Foley (2006, p.80) and supported by Raelin and Raelin (2006, pp.56 – 57) 

explaining collaborative learning takes place at multiple levels of experience, and in 

individual, team and organisational roles. This is likely to be significant for micro-
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enterprise owner-managers participating in a learning network given their leadership 

role in their small teams. 

 

2.5.5.2 Action Learning and Micro-Enterprise Owner-Manager Personal and 

Management Development in Learning Networks 

 

In the earlier discussion on learning networks mention was made to the work of 

numerous authors on action learning and the key part it can play in personal and 

management development: (Bourner, 1996; O’Hara et al, 1996; Reeve, 1999; McGill 

and Beaty, 2001; Zuber-Skerritt, 2002; Raelin and Raelin, 2006; Clarke et al, 2006; 

Trehan and Rigg, 2007; Rigg and Trehan, 2008; Gibb, 2009; Ram and Trehan, 2009 

and Thorpe et al, 2009). This may be particularly the case for those participating in a 

constructed learning network where action learning is included as an element of the 

process and Pittway et al (2009, p.285) highlight why it provides such a strong 

management development process for entrepreneurs: 

“Action learning it emerges is the ideal method of management development 
for entrepreneurs. It works because: it allows the learner flexibility; it is action 
and problem based; and because it enhances the social learning from 
authentic others that entrepreneurs prefer.” 
 

 

Anderson and Gold (2009, p.229), Gibb (2009, pp.209 – 210) and Thorpe et al 

(2009, p.201 – 202) make the case for micro-enterprise and small business owners 

engaging more actively in their personal development through action learning.  Gibb 

(2009, pp.220 – 221) highlights the barriers for owner-manager learning in terms of 

the “institutionalisation of business education ...[and that] business schools ... were 

set up to service corporate large scale business.”  Gibb (2009, p.213), Thorpe et al 

(2009, p.202) and Anderson and Gold (2009, p.229) argue the pressures and nature 
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of the owner-manager role make engagement with their own personal and 

leadership development difficult.  Anderson and Gold (2009, p.229) describe  “a 

perceived need [by] owner-managers to focus on operational activities, which 

prevents consideration of the longer term... lack of time ... lack of aspiration or 

confidence, ...which constrain[s] both personal and organisational growth and 

development.”  Despite these limitations Thorpe et al (2009, p.203) argue:  

“SME enterprise managers are active learners who are interested in solving 
their problems and bringing about change ... who are short of time and 
distrustful of the value of academic programmes that take years to yield 
benefits, experientially-based programmes (such as action learning) that are 
problem and learner-centred and relate specifically to their business, make a 
great deal of sense.”   
 

 

McGill and Beaty (1995, p.200) explain in the start up phase of a new firm “…when 

the organisation is new, relatively small and at an entrepreneurial stage [there is 

often] no systematic or deliberate management development [and it just] happens as 

a result of people living and working.” Such concerns highlight the benefit of 

participating in learning networks with action learning processes for micro-enterprise 

owner-managers, and Gibb (2009, p.222) defines triggers for their participation and 

Thorpe et al (2009, p.204) and Gibb (2009, p.223) some challenges they will face.   

 

Zuber-Skerritt (2002, p.119) refers to the objectives of action learning as enabling 

“team and vision building, networking, clarity about project focus, definition of the 

problem and of each action step, commitment to personal and group learning, input 

into each other’s projects and an appropriate evaluation of both the learning process 

and outcomes”. At a more personal level, McGill and Beaty (2001, p.119) conclude 

involvement in the set process leads participants “to focus on their current 

interpersonal style and possibly modify it to enhance their interpersonal 
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effectiveness.”  O’Hara et al (1996, p.19) and McGill and Beaty (2001, p.186) stress 

the importance in the set process of personal development and reflection for 

professional and management development.  A view shared by Rigg and Trehan 

(2008, p.378) and Trehan and Rigg (2007, p.409) who see reflexivity as an important 

part of self-development and integral to adult learning, work based reflective practice 

and critical reflection.   

 

Zuber-Skerritt (2002, p.119) defines potential outcomes of an action learning 

programme as: “improved strategic thinking ability; understanding group processes 

and organisational change; improved understanding between sections of the 

organisation; development of new skills (e.g. leadership, problem-solving, 

communication, questioning, presentation and process facilitation skills); ideas for 

future projects...”.  McGill and Beaty (2001, p.203) argue the process contributes to a 

manager’s capacity to learn, develop and change through their participation, seeing 

benefits from developing relationships at work, effective approaches to learning, 

living with ambiguity, improved project management and enhanced facilitation skills. 

O’Hara et al (1996, pp.17-18), Reeve (1999, pp.2-4), McGill and Beaty’s (2001, 

p.119) and Bourner’s (2011b, p.120) list of skills that support set participation 

include: questioning, listening, reflection, sharing experiences, giving and receiving 

feedback, problem solving, understanding group and learning processes and 

establishing confidentiality and trust.  Bourner and Frost’s (1996, p.14) research into 

the experience of members in five learning sets found such improvements were 

facilitated by the process providing a “safe place to explore the self and 

project...support...sharing problems...a think tank [and] thinking time.” 
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The development of such personal changes are important as Bourner’s (1996, p.8) 

research finds “managing change puts a premium on forms of management 

development based on personal development and increasing self knowledge [and] 

those unable to change themselves cannot change what goes on around them”.  

Bourner’s (1996, p.8) view is action learning provides the means of integrating self 

knowledge and organisational change.  According to McGill and Beaty (2001, p.248) 

such self knowledge and personal change meant individuals “found their voice”. 

Davey and Arnold (2000, p.461) found personal change can be a response to an 

increase in self-confidence: “narratives presented change as a response to adversity 

involving emotional control, increased self knowledge and increased confidence….”. 

Similarly, O’Hara et al (1996, pp.17-18) and Reeve (1999, p.2) see successful action 

learning underpinning such changes through the development of trust, confidentiality 

and mutual support. For Reeve (1999, p.2): 

“intrinsic motivation becomes deeper...as intellectual and emotional energy is 
pooled [and] confidence is generated from the recognition of differing 
previously acquired skills and managerial competence...”. 
 

 

McGill and Beaty (2001, p.216) stress the development of the organisation is 

dependent upon the development of the individual manager with action learning 

providing a process for their learning and development. This becomes particularly 

important when micro-enterprise owner-manager’s need to personally change to 

develop organisational change and innovation.  Gibb (2009, p.209) goes further 

claiming there is “a failure almost throughout the world to develop approaches on a 

sufficient scale appropriate to the ways of doing things and learning for micro-

enterprise development [saying] action learning is central to effective owner-

manager learning.”   
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For the purposes of this research, the proposed observations of the learning network 

process, action learning involved and participants’ semi-structured interviews will be 

used to determine whether the personal changes described by Bourner and Frost 

(1996), McGill and Beaty (2001) and Zuber-Skerritt (2002) take place. Such 

empirical data will help overcome the weakness in the action learning literature noted 

by Mumford (1996, p.3) in the failure to provide contributions from set members as 

opposed to facilitators about their learning. Equally Bourner (2011a, p.51) argues for 

a more systematic collection of practitioner views on who benefits most and least 

from action learning and Thorpe et al (2009, p.205) for data on “how action learning 

effects SME’s ability to survive and to become more sustainable.” 

 

2.5.5.3 The Dynamics of Working in an Action Learning Set 

 

Bourner (1996), McGill and Beaty (2001), Zuber-Skerritt (2000) and Bourner 

(2011,b) paint a positive picture of the personal changes that can take place as a 

result of participation in action learning, although McGill and Beaty (2001, p.14) point 

out “the essence of an action learning set is its focus on the individual [emphasising] 

a set is not a team because a team has a well defined group task whereas a set 

works on the actions of individuals.” Platzer et al (2000, p.1001) suggest action 

learning may not be enjoyable, as previous educational experiences and the culture 

in their set may present barriers to members reflecting and learning from the 

process.  Platzer et al (2000, p.1001) found such barriers impacted on the 

willingness of set members to “expose themselves to the judgement of others and 

their ability to be open to taking responsibility for their own learning...”.  

  



  

111 
 

A focus on the set enabling individual learning is supported by Trehan and Rigg 

(2007, p.406) who believe “through action learning sets, process facilitation, action 

research and the idea of a learning community, not only do participants learn about 

organisational dynamics, they also learn about themselves in relation to others.”  

Trehan and Rigg (2007, p.406) see reflexivity as an important part of learning, self 

development and integral to adult learning and critical reflection.  Trehan and Rigg 

(2007, p.406) note dynamics in the set are affected by individuals on a programme 

having different status and influence in the learning sets, “informed by who they are 

in the wider society in relation to age, gender, religion, class and ethnicity.”   

 

The concept of learning communities according to Trehan and Rigg (2007, p.410) is 

fundamental to action learning involving increased levels of participation and shared 

responsibility for choosing learning methods. Conversely, Simpson and Bourner 

(2007, p.179) are clear “in an action learning set each participant retains personal 

responsibility for the issue they brought to the set”. Trehan and Rigg (2007, p.410) 

argue openness in the group ensures less obvious issues and problems emerge 

which might not have with less participative methods.  Trehan and Rigg (2007, 

p.410) caution the action learning process is “not utopian [and the] concept of 

learning community has often been presented naively [as] action learning groups 

tend to mirror the sociodynamics of wider society  [and] often serves to recreate 

oppressive environments that silence and disempower some people.”   

 

Rigg and Trehan (2008, p.378) refer to other difficulties which can be generated by 

critical reflection in the set and the potential for management students in their study 

“to resist the engagement in critical reflection, because to do so would be to question 
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their profession and challenge the status quo.”  Equally, re-entry and return to work 

after engaging in critical reflection “heightens awareness of deep flaws in the 

systems and values of their organisations [being] unsettling, particularly if the 

individual is powerless to make changes, either to the organisation or to their 

individual situation.”   Such views are in tune with those of Bessant, Tsekouras and 

Rush (2009, p.9) who point out “exposure to benchmarking in the company of peers 

... creates a strong pressure for change.”  In the case of micro-enterprise owner-

managers; they may have the power to make such changes, but lack the resources 

or capabilities to do so which may make them feel powerless, knowing they have to 

report back on any lack of progress to the learning network.   

 

A range of authors allude to the key role the facilitator plays in dealing with these 

anxieties: (O’Hara et al, 1996, p.18; Trehan and Rigg, 2007, p.412; Gibb, 2009, 

p.211; Rigg and Trehan, 2008, p.379 and Bessant et al, 2012, p.1102).  Gibb (2009, 

p.211) agrees, seeing the key facilitator skills as creating “empathy with the feelings 

of learners; accepting these as more important than knowledge content; and building 

upon the experience of learners and their ability to take ownership of learning.”  Ram 

and Trehan (2009, p.316) point out the facilitator has a major role in facilitating the 

complex dynamics influencing collective reflection.  
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2.6 Conceptual Framework Development 

 

2.6.1 Introduction 

 

The conceptual framework was developed by examining the “Literature Review 

Domains Relationship Framework” shown at Figure 2.1, the subsequent research of 

the literature and the research question and objectives.  The four literature domains 

identified were then studied in the literature review and form the building blocks of 

the “Landscape of the Literature Domains of the Conceptual Framework for a Study 

of How Participation in a Constructed Learning Network Programme Affects the 

Change Process and Innovation in Micro-Enterprises” shown at Table 2.2. 

 

The Conceptual Framework and its “themes and definitions”, “key indicators”, “key 

outcomes” and “key contributions” of each domain was then used to develop the 

appropriate empirical research methodology and methods described more fully in 

Chapter Three to answer the research question and objectives.   

The following sections of this chapter detail:  

2.6.2 Academic background for developing a conceptual framework 

2.6.3 Literature based conceptual framework 

2.6.4 Impact of the framework on the research  

 

The conclusion at the end of the chapter identifies the research gaps in the literature 

and highlights some of the strengths and weaknesses in the relationship between 

the domains in the conceptual framework for examination through the research 

fieldwork. 
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2.6.2 Academic Background for Developing the Framework 

 

Miles and Huberman (1994, p.18) argue “theory building relies on a few general 

constructs that subsume a mountain of particulars,” with Eisenhardt (1989, p.536) 

confirming “without a research focus it is easy to become overwhelmed by the 

volume of data”.  In this research, the initial focus was provided by the “Literature 

Review Domains Relationship Framework” at Figure 2.1, and the gaps identified in 

the literature, were used to develop the framework.  Miles and Huberman (1994, 

p.18) talk of putting labels on the “intellectual bins containing many discreet events 

and behaviours”,  believing any researcher, “no matter how inductive in approach,” 

knows what bins are likely to be used in the study and their anticipated content.  

Miles and Huberman (1994, p.18) argue the “bins come from theory and experience 

and (often) from the general objectives of the studies envisioned.” In this thesis the 

process of naming the “bins” or domains and being clear about their connections 

helped develop the framework.   

 

Eisenhardt (1989, p.536) believes such frameworks “prove important as the study 

progresses, [and] researchers have a firmer empirical grounding for the emergent 

theory.”  The iterative nature of the process of developing a conceptual framework is 

highlighted by Miles and Huberman (1994, p.20) arguing frameworks change as 

qualitative researchers “collect data and revise their frameworks – make them more 

precise, replace empirically feeble bins with more meaningful ones, and reconstruct 

relationships.”  During this research the four main domains in the framework did not 

change, although “outcomes” such as trust, self confidence and benchmarking 

generated by the learning network increased in significance as the research 
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fieldwork unfolded. Bryman (2001, p.270) confirms such frameworks often “start out 

with a broad outline of a concept which is revised and narrowed during the course of 

data collection.”  Even if only a snapshot of the researcher’s “map of the territory” at 

a moment in time, Miles and Huberman (1994, p.20) believe a framework allows 

researchers in multiple case studies to “co-ordinate their data even more closely.”  

Support for Miles and Huberman’s (1994) views on the iterative nature of the 

research process and framework development is provided by Eisenhardt (1989, 

p.532), Van de Ven (2007, p.265) and Yin (2009, p.56). 

 

Miles and Huberman (1994, p.24) state the importance of the research questions 

finding “it is sometimes easier to generate a conceptual framework after you have 

made a list of research questions” as was the case in this study.  The authors advise 

the researcher to “... look at the list for common themes, common constructs, implicit 

and explicit relationships, and so on, and then begin to map out the underlying 

framework joining these pieces.”  Eisenhardt (1989, p.536) argues “an initial 

definition of the research question, in at least broad terms, is important in building 

theory from case studies [saying it] may shift during research.”  Prior to developing 

the conceptual framework the researcher analysed the main research question and 

four objectives being examined, highlighting common themes, constructs and 

relationships involved in order to mirror the process described by Miles and 

Huberman (1994, p.24). 
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2.6.3 Literature Based Conceptual Framework 

 

The “Landscape of the Literature Domains of the Conceptual Framework for a Study 

of How Participation in a Constructed Learning Network Affects the Change Process 

and Innovation in Micro-Enterprises” is shown at Table 2.2.  It details the main 

conceptual “bins” envisaged by Miles and Huberman (1994, p.18) in terms of the four 

domains of literature: Micro-Enterprises, Innovation, Change and Learning Networks. 

For each domain key authors are cited from the literature review who provided the 

“themes and definitions” for each area. The subsequent columns lay out the 

suggested “Key Indicators” and “Key Outcomes” from the literature, which may 

subsequently appear in the coding and analysis of the fieldwork and case study 

results and findings. The final “Key Contributions” column details some of the 

supporting authors referenced more fully in the literature review for each domain.   

 

2.6.4 Impact of the Conceptual Framework on the Research  

 

In examining the impact of the conceptual framework on the research, the review of 

the literature created a better understanding of innovation in micro-enterprises and 

how it may be supported through change theories and participation in a constructed 

learning network. Given the research examines these competing theories and their 

siloed literatures, it is likely that a number of frameworks will be needed from each of 

the four domains to analyse their relationships illustrated in Figure 2.1. For example, 

with little previous research on innovation in micro-enterprises then a combination of 

the 4Ps framework developed by Francis and Bessant (2005) and the OECD’s 

(2005) classification of innovation activities may help analyse the nature, process 
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and outcomes of innovations undertaken. Similarly, personal change models from 

authors such as Kubler-Ross (1969/2003), Prochaska et al (1991) and Cameron and 

Green (2009) can be used to assess whether personal changes support 

organisational change in micro-enterprises given they are entwined in the role of the 

owner-manager. The complexities of change in micro-enterprises set against the 

staged development of relatively new firms could lead to emergent, contingent or 

planned approaches to organisational change or a combination of them being used. 

In assessing the owner-manager’s personal development and learning in the 

constructed network, then a  combination of experiential, action and resistance to 

learning models developed by Kolb (1984), McGill and Beaty (2001) and Bessant 

and Tsekouras (2001) can be employed to examine them. 

 

The conclusion that follows identifies research gaps in the literature and some of the 

strengths and weaknesses of the conceptual framework to be examined in the 

fieldwork. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
DOMAINS 

THEMES & DEFINITIONS KEY INDICATORS KEY OUTCOMES KEY CONTRIBUTIONS 

MICRO-ENTERPRISES 
& 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 Definition: European 
Commission (2005), 

BERR (2009) & Storey 
& Greene (2010) 

 Importance: European 

Commission (2005, 
2008b, 2009) BERR 

(2009) Storey & Greene 
(2010) 

 Entrepreneurship 

Theory:  Schumpeter 
(1934) Shane & 

Venkatamaran (2000) 

 Phases of firm’s growth 
and development 

 Changing external 
environment 

 Need to remain 
competitive and 

innovative 

 Personality of the 
entrepreneur 

 Pursuit of new opportunities 

 Personal & organisational changes 

 Managerial changes, including focus 

and style 

 Capacity to deal with organisational 

problems/crises 

 Entrepreneurship Theory:  
Schumpeter (1934) Shane & 

Venkatamaran (2000) Oakey 
(2006), Storey & Greene (2010) 

 Micro-Enterprise Owner-Manager  

Learning: Gibb (2009 Thorpe et al 
(2009) Pittaway et al (2009)  

 Greiner (1972) Phelps et al (2007) 

PERSONAL CHANGE  Dyer (2007) 

 Boyatzis & Arivon 
(2006),  

 Bridges (2001) 

 

 Behavioural 

 Cognitive  

 Motivational/emotional 

 Resistance to personal 
change 

 Self-confidence 

 Reflection  

 Motivation  

 Skills development 

 Benchmarking for personal change 

 Cameron & Green (2009)  

 Poole & Van de Ven (2004) 

 McGill & Beaty (2001) & Zuber-

Skerritt |(2002) 

 Kubler-Ross (1969) 

        Prochaska et al (1991)  
 

ORGANISATIONAL 
CHANGE 

 Hughes  (2006) 

 Van de Ven & Poole 

(1995 & 2004) 

 OECD (2005) 
 

 Change as process 

 Planned, Emergent, 

Contingent change. 

 Incremental or  radical 
change 

 Boundaries between 
change and innovation 

 Resistance to 
organisational change 

 Change events & critical events 

 Business planning, problem solving, 

benchmarking 

 Capacity,  capability & agility for 
change 

 Strategic orientation of survival or 
growth 

 Benchmarking for organisational 
change 

 Phases of Growth: Greiner (1972), 

Phelps et al (2007) & Hayes 
(2010) 

 Innovation v Change OECD 
(2005) Andriopolous & Dawson 
(2009) 

 Emergent (Kotter, 1996) Planned 
(Lewin, 1951) Contingent Change 

(Abrahamson, 2000)  

 Resistance to Change: Anderson 

& Gold, Gibb, Leitch et al, Thorpe 
et al,- all (2009)  

INNOVATION  Tidd & Bessant (2009)  

 Francis & Bessant 
(2005)  

 Francis & Bessant 
(2006)  

 Poole (2004) 

 OECD(2005) 

 NESTA (2007) & Martin 
(2012) 

 

 Products, process, 

position, paradigm 
innovation. 

 Incremental or radical 

innovation 

 Resistance to innovation 

 Innovation in non-high 
tech industries and 

SMEs 

 Hidden innovations in 

areas such as 
organisational and 
services innovations 

 Moving between Do Better 

(Incremental) to Do Different 
(Radical) innovation 

 Routines, capabilities and 

competencies innovation 

 Innovations that are new to firm, 

market or world 

 Innovations piloted or embedded in 

the firm 

 Innovations started but not 

completed 

 Strategic orientation of survival or 

growth 

 Benchmarking for innovation  
 

 Francis & Bessant (2005)  

 Francis & Bessant (2006) 

 OECD (2005) 

 Tidd & Bessant (2009)  

 NESTA (2007) 

 Martin (2012) 

 Routines, Capabilities &        
Competencies: 
Feldman (2000) Helfat & Peteroy 

(2003) Prahalad & Hamel (1990) 
Teece et al (1997) 

 Incremental/Radical /Do Better/Do 

Different Innovation: Francis and 
Bessant (2005, 2006) 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
DOMAINS 

THEMES & DEFINITIONS KEY INDICATORS KEY OUTCOMES KEY CONTRIBUTIONS 

LEARNING 
NETWORKS 

 Learning Networks:  
Tell (2000) Bessant & 

Tsekouras (2001) 
Bessant et al (2003) 
Devins et al (2005) 

Morris et al (2006) 
Sgourev and Zuckerman 
(2006) Smart et al (2007)  

 Experiential Learning: 
Kolb (1984) Bessant & 

Tsekouras (2001) 
Simpson & Bourner 
(2007)  

 Trust:  
Newell & Swan (2000) 

Smart et al (2007) 
Thorpe et al (2009) 
Olsson et al (2010) 

 Constructed learning 
network 

 Experiential learning 

 Learning network, 

constructed with action 
learning elements 

 Development of trust 
 

 Participation in the learning network 

 Business planning presentations 

 Creative Workshops 

 Action learning sessions: reflection, 
taking action, reporting back 

 Engagement and attendance at 
meetings. 

 Displays of support, encouragement 

and conflict.   

 Level of  trust or interaction, in terms 

of reflection, voice, confidence and 
development of relationships  

 Sharing of information, knowledge, 
experience, new ideas and problem 
solving 

 Ability to relate to other organisations 
& develop trust   

 Learning Networks/Clusters: 
Markusen (1996) Tell (2000) 

Bessant & Tsekouras (2001) 
Bessant et al (2003) 
Devins et al (2005) Morris et al 

(2006) Sgourev and Zuckerman 
(2006) Smart et al (2007) Bessant 
et al (2012) 

 Experiential Learning: Kolb (1984) 
Bessant & Tsekouras (2001) McGill 

& Beaty (2001) Simpson & Bourner 
(2007)  

 Absorptive Capacity: Cohen & 

Levinthal (1990) Zahra & George 
(2002) Phelps et al (2007) 

Todorova & Durisin (2007) 
Volberda et al (2010) 

 Trust: Newell & Swan (2000) Smart 

et al (2007) Thorpe et al (2009) 
Olsson et al (2010) Bessant et al 
(2012) 

LEARNING 
NETWORKS & 
ACTION LEARNING 

 Micro-Enterprise Owner-
Manager  Learning: 

Gibb (2009 Thorpe et al 
(2009) Pittaway et al 
(2009)  

 Individual & 
Organisational Learning: 

Kim (1993) Crossan & 
Bedrow (2003) Gibb 
(2009) Thorpe et al 

(2009) 

 Action Learning: Revans 

(1997, 1998) McGill & 
Beaty (2001) Simpson & 
Bourner (2007)  

 Single & Double Loop 
Learning: Argyris & 
Schön (1996)  

 Formal & Informal 
Learning: Marshall & 

Tsekouras (2010) 

 Micro-Enterprise owner-
manager learning 

 Individual and 
organisational learning 

 Formal and informal 
learning 

 Learning cycles 

 Intuiting, interpreting, 

integrating & 
institutionalizing the 
learning 

 Action Learning 

 Single and double loop 

learning and change 
 

 Business education suitable for 
micro-enterprise owner-managers 

 Management, organisational and 
business development outcomes 

from action learning 

 Learning to learn, learning by doing 

and learning from other owner-
managers and micro-enterprises 
generating trust and confidence 

 Individual & Organisational 
Learning: Kim (1993) Crossan & 

Bedrow (2003) Gibb (2009) 
Thorpe et al (2009)  

 Kim’s (1993) Learning Cycles &  

Crossan & Bedrow’s (2003) 
Cycles of Intuiting, Interpreting, 

Integrating and Institutionalising 

 Action Learning: Revans (1997, 

1998) McGill & Beaty (2001) 
Simpson & Bourner (2007)  

 Action Learning Outcomes: 

O’Hara et al (1996) Reeve (1999) 
McGill & Beaty (2001) and Zuber-
Skerritt (2002) 

 Learning to Learn, Trust and 
Confidence O’Hara et al (1996) 

Reeve (1999) 

 Formal & Informal Learning & 

Outcomes: Marshall & Tsekouras 
(2010) 

 Single and Double-Loop Learning: 

Argyris & Schön (1996) 

 

Table 2.2:   Landscape of the Literature Domains of the Conceptual Framework for a Study of How Participation in a 
Constructed Learning Network Programme Affects the Change Process and Innovation in Micro-Enterprises
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2.7 Chapter Conclusion 

 

The chapter reviewed four domains of literature, namely micro-enterprises, 

innovation, change and learning networks in order to examine whether they can be 

supported in micro-enterprises by the participation of their owner-managers in a 

constructed learning network. This led to the development of a literature based 

conceptual framework for the research. Overall, there is an absence of current 

research on the relationship between the research domains of micro-enterprises, 

innovation, change and learning networks given the silo based nature of the 

literature which tends not to cross the boundaries between them. 

 

The importance of the research is underlined in the literature, by the significant role 

micro-enterprises play in the European and UK economies in generating growth and 

competitiveness. The innovation process is likely to involve micro-enterprise owner-

managers in personal and organisational change and participation in a learning 

network provides a potential setting for these theories to be supported and 

developed. Despite owner-managers and entrepreneurs being the key actors in their 

firm and having an extensive capacity to shape its direction, much of the literature 

focuses on what entrepreneurship entails and the characteristics of entrepreneurs. It 

does not explain in detail how the entrepreneur or owner-manager further develops 

their opportunities by taking action through personal and organisational changes and 

innovations. 

 

The literature review exposed a lack of research on innovation in micro-enterprises 

and how it is managed and supported, and this is particularly the case in non-
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technology based firms. Equally, research into the nature and strategic orientation of 

innovation and its outcomes in micro-enterprises is limited, particularly on how they 

are motivated to move between incremental “do better” and radical “do different” 

innovations. 

 

The change literature suggests personal change precedes organisational change, 

but it is unclear whether this is the case for micro-enterprise owner-managers and if 

personal changes generated in the learning network lead to organisational change. 

Equally, the literature has no consensus around a “best way” to enact organisational 

change and focuses on large scale corporate change as opposed to change in 

SMEs, let alone micro-enterprises. The boundaries between organisational change 

and innovation are often blurred in the literature, centering on a specific domain 

rather than the relationship between them. It provides an opportunity to introduce a 

greater understanding of different change trajectories and whether for example 

planned, emergent or contingent theories of organisational change are more or less 

appropriate for micro-enterprises or whether a combination of them is used. In 

discussing innovation, the main organisational change texts rarely mention SMEs or 

micro-enterprises despite highlighting the importance of change to the innovation 

process. Equally, the innovation literature lacks empirical depth regarding how 

change theories can be used to support and develop the innovation process in 

micro-enterprises. 

 

The literature review highlighted that while there are numerous research studies of 

emergent and regional SME clusters and social networks of owner-managers, there 

is limited qualitative empirical evidence of the contribution constructed learning 
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networks play in supporting change and innovation. A wide range of authors argue 

experiential and action learning theories and development of absorptive capacities  

involved in constructed learning networks such as Profitnet, can play a key role in 

providing owner-managers in small businesses with personal learning, management 

development and support for change and innovation. Even though such learning 

theories are seen as appropriate approaches for owner-manager learning and 

development, there is a lack of empirical data on how action learning theory effects 

the survival and sustainability of micro-enterprises. It is also argued there is a 

deficiency of detailed practitioner accounts and research into how owner-managers 

experience action learning, as much of the previous literature has focussed on the 

perspectives of facilitators.  

 

In the following Chapter on Research Methodology and Methods the conceptual 

framework will be used to support the selection of the most appropriate research 

methodology and methods for this research. 
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 CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 

 

3.1 Chapter Introduction 

 

The literature review identified a range of important issues and research gaps in the 

literature domains relevant to this thesis, with little existing research on whether 

personal and organisational change and innovation can be supported through micro-

enterprise owner-managers participating in a constructed learning network.  The four 

key literature domains were identified in Figure 2.1 and literature based conceptual 

framework shown at Table 2.2. Eisenhardt (1989, p.536), Miles and Huberman 

(1994, p.18) and Bryman (2001, p.270) argue development of a conceptual 

framework is an important first step in defining an appropriate research methodology 

and set of methods to undertake research fieldwork.   

 

The main topic of investigation in this thesis is the micro-enterprise owner-manager 

and whether personal and organisational change and innovation can be supported in 

their firm through participation in a constructed learning network called Profitnet 

developed by the University of Brighton.  The focus of the research on micro-

enterprise owner-managers was seen as important as they and entrepreneurs are 

the key actors in their firms.  A range of authors say they have an extensive capacity 

to shape the direction of their firms: (Greiner,1972, p.42; Perren, 1996, p.137; Devins 

et al, 2005, p.540; Phelps et al, 2007, p.8; Gibb, 2009, p.213; Anderson and Gold, 

2009, p.234 and Thorpe et al 2009, p.201).  However, Perren and Ram (2004, pp.91 

– 92) in discussing individual entrepreneurs as the unit of analysis in case studies 
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warn against approaches that “treat the entrepreneur either as a hero who wins 

against all the odds or as a child that needs help in order to succeed, [believing] 

these cases are influenced by the conceptual baggage of entrepreneurial 

discourse...”.   

 

This chapter examines the use of qualitative research and a case study 

methodology, setting out how the research was undertaken.  The adoption of a case 

study methodology is compatible with the work of Eisenhardt (1989) and Yin (2009) 

and is suitable for this type of micro-enterprise research according to Perren (1996, 

1999), Flyvbjerg (2004) and Perren and Ram (2004).  The study involves two 

Profitnet and two Profitnet Plus learning networks and fourteen participating owner-

managers in longitudinal case studies, using data gathered from forty-two fully 

professionally transcribed interviews held in two waves with owner-managers and 

seven members of the Profitnet team at the start and end of the programme in early 

August 2010 and mid April 2011. In total, the two waves of interviews generated 

323,203 words of transcript. Additionally, thirty learning network meetings were 

observed and recorded by me over the four networks between July 2010 and May 

2011 resulting in 104 hours of direct observation.  The fieldwork was augmented by 

examination of network agendas, minutes and the interviewees’ business plans, 

adopting multiple sources of evidence and creating a strong empirical platform for 

the research.   

 

The “Research Roadmap to Investigate the Research Question and Objectives” 

shown at Figure 3.1 graphically illustrates the approach taken to the research and 

how the data generated was used to establish changes in the micro-enterprise 
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owner-manager’s capacity and capability for personal and organisational change and 

innovation as a result of their learning network participation.   

 

 

Figure 3.1: Research Roadmap to Investigate the Research Question and                                

Objectives.   

 

The interview protocol questions and observational protocol criteria for judging 

relevant critical incidents were specifically structured around the main research 

question and objectives in order to answer these and assess any personal and 

organisational changes and innovations made by owner-managers.  The particular 

capacity and capability issues to be examined were drawn from the “key indicators” 

and “key outcomes” columns of the conceptual framework’s four literature domains.  

The key elements and outcomes detailed in the conceptual framework also helped 



  

126 
 

generate the content for both sets of interview questions and observational protocol 

criteria, in order to produce emergent empirical data to compare with that shown in 

the framework.  Equally, the protocols enabled an assessment of whether these 

personal and organisational changes and innovations were piloted or embedded in 

case study firms.   

 

Remaining sections of this chapter focus on: Research Paradigms and Philosophy, 

Research Question, Research Methods and Appropriateness, My Role in the 

Research, Ethical Considerations, Sample Size and Selection, Research Timetable, 

Research Participants including Initial Contact, Interviews, Observations, Data 

Collection and Analysis, Reflections on the Research Methodology Undertaken and 

Conclusion.   

 

3.2 Research Paradigms and Philosophy  

 

Creswell (2009, p.5) suggests “although philosophical ideas remain largely hidden in 

research they still influence the practice of research and need to be identified [and 

researchers] preparing a research proposal or plan make explicit the larger 

philosophical ideas they espouse ...[ which]... will help explain why they chose 

qualitative, quantitative or mixed methods approaches ...”.  Burrell and Morgan 

(1979, pp.1-4), Easterby-Smith et al (2002, p.21) and Creswell (2009, p.5) argue 

these issues impact on the research design, selected strategies of inquiry and 

research methods and need to be addressed from the start.   

 

General agreement exists around the early origins of the term paradigm attributing it 
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to the seminal work of Kuhn (1962) according to Heron and Reason (1997, p.274), 

Hussey and Hussey (1997, p.47) and Reason and Bradbury (2001, p.4).  Reason 

and Bradbury (2001, p.4) describe a paradigm or world view as “an overarching 

framework which organises our whole approach to being in the world ...[and that] 

research takes place within a taken for granted framework which organises all 

perception and thinking.”  Although “all perception and thinking” is an 

uncompromising stance, the selection of an appropriate research methodology in 

tune with the researcher’s world or pragmatic view of the research question and 

problem, features strongly throughout the literature on research methodologies and 

methods.   

 

A range of authors refer to the two traditions of the positivist versus social 

constructionist or qualitative paradigms: (Hussey and Hussey, 1997; Bell, 1999; 

Bryman, 2001; Easterby-Smith et al, 2002 and Creswell, 2009).  Creswell (2009, 

p.10) also refers to the pragmatic worldview with its focus on mixed methods 

research, while Easterby-Smith et al (2002, p.22) argue:  

“it is not possible to identify any philosopher who ascribes to all aspects of any 
one particular view” and go on to say “philosophers within one school not only 
disagree with each other ... but themselves over time.”   

 

Hussey and Hussey (1997, p.54), Easterby-Smith et al (2002, p.24) and Creswell 

(2009, p.16) publish tables and produce charts highlighting distinctions between the 

positivist (quantitative) and qualitative paradigms to help researchers make suitable 

research choices.  The extract from Creswell’s (2009, p.17) chart in Figure 3.2 

includes a column for the pragmatic or mixed methods approach.   
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Easterby-Smith et al (2002, p.22) explain researchers adopting a positivist approach 

believe “the social world exists externally, and that its’ properties should be 

measured through objective methods, rather than being inferred subjectively through 

sensation, reflection or intuition.”  Wisker (2001, p.123) argues the positivist believes 

“things, events and people interact and think logically ... focussing on internal 

validity, external validity, reliability and objectivity.” Creswell (2009, p.4) defines 

positivist research as:  

“... a means for testing objective theories by examining the relationship among 
variables.  These variables, in turn, can be measured, typically on 
instruments, so that numbered data can be analysed, using statistical 
procedures...  like qualitative researchers, those who engage in this form of 
inquiry have assumptions about testing theories deductively, building in 
protections against bias, controlling for alternative explanations, and being 
able to generalise and replicate findings.”  

 

 

Tend to or 
Typically  

Qualitative 
Approaches 

Quantitative 
Approaches  

Mixed Methods 
Approaches  

Use these 
philosophical 
assumptions 

Constructivist/ 
advocacy/ 
participatory 
knowledge  
claims 

Post-positivist 
knowledge  
claims 

Pragmatic 
knowledge claims  

Employ these 
strategies of 
enquiry 

Phenomenology, 
grounded theory, 
ethnography, case 
study, and narrative 

Surveys and 
experiments  

Sequential, 
concurrent, and 
transformative  

Employ these 
method 

Open-ended 
questions, emerging 
approaches, text or 
image data 

Closed-ended 
questions, 
predetermined 
approaches, 
numeric data 

Both open - and 
closed ended 
questions, both 
emerging and 
predetermined 
approaches, and 
both quantitative 
and qualitative data 
and analysis.  

 

Figure 3.2: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches  
                  (Creswell, 2009, p.17) 
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The strength of the positivist approach according to Easterby-Smith et al (2002,p.36) 

is it enables research over a wide range of research issues and individuals  

quickly and economically.  Critically for this research, they describe the approach as 

being “inflexible and artificial [and] not very effective in understanding the process or 

significance that people attach to actions.”   

 

The centrality of people to Reason and Marshall’s (2001, p.113) view of qualitative 

research is inherent in their assertion “enquiry in this universe must therefore be 

appreciative, qualitative, sensitive.  It is enquiry with people, rather than research on 

people, a personal process pursued in relation to others.”  Easterby-Smith et al 

(2002, p.24) define the qualitative researcher’s role as “not to gather facts and 

measure how often certain patterns occur, but to appreciate the different 

constructions and meanings that people place upon experience.”  Silverman (2000, 

p.8), argues the qualitative researcher has a focus on qualitative naturally occurring 

unstructured data, documenting the world from the people being studied and 

focussing on “inductive, hypothesis generating research rather than hypothesis 

testing.”   

 

Easterby-Smith et al (2002, p.36) argue the benefits of qualitative research are its 

“ability to look at how change processes over time, to understand people’s 

meanings, to adjust to new issues and ideas as they emerge, and to contribute to the 

evolution of new theories.”  A key criticism of qualitative research by Silverman 

(2000, p.10) lies in the soundness of some of the explanations it offers, where some 

studies “sometimes appeal to a few telling examples of some apparent phenomenon, 

without any attempt to analyse less clear or even contradictory data”.  
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Creswell (2009, pp.3 – 4) makes several distinctions between quantitative and 

qualitative research strategies, examining the case study approach and collecting 

qualitative data through such methods as observations, defining qualitative research 

as:  

“... a means for exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or groups 
ascribe to a social or human problem.  The process of research involves 
emerging questions and procedures, data typically collected in the participant’s 
setting, data analysis inductively building from particulars to general themes, and 
the researcher making interpretations of the meaning of the data.  The final 
written report has a flexible structure.  Those who engage in this form of inquiry 
support a way of looking at research that honours an inductive style, a focus on 
individual meaning, and the importance of rendering the complexity of a 
situation.”   
 

 

The nature of the research being undertaken for this thesis with its focus on 

individual micro-enterprise owner-managers, change and innovation processes, the 

complex setting of people participating in learning networks, need for enquiry with 

people, rather than on people and its inductive approach establish the need for a 

qualitative research strategy.  Creswell (2009, p.18) confirms “if a concept or 

phenomenon needs to be understood because little research has been done on it, 

then it merits a qualitative approach” describing it as “exploratory ... because the 

topic is new ...”.  A qualitative research strategy is in tune with the researcher’s views 

on the nature of social science research being on the “subjective dimension” of 

Burrell and Morgan’s (1979, p.4) scheme for analysing “the subjective – objective 

dimensions” involved. Yin (2009, p.10) believes the next “most important condition 

for differentiating among the various research methods is to classify the research 

questions being asked” which is discussed next.   
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3.3 Research Approach and Methodologies: Research Question, Planning the 
Approach, Research Methods and Appropriateness  

 
 
3.3.1 Research Question 
 

The conceptual framework section described the potentially iterative nature of the 

development of the research process and research question throughout the study in 

order to maintain a focussed approach: (Eisenhardt, 1989, p.536; Miles and 

Huberman,1994, p.20; Van de Ven, 2007, p.265 and Yin, 2009, p.56).  Additionally 

Miles and Huberman (1994, p.24) used the research question and objectives to help 

“map out the underlying (conceptual) framework”.   

 

Eisenhardt (1989, p. 536) is convinced an initial definition of the research question is 

important in “building theory [saying it] may shift during the research.”  Support for 

her stance is given by Miles and Huberman (1994, p.23) noting:  

“The formulation of research questions may precede or follow the 
development of a conceptual framework.  The questions represent the facets 
of an empirical domain that the researcher most wants to explore.  Research 
questions may be general or particular, descriptive of explanatory.  They may 
be formulated at the outset or later on, and may be refined or reformulated in 
the course of fieldwork.”   
 

 

For this thesis the main research question and objectives were formulated during the 

initial phases of the literature review.  This meant the research question and 

objectives were available to support the development of the conceptual framework 

as suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994, p.24).  The main research question 

and supporting objectives shown below, establish the issues being examined 

through the research, including participants’ previous understanding of change and 

innovation prior to joining the network, whether they were supported by the network 
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in developing any changes and innovations and the nature of them as a result of 

their participation.  

 

How does participation in a constructed learning network affect the change process 

and ultimately innovation in micro-enterprises?  

 

 To understand owner-managers perceptions and challenges they faced for 

personal and organisational change in their micro-enterprise.   

 To examine how important participation in a learning network programme is in 

contributing to the development of personal and organisational change 

amongst participants and their micro-enterprises.   

 To investigate the enablers and barriers associated with the learning network 

programme for personal and organisational change.  

 To determine if personal and organisational change developed through 

participation in the learning network influenced the management of innovation 

and development of innovation capability in their micro-enterprise. 

 

3.3.2 Planning the Approach 

 

The importance of identifying a clear research process is seen as key by a range of 

authors: (Hussey and Hussey, 1997; Bell, 1999; Bryman, 2001; Easterby-Smith et al, 

2002; Van de Ven, 2007 and Creswell 2009).  The various stages of the research 

process are highlighted by Hussey and Hussey (1997, p.15) in Figure 3.3 and are 

similar to those developed by authors above. Van de Ven’s (2007, p.267) “Model for 

Practising Engaged Scholarship” is more comprehensive in some respects, detailing  
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STAGES IN THE RESEARCH PROCESS 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 3.3: Stages in the Research Process (Hussey and Hussey, 1997, p.15)  

 

multiple interactions between each stage of the research process in a more detailed 

and dynamic way.   

 

Even though this research was undertaken in a planned and organised manner, the 

qualitative research methodology meant the research timetable and processes could 

be regularly reviewed.  Burgess (1990, p.31) and Silverman (2000, p.35) support this 

stance, with the former saying, “social research is not just a question of neat 

procedures, but a social process whereby interaction between researcher and 

researched will directly influence the course which a research programme takes …”. 

Similarly Silverman (2000, p.35) argues “… what happens in the field as you attempt 

to gather your data is itself a source of data rather than just a technical problem in 

Identify the research topic 

Define the research problem  

Determine how to conduct research  

Collect research data 

Analyse and interpret research data 

Write dissertation/thesis  
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need of a solution.”  Silverman (2000, p.63) finds “the beauty of qualitative research 

is that its rich data can offer the opportunity to change focus as the ongoing analysis 

suggests [and] such changes of direction, like the research proposed, do not come 

out of the blue, but reflect the subtle interplay between theory, concepts and data.” 

 

Planning the approach for this thesis involved researching the methodologies and 

methods adopted by Perren (1996), Tsekouras (1998), Francis (2000), McGovern 

(2008) and Boxer (2009) given their theses were connected to studies of innovation, 

SMEs or micro-enterprises.  The researcher also reflected on his past research 

history and experiential learning from using: quantitative surveys, case studies, 

analysis of documents, semi-structured interviews, direct and participant 

observations, mind mapping, action research, research into his “self” using retreats, 

silent days, reflective journaling and ongoing participation in several action learning 

sets. 

 

The researcher shares Etherington’s (2004, p.25) and Marshall’s (1999, p.157) belief 

that “... much research is partly personal process... that we draw on our lives and 

their themes in the topics we study...”.  A view supported by Huff (2009, p.5) who in 

developing a research approach advises “use your personal interests and 

experiences as a source of inspiration for scholarly work...”. 

 

3.3.3 Research Methods and Appropriateness 

 

In addition to the review of the research literature undertaken to determine the most 

appropriate research approach, Creswell (2009, pp.13 – 17) provides an exhaustive 
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list of potential qualitative strategies while Francis (2000, p.133) advises selecting an 

approach using these criteria:  

 “Requirement to contribute to development of knowledge  

 Aims of the research ... 

 Nature of the phenomena under investigation 

 Time-scale/resources allowed  

 Skill set of the researcher”  
 

As a result of examining the literature, the research adopted a qualitative approach 

based on a case study methodology with a range of research methods designed to 

capture data from semi-structured interviews with network participants and Profitnet 

team members, observation of network meetings and examination of documents 

focussed on micro-enterprise owner-managers attending four Profitnet learning 

networks. The research used three out of six of Yin’s (2009, p.102) potential sources 

of evidence for case study research, developing a detailed “chain of evidence” to 

populate a “case study database” of research data. (Yin, 2009, p.123) 

 

The case study methodology described by Eisenhardt (1989) and Yin (2009) is 

supported by a wide range of authors: (Perren, 1996,1999; Flyvbjerg, 2004; Perren 

and Ram, 2004; Van de Ven and Poole, 2005 and Creswell 2009, p.13).  Yin (2009, 

p.18) says “a case study is an empirical enquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real life context ... and relies on multiple sources of evidence, 

with data needing to converge in a triangulated fashion ...”.  Cresswell (2009, p.13) 

argues case studies are “a strategy of inquiry in which the researcher explores in 

depth a program, event, activity, process or one or more individuals ... cases are 

bounded by time and activity and researchers collect detailed information using a 

variety of data collection procedures over a sustained period of time”. Eisenhardt 

(1989, p.532) believes “the process ... is highly iterative and tightly linked to data 
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...[and] the resultant theory is often novel, testable and empirically valid.”  Flyvbjerg 

(2004, p.432) concludes:  

“the case study is a necessary and sufficient method for certain important 
research tasks in the social sciences, and it is a method that holds up well 
when compared to other methods in the gamut of social science research 
methodology.”   
 

 

Eisenhardt (1989, p.546) argues strongly there is a “myth” that theories cannot be 

built from case studies due to the investigators’ preconceptions noting just the 

opposite is true.  Eisenhardt (1989, p.533) describes the process of building theory 

from case study research by looking at each step of the research process and 

activity and the reason why it needs to be undertaken. Flyvbjerg (2004, pp.428 – 

429) strongly supports Eisenhardt’s (1989, p.546) stance on the effectiveness of 

case study research.  According to Flyvbjerg (2004, p.422) “the closeness of the 

case study to real life situations and its multiple wealth of details ...[produces]   a 

nuanced view of reality ...[developing the researcher’s] skills needed to do good 

research ... via continued proximity to the studied reality and via feedback from those 

under study.”   

 

In discussing the multiple case study approach adopted for this thesis, Yin (2009, 

p.53) argues “the evidence from multiple cases is often considered more compelling 

and the overall study is therefore regarded as being more robust.”  Yin (2009, p.60) 

explains “although all designs can lead to successful case studies, when you have 

the choice (and resources) multiple-case designs may be preferred over single-case 

designs.”   
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Perren and Ram (2004, p.87) describe “objective milieu cases ...[which] are 

focussed in the main on organisations and boundary setting, is often focussed 

further through a specific theme [believing] research of this kind tends to be anxious 

to demonstrate that cases are chosen on the basis of typicality and 

representiveness.”  Important for this thesis is Perren and Ram’s (2004, p.91) 

explanation of “Objective Entrepreneurial Narrative Explanations ... focussed on the 

entrepreneur as the primary unit of analysis ...[where the] entrepreneur’s world is 

something that can be judged from outside.”  Perren and Ram (2004, p.92) present 

the advantages and disadvantages of the approach in Figure 3.4.  

 

Perren and Ram (2004, p.93) also discuss “Entrepreneurial Personal Story 

Explanations.”  Such case studies “focus on the entrepreneur’s interpretation of 

events, while sometimes recognising that this is only one subjective account 

amongst many different accounts ... the heart of such studies is to understand the 

entrepreneur’s individual subjective understanding of their world.”  The potential 

advantages and disadvantages of this approach are shown at Figure 3.5. Perren and 

Ram (2004, p.94) conclude by saying “no single paradigmatic approach has 

emerged as ideal; indeed whatever approach is taken researchers should strive to 

minimise the disadvantages and maximise the advantages” shown in Figures 3.4 

and 3.5.  In this study a pragmatic approach was used to follow Perren and Ram’s 

(2004, p.94) advice, certainly in terms of avoiding the “potential pitfalls” described in 

both approaches. 
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Potential Advantages and Disadvantages of the “Objective” Entrepreneurial Narrative 
Explanations Approach to Cases 

 
Potential Advantages  
 

 The  “objective” approach resonates with previous entrepreneurial studies and aids 
the transfer of meaning to future research  

 The focus and approach make multiple entrepreneurial case studies more 
manageable as they reduce complexity  

 The potential to judge the entrepreneur’s actions provides a platform for learning 

 The potential to suggest causation and determinism can be satisfying and persuasive  

 The story of the questing hero or fool can be engaging  

 The entrepreneurial story taps into the wider discourse on entrepreneurship in 
society and therefore may be accepted by a wide range of readers  

 The weaving of causal connections into the narrative logic and naturalistic 
generalisation links well to the case, mimics normal language structure and may 
resonate with readers’ tacit experience 
 

Potential Pitfalls  
 

 The “objective” approach may blind the researchers to nuances and other 
explanations outside the conceptual framework.   

 The entrepreneur’s potential voluntaristic actions and thoughts may be suppressed or 
judged against the constructs from outside 

 The nature of the interpretation may lead to suggestions and practices that are not 
robust in the face of the entrepreneur’s voluntaristic actions and the complexity of the 
social world 

 The focus on the entrepreneur may blinker the researcher to other actors in the 
social world 

 The questing story may become a cage into which the entrepreneur’s story is force 
fitted 

 The focus on the quest of the entrepreneurial hero or fool may diminish the role and 
influence of other social actors  
 

 

Figure 3.4: Potential Advantages and Disadvantage of the Objective 
Entrepreneurial Narrative Explanations Approach to Cases (Perren and Ram, 
2004, p.93)  
 

Easterby-Smith et al (2002, p.72) comment on the appropriateness of structured 

interviews as a research method where they are based “on a carefully prepared set 

of questions piloted and refined until the researcher is convinced of their validity ... 

whilst offering some flexibility, and allowing the views of the interviewee to become 

known.”  The approach facilitated the subsequent horizontal analysis of the 

transcripts across each question posed and as Tsekouras (1998, p.100) observed, 
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Potential Advantages and Disadvantages of the Entrepreneurial Personal Story 
Exploration Case Studies 

 
Potential Advantages  

 

 This approach provides an opportunity to gain insight into the entrepreneur’s 
subjective interpretation of the world, while not dismissing the existence of other 
social actors’ interpretations 

 Being given a window on the entrepreneur’s world may engender empathy and a 
personal reflexive response within the reader 

 The entrepreneur’s story may challenge some constructs and models from outside 
their world  
 

Potential Pitfalls  

 While accepting other social actor’s interpretations, the concentration on the 
entrepreneur’s narrative may inhibit other views.  This may be especially problematic 
when the researcher tries to provide policy conclusions 

 The acceptance of subjective interpretation of the social world may blinker pattern 
spotting and other more “objective” explanations  

 The explicit subjectivity of the research may leave readers confused as to the key 
themes from the research and the actions or policy conclusions that can be drawn  
 

 

Figure 3.5: Potential Advantages and Disadvantages of the Entrepreneurial 
Personal Story Exploration Case Studies (Perren and Ram, 2004, p.94) 
 

enabled me “to stay in control of the interview on the one hand and to capture some 

of the richness and complexity…on the other hand.”   

 

Yin (2009, p.109) argues a case study “should take place in the natural setting of the 

case, you are creating an opportunity for direct observations,” with the behaviours 

and environment being observed through “observations of meetings”. In this 

research observations took place at the learning network meetings.  Creswell (2009, 

pp.180 – 181) details the types, options, advantages and limitations of collecting 

data through observations.   

 

Yin (2009, p.121) makes the case for the collection of documents as another source 

of evidence for case study research, with Creswell (2009, p.180) detailing the 
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advantages and disadvantages of their use.  In this case study, documents such as 

meeting agendas, minutes and business plans produced by the Profitnet team and 

participants at learning network meetings were collected and analysed in addition to 

my own observational research data.   

 

The importance of the potential triangulation of the complimentary research methods 

mentioned above is stressed by Hussey and Hussey (1997), Bell (1999), Easterby-

Smith et al (2002) and Yin (2009).   Despite this, a more cautionary note is struck by 

Easterby-Smith et al (2002, p.35) who say the researcher should be aware “that the 

reality of what is being investigated may be considerably more complex than the 

data collection methods are capable of demonstrating.”   Additionally there was a 

need in this research to balance the breadth versus depth of the methods being 

used, while acknowledging the known sensitivities of micro-enterprise owner-

managers about the use of their time. Yin (2009, p.114) however, argues as in this 

research, “…a major strength of case study data collection is the opportunity to use 

many different sources of evidence.”   

 

3.4 My Role in the Research  

 
 

During the course of his business career the researcher had been a board director of 

a large corporate retailer, a non-executive director of several SMEs, a director of a 

trade association covering both corporate and SME members, and latterly a CEO 

developing a trading company from scratch through its “micro” to large “SME” stages 

according to European Commission (2005, p.14) definitions.  Given the business 

focus of micro-enterprise owner-managers taking part in the research, the 
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researcher was keen to avoid potential difficulties described by Burgess (1990, 

p.81):  

 “The researcher may alter the behaviour of the group they have entered.   
The researcher may be handicapped by the assumed roles. The researcher 
may play their roles so effectively that they will ‘go native’ and no longer 
gather data or record the observations that are made.”   
 

 

Ethically it is was felt by myself and my Thesis Panel that participants needed to be 

aware of the researcher’s business background, with clarity around his role and 

approach from the outset, in order to develop trust and avoid confusion. This was 

discussed in detail with the Profitnet academic leader and central team in May 2010 

and a research protocol was developed by the researcher. It was given to 

participants in all four learning networks to address any concerns, detailing the 

approach and behaviour I would adopt at network meetings.   

 

My aim was to keep a friendly but objective distance from research participants, 

avoiding pitfalls described by Burgess (1990, p.81), Perren (1996, p.121) and Perren 

and Ram (2004, pp.93-94).  It is acknowledged the researcher was not a complete 

outsider given his observation of the learning networks over many months, listening 

to participants and team members’ different stories, while retaining his own business 

insights and experience.  I would argue such insights and business experiences 

enhanced my ability to interpret and see patterns in the multiple sources of evidence. 

 
 
3.5 Ethical Considerations  

 
 

Given the nature of the research into personal and organisational change and 

innovation with four learning networks involving sixty-one participants, the research 
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proposal was reviewed in detail to ensure potential ethical issues had been 

addressed.  This culminated in Research Plan Approval at a Thesis Panel in January 

2010 and an early submission and clearance at the appropriate Ethics Committee in 

February 2010.   

 

Participants in all four networks were informed via a letter and an information sheet 

in May 2010 about the purpose of the study, how it was to be carried out, details of 

their personal involvement in relation to observations and interviews and my own 

background. The timing ensured all participants were fully aware of the nature of the 

research before agreeing to participate.  

 

It was made clear to participants their involvement was purely voluntary and they 

could withdraw from the research at anytime without reason.  All participants 

subsequently gave their consent to taking part in the research and from comments 

made, it was clear the researcher’s business background played a positive part in 

gaining research access.  Interviews and observations with Profitnet participants and 

team members were anonymous with issues of confidentiality addressed, by each 

person having their own anonymous code letter for the transcription of interviews 

and observational protocols.  All interviewees signed the University’s “Participant 

Consent Form”. 

 

All interviews were tape recorded and fully professionally transcribed and shared 

with participants once they had been reviewed by the researcher for anonymity.  It 

enabled participants to review their responses, make sense of their learning network 

experience and further enhance the ethical stance being taken, and only a small 
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number of minor changes were made. The observations were fully tape-recorded 

and the extensive written notes taken were professionally transcribed on the 

observational protocols using participant’s individual code letters.   

 

Burgess (1990, p.199) takes a more pragmatic view of some of the ethical 

arguments, saying “all research is to some extent secret, as researchers do not 

know everything they wish to investigate at the beginning of a study ...”.  He 

concludes (1990, p.207) “it is only by constant self-evaluation and reflection on our 

research experiences that we are most likely to understand the moral dilemmas and 

the compromise that we are required to make in the conduct of field research.”  

During this study, I was conscious of potential ethical issues throughout. 

 

3.6 Sample Size and Selection  

 

Eisenhardt (1998, p.537) argues “cases may be chosen to replicate previous cases 

or extend emergent theory, or they may be chosen to fill theoretical categories and 

provide examples of polar types.  While the cases may be chosen randomly, random 

selection is neither necessary nor even preferable.”  Like McGovern (2008, p.82) the 

personal experience and assessment of the Profitnet central team and academic 

leader was used in selecting four learning networks which “reflected the common 

experiences of the group.”  This was considered preferable to a totally random 

sample, and would be referred to by Knight (2002, p.122) as an “opportunity or 

convenience sample.”  At a meeting with the Profitnet central team and academic 

leader in May 2010, the selection of four potential learning network groups for the 

observations was agreed, with volunteers being requested to take part in the case 
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studies and research interviews amongst network members, facilitators, project 

managers and consultants involved.  The researcher wrote an introductory letter to 

introduce the research protocol and provide information about the study in mid May 

2010 for distribution by the Profitnet team to the four learning networks at their May 

and June 2010 meetings.  All participants in the Profitnet and Profitnet Plus learning 

networks agreed to take part in the research observations at their July meetings. 

Additionally fourteen micro-enterprise owner-managers and seven Profitnet team 

members including all facilitators and project managers involved with each network 

and two Profitnet Plus consultants volunteered to take part in the research interviews 

drawn from all four networks.   

 

The owner-manager volunteers in the learning networks provided a broad spectrum 

of micro-enterprises, including sole traders and owner-managers employing three to 

eight employees. The fourteen micro-enterprises taking part in the case studies 

represented different sized enterprises and sectors, being broad enough for some 

generalisations to be made. Yin (2009, p.92) concurs saying “regardless of any 

resource constraints, if multiple candidates are qualified to serve as cases, the larger 

the number you can study the better.” Details of the micro-enterprise owner-

managers, their enterprises and Profitnet learning networks are given in Section 3.9.   

 

3.7 Involvement of the Profitnet Team  

 

The Profitnet central team, facilitators and project manager involved with the four 

learning networks were kept fully informed of the progress of the research 
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throughout the study by me, through attending their team meetings, contact at 

observations, sharing offices at CENTRIM and regular email updates.   

 

The initial contacts in Table 3.1 were made with the Profitnet team and members to 

develop the research approach and gain access to the research population.   

 

Date Event 

11 March 2010 Attended Profitnet team meeting with academic leader, 

3 central team members and 9 facilitators and 

consultants to introduce the research.  

25 and 31 March 2010 Attended Profitnet Plus Groups A and B to introduce 

myself and the research.   

6 May 2010 Sent details of the research proposal to Profitnet central 

team members in advance of their team meeting.   

10 May 2010 Met with Profitnet central team and academic leader to 

discuss research access and selection of potential 

learning network groups.  

17 May 2010  Researcher sent letter to Profitnet central team to pass to 

groups at their May and June meetings setting out the 

research protocol and confirming issues of confidentiality 

and asking for observation and case study volunteers.   

15/16 June 2010 Attended Profitnet learning network Groups C and D to 

introduce myself and the research.   

Mid June 2010  Case study and interview volunteers directly contact me 

to agree to participate.  

20 July 2010  Profitnet central team confirm all four Profitnet learning 

networks agreed to take part in the research and allow 

their meetings to be recorded and observed.   

 

Table 3.1: Initial Research Project Timetable  
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The Research Project Timetable which guided the research at Appendix B, highlights 

key phases of research activity in order to manage the volume of research fieldwork 

being undertaken.   

 

3.9 Research Participants: Initial Contact, Interviews, Observations, Piloting 

and Data Collection and Analysis 

 

3.9.1 Initial Contact 

 

In addition to the introductory letter and research protocol delivered in May 2010, I 

contacted each interviewee by email and telephone thereafter to build on the initial 

approach and answer any queries they had.  I introduced the research again to the 

four learning networks at the first observation and updated the networks regularly 

thereafter on research progress.  Feedback indicated many participants were 

genuinely interested in the research being undertaken. 

 

Appendix C contains the “Interview and Observational Protocol Control Forms” for 

the four learning networks detailing the interviewees, other participants and Profitnet 

team members in each group.  It highlights the date of each of the two structured 

interviews, timing and duration of the thirty observations, and sector from which each 

micro-enterprise was drawn.  
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3.9.2 Semi-Structured Interviews 

 

The longitudinal multiple case studies commenced in August 2010, with semi-

structured interviews taking place amongst the fourteen owner-managers and seven 

members of the Profitnet team. The group was interviewed for the second time 

between mid April and May 2011.  Engaging four networks enabled a wide range of 

firms and sectors to be involved giving flexibility in case of difficulties in gaining 

access or the sample being impaired by owner-manager withdrawals and firm 

failures over time, in the difficult economic climate. Given the longitudinal nature of 

the research the semi-structured interviews were used to gauge the movement, 

frequency, level and patterns in any personal and organisational changes and 

innovations over time as a result of participation in the network rather than aiming to 

find some universal truth in their responses.   

 

A set of interview questions was sent to each interviewee in advance and all 

interviews were recorded, professionally transcribed in full and shared with 

participants.  An extensive set of interview notes was also taken at each interview by 

me in order to validate any subsequent queries on the final transcripts.  Appendix D 

contains a copy of the “Semi-Structured Interview Protocol for Profitnet Participants 

for Phase One Interviews” which was completed for each of the initial fourteen 

interviews. A similar protocol was developed especially for the seven Profitnet team 

members. A new protocol was produced for both interview groups for final wave two 

interviews with adjusted questions.  Appendix E entitled “Interview Protocol Analysis 

Form”, details the duration and number of words of transcript generated by each 

interview over the two waves. It shows wave one generated 157,429 words of 
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transcript and wave two 165,774 words with each interview taking an hour on 

average. 

 

Each of the “Semi-Structured Interview Protocols” gave a clear indication of the 

focus of the two sets of separately posed questions to the micro-enterprise owner-

managers and Profitnet team interviewees at each interview. All questions were 

focussed on the main research question and objectives, and potential elements and 

outcomes of the conceptual framework from owner-manager’s and Profitnet team 

perspectives. 

 

The questions for micro-enterprise owner-managers from wave one for example 

focussed on their: previous background, the history of their firm, their main markets, 

incidents and examples of personal and organisational change and innovation 

undertaken prior to joining Profitnet and their experience of other business networks 

to determine the impact this might create in their ease in using a network group 

compared to others without it. The same issues were covered in the second 

interviews following participation in the learning network and interviewees were 

asked for comments on the most effective structural elements of the programme and 

their personal and organisational changes and innovations produced during network 

participation. The research questions for the Profitnet central team members, 

facilitators and consultants centred on their background experience, view of micro-

enterprise owner-managers’ understanding of personal and organisational change 

and innovation before and during Profitnet participation, experience of other 

business networks and feedback on differences between Profitnet and Profitnet Plus. 

The Profitnet central team were also asked to give specific examples and 
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confirmatory evidence of any changes and innovations they had witnessed case 

study participants attempting.  

 

3.9.3 Observations  

 

Thirty meetings were observed and tape recorded of the four learning networks 

between July 2010 and May 2011.  Additionally, hand written notes and mind maps 

were taken at each meeting in order to resolve subsequent transcript issues.  Such 

methods were in line with Yin’s (2009, p.210) advice on the approach to recording, 

storing and using case study notes and collecting data to “establish a chain of 

evidence.”  After each meeting, the notes were typed onto the “Observational 

Protocol for Observations at Profitnet Learning Network Meetings” shown at 

Appendix F.  Each protocol was between eighteen to thirty pages long to capture the 

key events taking place and was checked against the tape recording of each 

meeting in the event of queries.  A review of documentation also took place including 

agendas, notes and meeting minutes from the four learning networks which were 

supplied by Project Managers and Facilitators. The Business Plans of each of the 

fourteen case studies presented at the learning networks were sent by participants to 

the researcher for examination.   

 

The observations enabled the researcher to not only observe changes and 

innovations taking place in real time in each network, but further reconcile and 

interpret the various sources of evidence from the case studies and Profitnet team. 

This provided another rich stream of data through which to assess any emerging 

patterns of change and innovation.  Additionally, the researcher also examined 
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critical incidents that occurred during observations in greater detail, at subsequent 

wave two interviews. 

 

3.9.4 Piloting 

 

Bell (1999, p.127) suggests “all data gathering instruments should be piloted to test 

how long it takes recipients to complete them, to check all questions and instructions 

are clear and to enable you to remove any items which do not yield usable data.”  

Yin (2009, pp.92 – 94) also stresses the importance of piloting to help “refine your 

data collection plans with respect to both the content of the data and the procedures 

to be followed.”   

 

Three pilot interviews were undertaken to gauge the appropriateness of the interview 

questions and data collection and analysis processes before each of the two waves 

of interviews were conducted.  The first three pilot interviews generated 14,385 

words of transcript prior to wave one and 12,333 words before wave two.  The 

interviewees were a Profitnet facilitator and former and current learning network 

members drawn from outside the main interview populations.  The interview 

protocols were found to produce strong empirical data. Minor changes were made as 

a result of the process to the interview protocols to provide a longer introduction at 

the start of each interview about the overall research background to place it in a 

broader context and breaking down some of the main interview questions into a 

number of sub questions.  
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3.9.5 Data Collection and Analysis 

 

Given the likely nature of participant’s interview and observation narratives in terms 

of their stories about their personal and organisational changes and innovations 

highlighted in the literature review and conceptual framework, an inductive approach 

was adopted to analyse the research data and emergent themes. It used appropriate 

coding consistent with advice given by Miles and Huberman (1994, p.9), Silverman 

(2000, p.8) and Yin (2009, p.141).  The data were transcribed, analysed and coded 

against an analytical framework developed for the purpose as soon as was practical 

after each piece of fieldwork, to determine what the data was telling the researcher 

about the research question and objectives.  This was particularly important after the 

two pilot interview phases, in order to gauge the quality and depth of empirical data 

generated by the interview questions was sufficiently detailed before starting the 

main interviews.   

 

Miles and Huberman’s (1994) work was particularly important in generating the 

overall approach to the development of the interview and observational protocols, 

subsequent data collection and analytical processes to review the data.  Miles and 

Huberman’s (1994, p.57,p.67) coding process for dealing with interview transcripts, 

with marginal coding and explanatory remarks on opposite sides of the interview 

transcript was used to systematically extract relevant data. Miles and Huberman’s 

(1994, pp.111 – 112) “time ordered ... listing of events” was used to display the 

personal and organisational changes and innovations, critical incidents and events 

being observed when undertaking network observations.   
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The development of a coding framework by Miles and Huberman (1994, p.57, p.59, 

p.90) helped develop my own eight point framework shown at Appendix G, for 

analysing and coding the interview and observational protocols against the main 

research question, objectives and key indicators and outcomes from the conceptual 

framework.  The analytical framework was capable of capturing other emergent 

themes described by Miles and Huberman (1944, p.59) that might need to be added 

to the conceptual framework as the research progressed. The way the coding was 

undertaken was in tune with guidance given by Miles and Huberman (1994, p.79) 

and Yin (2009, p.128) and ultimately linked the themes, definitions and key indicators 

and elements from the conceptual framework to the coding and analysis framework 

and sub-headings of the case studies in the Results and Findings and Discussion 

chapters.  The headings of the eight point framework were: “Previous Development 

of Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation” in each of these three areas 

prior to learning network participation and the “Development” of each of these same 

areas’ capacities and capabilities at the end of the programme. In addition to these 

six points of analysis, two further points covered the micro-enterprise owner 

manager’s personal background, experience of business networks prior to 

participation and views on the learning network process that were important to 

change and innovation.  The conceptual framework’s key indicators and outcomes 

were also individually analysed and noted via marginal coding, together with 

supplementary notes and other emergent themes.   

 

In terms of the analysis of data from multiple cases, Yin’s (2009, pp.56-57) advice 

was followed in analysing each case individually before any cross-case analysis was 

undertaken within either each learning network or across all four networks. This 
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enabled the researcher to ensure clarity between the empirical data emanating from 

each case and any subsequent replication or otherwise in comparison to other cases 

or groups of cases. Given the multiple sources of evidence, the data collection and 

analysis techniques suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994) and Yin (2009) were 

used to “maintain a chain of evidence” called for by Yin (2009, p.122) “to increase 

the reliability of the information in a case study”.    

 

3.10 Reflections on the Research Methodology Undertaken 

 

In this section I adopt a reflexive stance in reviewing the research methodology 

undertaken and my personal development as a researcher. 

 

The qualitative research strategy selected, and combination of interview questions 

and observations and their respective protocols and other sources of evidence 

worked well and were effective in producing rich emergent empirical data, allowing 

me to assess and analyse the critical incidents emanating from multiple sources of 

evidence. The protocols proved to be very robust for retaining and analysing the 

large volume of data I was managing, and by focussing objectively on these 

documents I was able to clearly establish the changes and innovations that were 

taking place.  

 

Just as Miles and Huberman (1994) had predicted, the common themes and 

relationships started to emerge quite quickly from the interviews and observations 

across the cases.  Once the fieldwork started to unfold, “outcomes” shown in the 

conceptual framework such as trust, self confidence and benchmarking increased in 
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significance and strategic orientations for survival in Profitnet or growth in Plus 

became clear motivational factors in generating changes and innovations. 

 

The research project and its timetable were executed very much as shown in 

Appendix B, over-running my original plans by about two to three months more than I 

had expected.  In order to keep up to date and focussed on the overall plan during 

the fieldwork, I found the project plan had to be broken down further into a new 

timetable of weekly activities for the month and daily activities in my diary. This 

approach was maintained right through until the completion of my viva. It was this 

intensive regime of planning and organizing and sharing my timetables at monthly 

supervisory meetings with agreed agendas produced in advance and minuted 

actions afterwards that kept the research on track. This also enabled me to maximise 

my learning as a researcher from my two principal supervisors. 

 

I enjoyed virtually every element of the research and particularly being part of an 

academic community and the CENTRIM team. It supported my research 

apprenticeship, informal learning from a much broader range of experienced 

researchers, and understanding of an academic life and HE.  I found the research 

fieldwork and conducting the interviews and observations very stimulating, 

particularly in looking at the interplay between the cases and the data from their 

interviews and my observations of network meetings. Even observing over 104 hours 

of observations without participating or being able to speak was far more enjoyable 

than I expected. 
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The research produced a large volume of empirical data for analysis which I knew 

would have the potential to overwhelm me at times. For this reason I spent a lot of 

time developing and piloting my own eight point coding and analysis framework 

shown at Appendix G for analysing all the interview and observational protocols and 

documents. The robustness of the framework proved to be very effective in 

analysing all the data. At times when I did feel over whelmed by the numbers of 

interview and observation transcripts, I maintained my focus on just analysing each 

case individually first and only undertook cross case comparisons when all the cases 

in each network had been completed. 

 

The most testing period in terms of my personal capacities as a researcher was in 

the period January to June 2011. During this time I was conducting observations and 

completing their protocols, preparing for and conducting the second wave of 

interviews, reading and sharing interview transcripts with the cases and preparing 

four chapters for the Thesis Panel to transfer from MPhil to PhD. 

 

I think the strongest parts of the thesis are the rigorous nature of the research 

undertaken, the extremely rich evidence it generated, good analysis of the results 

and the clear empirical contribution it generated in developing our understanding of 

innovation in micro-enterprises. I would argue I have made progress in learning how 

to complete a major and extensive research project with multiple sources of 

evidence and this was supported by my skills of attention to detail, planning and 

managing the research as a project. 
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The research has been both rewarding but also very intense and all consuming, and 

I probably worked as hard as the most intensive periods of my previous business 

career. So for the future, I still have to learn how to manage multiple and equally 

intensive research projects when they are undertaken simultaneously together with 

other pieces of research and academic activities. 

 

3.11 Chapter Conclusion 

 

The chapter examined and justified the use of a qualitative research methodology 

through fourteen case studies undertaken with micro-enterprise owner-managers, 

other interviews with the Profitnet team, observations and analysis of documents 

providing multiple sources of evidence.  

 

A range of appropriate triangulated research methods were assessed and a detailed 

explanation of how they were used during the fieldwork was provided, including how 

the data was captured, processed and analysed.  The chapter highlighted that 

interviews, observations, case studies and confirmatory evidence provided by the 

Profitnet team were used to examine the empirical data from the participants’ stories 

of personal and organisational change and innovation. The aim was to understand 

and interpret any emerging changes, innovations and patterns from these sources, 

rather than attempt to discern some ultimate truth. 

 

Given the sensitive nature of the research involving over sixty learning network 

participants, the effective, efficient and ethical delivery of the research and its 

timetable were not only seen as important in responding to the main research 
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question and objectives, but in avoiding any negative influence on the operation or 

reputation of Profitnet.  

 

Chapter Four provides the “Background and Context of the Research” and an 

understanding of the research’s economic context, development of university third 

stream activity and background of the Profitnet programme. The subsequent Results 

and Findings chapters examine the empirical data generated by the research 

methodology and methods outlined in this chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 
BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT OF THE RESEARCH  
 
 
4.1 Chapter Introduction  
 
 
The chapter provides a greater depth of understanding of the economic context, 

development of university third stream activity, positioning the University of Brighton 

within it, and background of the Profitnet programme and its two models.  

 

The section on “Regional Economic Context” provides an overview of the economic 

environment during the research in the South East Region, East and West Sussex, 

and Brighton and Hove where significant numbers of micro-enterprises are located. 

Owner-managers in the case studies were based in these areas, making Profitnet’s 

support of small firms relevant to the cases.   

 

“The Development of University Third Stream Activity” highlights activities 

universities can engage in within this stream, some of the relevant debates and 

changes in their roles, locating the University of Brighton and Profitnet in the field.  

 

The final sections focus on the Profitnet programme itself, introducing the views of 

the Profitnet team working with the four learning networks taking part in the research. 

This establishes the perspectives and potential impact of the team running the 

programme on the wider Profitnet community which may influence or be different to 

those of case study participants. It provides a reference system to create a better 

understanding and adds depth to the case studies, setting the scene for their views 

in subsequent chapters.  
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“The Profitnet Constructed Learning Network” section gives the background to 

Profitnet’s development, describes the programme’s content and explains 

differences between the Profitnet and Profitnet Plus models.  The Profitnet team give 

their views on their programme roles and members’ overall experience of the 

Profitnet process.  Finally the team provide evidence regarding the Contribution of 

the Profitnet Programme to the Development of Personal and Organisational 

Change and Innovation before ending with a Conclusion.  

 

4.2 Regional Economic Context  

 

Micro-enterprise owner-managers taking part in the case studies were all located in 

South East England, in East and West Sussex and Brighton and Hove.  This section 

focuses on the economic context and industrial structure of these areas impacting on 

case studies during the research.  

 

The broad range of enterprise sectors covered by case study and learning network 

participants taking part in the research from the two Profitnet and Profitnet Plus 

networks involved are shown in detail at Appendix C and summarised in Table 4.1. 

The location of learning network meetings, case study and other participants across 

the South East Region are analysed in Table 4.2.  
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Profitnet Plus Learning Networks 
 Network A  Network B  

Code Sector Code Sector 

Case Studies                Case Studies 

A1 Solicitors B1 Hospitality 

A2 IT & Manufacturing B2 Marketing 

A3 PR B3 Social Care 

A4 Web Design B4 Marketing 
Other Participants Other Participants 

A5 Social Care B5 Social Enterprise 

A6 Marketing B6 Exterior Design 

A7 Web Design B7 Sales 

A8 Web Design B8 Engineering 

A9 Branding B9 Training 

A10 Web Design B10 Catering 

A11 Business Advisor B11 Cosmetics 

A12 Gyms B12 Web Design 

A13 Furniture B13 Events 
Management 

A14 Writing B14 Hospitality 

  B15 Property  
 

Profitnet Learning Networks 
 Network C  Network D  

Code Sector Code Sector 

Case Studies Case Studies 

C1 Social Ent. Retail D1 Solicitors 

C2 Engineering D2 Social Enterprise 
Other Participants D3 Finance 

C3 Personal 
Development 

D4 Web Design 

C4 Social Enterprise Other Participants 

C5 Farming D5 Retail 

C6 Machinery Sales D6 Solicitors 

C7 Hospitality D7 Design 

C8 Web Design D8 IT 

C9 Accountancy D9 Media 

C10 Web Design D12 Training & Dev 

C11 Social Enterprise D13 Design Agency 

C12 Social Enterprise   

C13 Social Enterprise   

C14 Social Enterprise   

   

 
 
Table 4.1: Enterprise Sectors of Case Study and Other Participants in Profitnet 
and Profitnet Plus Networks A to D 
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Profitnet Plus Learning Network A – Brighton Based Meeting 

A1*, A3*, A4* 
A2* 
Other Members  
A15 to A18  

- 
- 
- 
- 

Brighton and Hove  
East Sussex 
3 Brighton and Hove, 2 East Sussex, 1 West Sussex 
All Brighton and Hove  

Profitnet Plus Learning Network B – Worthing Based Meeting 

B1*, B2*, B3* 
B4* 
Other Members  
B16, B17  

- 
- 
- 
- 

West Sussex  
Brighton and Hove  
West Sussex 
Brighton and Hove and West Sussex 

Profitnet Learning Network C – Worthing Based Meeting 

C1*, C2*, C3 to C15  
C16  

- 
- 

All West Sussex  
Brighton and Hove  

Profitnet Learning Network D – Brighton Based Meeting 

D1* 
D2* 
D3*, D4* 
Other Members  
D10, D11 

- 
- 
- 
- 
- 

East Sussex  
Brighton and Hove  
West Sussex 
5 Brighton and Hove, 1 West Sussex 
East Sussex and Brighton and Hove  

Key: * = Case Study Interviewee 

 

Table 4.2: Locations of Learning Network Group Meetings, Case Study and 

Other Participants 

 

During this research the national economic backdrop and regional economy for 

micro-enterprises was a difficult one.  In April and June 2011 SEEDA reported GDP 

growth in the UK and South East Region increased over the first quarter by 0.5% 

(SEEDA, 2011a, p.1; 2011b, p.4) following similar decreases in the last quarter of 

2010.   

 

East Sussex County Council (2011, pp. 5-6) argue they represent only a fraction of 

the South East Regional Economy with its “forecast Gross Value Added (GVA) 

totalling 4.4% of the regional total”, confirming their GVA “has historically 

underperformed compared to England and the South East [and] over the last nine 

years ...remain[ing] at less than 75% of the England average.” ESCC (2011, p.5) 

explains “economic performance has historically lagged behind the regional and 
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national average largely because of a strong presence of low value added sectors 

such as retail, distribution, tourism, catering and care”. ESCC (2011, pp.10 – 11) say 

“the recession has greatly impacted on all areas” confirming their economy moved 

into recession before 2009 ahead of the South East.  

 

West Sussex County Council (2006, p.5) confirmed their economy measured by its 

share of national GVA at 1.36% is smaller than both national and regional figures. 

WSCC (2006, p.8) said their “macro-economic performance is below average on 

most indicators ...”.   

 

Brighton and Hove’s (2011, p.2) population was 256,000 rising to 269,000 by 2019. 

In 2009 the city had 13,422 businesses with 406 businesses per 10,000 head of 

population against a national average of 346 “reflecting a strong entrepreneurial 

culture” according to BHCC (2011, p.27).  Despite the growth in population and 

number of businesses the city’s GVA was slightly lower than regional and national 

levels in 2008, with BHCC (2011, p.26) estimating it at £20,659 per head against 

regional and national levels at £21,681 and £21,103 respectively. In 2010 BHCC 

(2010, p.3) assessed the impact of the recession on their economy, with 65% of 

businesses across all sectors reporting a negative impact, 23% had reduced staff 

numbers, 34% noting decreases in turnover and 37% saying some suppliers had 

ceased trading.  Critically 44% were experiencing cash flow problems and 27% were 

having difficulties obtaining credit.   

 

ESCC (2010, p.1) reported 90% of their business enterprises were classified as 

micro-enterprises, but noted between 2009 and 2010 the number of business units 
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and enterprises declined “in line with the regional and national fall.”   This trend 

continued and in June 2011 ESCC (2011, p.19,p.22) reported continuing high levels 

of business failures meant the level of micro-enterprises then stood at 87.9% against 

a UK average of 87.1% in 2009.  (EU SME Observatory, 2009, p.1).   

 

The most important industrial sectors in East Sussex “are retail, wholesale and motor 

trades; construction; and professional, scientific and technical services which 

together account for 47% of all enterprises [with] 12% of all businesses less than two 

years old in 2010...” according to ESCC (2010, p.1). ESCC (2011, p.19) confirm the 

county’s “high levels of self employment at 15.7% compared to the South East 

Region at 10.4%” proposing:  

“Although self employment is often used as a proxy for entrepreneurship it is not 
always a strong sign of a strong economy.  A high proportion of self employment 
in the county may be accounted for by lifestyle choices, with many of these 
businesses providing relatively low value-added products, no employment 
opportunities for others and services to local markets.”   
 

 

West Sussex (2007, p.1) also has a high proportion of micro-enterprises at 86.0% 

but some degree of variation within the county, with Mid-Sussex registering 88.1% 

and Crawley only 75.8% where 3.6% of enterprises have over a hundred employees 

while in the rest of the county no area exceeds 1.7%.   

 

The biggest concentrations of enterprises shaping the county’s industrial structure 

and economy are the service sector providing 20.8% of employment against regional 

and UK averages of 22.4% and 19.6% respectively according to WSCC (2006, p.9). 

The knowledge economy accounts for 25.5% of employment in telecommunications, 

computing, R and D, finance and business services, compared to regional and 
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national knowledge economy ratios of 26.5% and 23.3%. WSCC (2006, p.10) says 

“self-employment is high across the board in West Sussex at 9.1% with every district 

recording a figure above the national average” of 7.4% and regional figure of 8.7% 

reflecting high levels of micro-enterprises.   

 

Brighton and Hove (2011, p.27) report “the vast majority of businesses are small or 

micro-level” with 86.4% being classified as micro-enterprises and only 2.1% of 

businesses in the city employ 50 to 199 people and just 0.5% have more than 200 

employees.  The city was “in the top ten cities for creating private sector jobs ... 

between 1998 and 2008 the private sector employment base grew by 25% ... the 

eighth highest private sector job creation in the country.”  (BHCC, 2011, p.21) 

 

BHCC (2011, p.27) argue they “have a strong entrepreneurial culture, reflected by a 

high level of business start ups compared with other cities” at 49.6 businesses per 

10,000 of population exceeding the national average of 44.4 in 2008.  Despite this 

encouraging picture, “due to higher than average business deaths our business base 

is still growing slower than the national rate at 1.6% compared with 2.2%.”  A similar 

problem to that experienced by WSCC (2006, p.10) and ESCC (2011, p.19) with 

equally high levels of micro-enterprises.  Key industrial sectors shaping the city’s 

economy identified by BHCC (2010, pp.6-7) are digital media, financial services and 

creative industries.   

 

In Table 4.3 research into the Economic Context and Industrial Structure of East and 

West Sussex and Brighton and Hove identified over 86% of enterprises were 

classified as micro-enterprises.  The industrial structure, economic and sectoral 
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focus of the economies in all three areas means they have GVAs below regional and 

national averages according to ESCC (2011, p.6).  All three councils highlighted the 

impact of the UK’s recession on their local economies where the case studies and 

networks were based. 

 

                                  
Economic Area 

 

%  
Micro-Enterprises 

 
Year 

East Sussex 
 

87.9% 2011 

West Sussex 
 

86.0% 2007 

Brighton and Hove 
 

86.4% 2011 

South East Region 
 

89.4% 2010 

UK 
 

87.1% 2009 

 
Table 4.3: Proportion of Enterprises Classified as Micro-Enterprises in East 
and West Sussex, Brighton and Hove, South East Region and the UK.  
(ESCC, 2011, p.22; WSCC, 2007, p.1; BHCC, 2011, p.22; ESCC, 2010, p.5 and 
EU SME Observatory, 2009, p.1 respectively) 
 
 
Despite the difficult economic environment, the number of business start ups in all 

three areas continues to grow, but WSCC (2006, p.10), BHCC (2011, p.27) and 

ESCC (2011, p.19) identify a continuing high level of business failures means their 

overall business base is growing far more slowly than the national average.   

WSCC (2006, pp.36 -37) BHCC (2009, p.6) and ESCC (2011, p.18, p.23) considered 

the policy implications of their economic context and industrial structure, each 

stressing the importance of continued development of new firms and retaining 

existing ones if their business base is to grow.  A need for business support is 

similarly identified by ESCC (2011a, p.23) and proposed by WSCC (2006, pp.36-37). 

in a range of future objectives. ESSP (2006, p.2) confirm “business survival in some 
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areas is also low ... with so many very small businesses, reaching them to give 

support and help to survive and grow will take focussed effort [saying] more needs to 

be done to foster innovation and entrepreneurship...”.  

 

Despite these calls for greater business support, the Small Business Service ceased 

operating in April 2007 (SBS, 2007, p.4) and during this research Business Link 

closed in July 2011, with SEEDA and RDAs closing in March 2012.  (SEEDA, 2011, 

p.1).  Such changes in diminishing state intervention and support create a policy gap 

that could potentially be filled by universities adopting a suitably modified “third 

stream” role for Higher Education through the introduction of learning networks such 

as Profitnet to fill the void created. During the period of the research, Profitnet 

members paid £272 and Plus members £480 for sixteen meetings, representing 

good added value for the micro-enterprises concerned. Some network costs were 

subsidised by the university but this equally enabled them to develop their “third 

stream” agenda. Central government also supported development of the networks 

not only through funding the initial pilot projects in the early years of development but 

by supporting members directly through skill development funding. The Profitnet 

team confirmed many members were able to claim half their membership costs 

through matched funding from the Leadership and Management Service of the Skills 

Funding Agency, provided there were not sole traders and intended to achieve 30% 

growth. The exclusion of sole traders is unfortunate as many of these have the 

potential to grow and become SMEs and large firms. Such an approach produces 

favourable outcomes and value for the owner-managers involved and positive 

monetary implications for government in continuing to support micro-enterprises at a 

reduced cost compared to the disbanded business development agencies. It also 
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emphasises the role the University of Brighton can play with its’ Profitnet constructed 

learning network, to develop the local economy, support the growth of new and 

retention of existing micro-enterprises and increase the business base.   

 

4.3 The Development of University Third Stream Activity 

 

A number of authors describe the development of universities from their traditional 

foundations of teaching and research, to an additional “Third Stream” focussing on 

their interaction and contribution to the rest of society: (Molas-Gallart et al 2002, p.iii; 

Brighton University, 2003, p.6; Lester, 2005, p.8; Leydesdorff and Meyer, 2006, 

p.1442; Leydesdorff and Meyer, 2007, p.214; Martinelli et al, 2008, p.260 and 

Etzkowitz and Zhon, 2008, p.627).  Such “third stream” activities are defined by 

Molas-Gallart et al (2002, p.iii) as being “concerned with the generation, use, 

application and exploitation of knowledge and other university capabilities outside 

academic environments.”  In the UK, Molas-Gallart et al (2002, p.iii) confirm “various 

government initiatives are aimed at encouraging universities to invest more in this 

area, bringing significant new funding opportunities.”   

 

Martinelli et al (2008, p.260) identify various approaches universities can take to 

become “entrepreneurial”, and a number of authors argue the term is now widely 

used to describe the range of activities undertaken by an “entrepreneurial university”: 

(Leydesdorff and Meyer 2006, p.1442 and 2007, p.214; Martinelli et al 2008, pp.260-

262; Mathieu et al 2008, p.669 and Etzkowitz and Zhon, 2008, p.627).  The 

entrepreneurial university is defined by Leydesdorff and Meyer (2007, p.214) as “one 

which extends its missions in higher education and academic research to assume 
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the role of stimulating economic innovation in the environment.”  They (2006, p.1442) 

explain “universities assume the functions of an entrepreneur or, at other times, of 

regional innovation organiser”. Mathieu et al (2008, p.669) see the role entwined with 

the Triple Helix Framework arguing “the focus of this body of research is on the 

economic development impact of the entrepreneurial innovation organiser.”   

 

In the regional economic context, Lester (2005, p.3) strongly links Universities with 

the development of their local economies and innovation, arguing “the evidence 

shows that universities contribute to local innovation processes in a variety of ways.”  

Lester (2005, pp.3-7) sees universities with their stable regional base supporting 

local businesses attract “new human knowledge and financial resources ...[and] to 

serve as a public space for ongoing local conversations”. Figure 4.1 highlights 

Lester’s (2005, pp.26-27) four “regional innovation–led growth pathways” universities 

can develop alongside a range of potential additional services, to establish their third 

stream activity.  
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Figure 4.1: University Roles in Alternative Regional Innovation – Led Growth 

Pathways.  (Lester, 2005, p.28)  

 

Even though much of the literature describes positive elements of third stream 

activity, a number of authors outline a range of potential challenges in managing 

changes to the university’s essential mission, establishing working relationships with 

external partners, responding to reservations from faculty staff and overcoming 

difficulties in measuring the activity: (Molas-Gallart et al, 2005,p.vii; Lester, 2005,p.9 

and Mathieu et al, 2008, p.678). 

 

The literature on third stream activity can be linked to the University of Brighton’s 

Corporate Plan for 2007-12 (2007, pp. 15-18) as an example of an approach to 

economic and social engagement. Over the last five years the university says it “has 
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developed a portfolio of activities that reflects the nature of its region [making] 

sustained efforts...to meet economic and social needs...winning competitive bids for 

funding to extend third stream activities.” It describes a range of “innovative tailored 

interventions” including Profitnet. Many of the challenges and objectives it sets itself 

in the corporate plan (2007, pp.15-17) reflect an inclusive strategy in relation to 

Lester’s (2005, p.28) innovation growth pathways in Figure 4.1.  

 

The Profitnet programme provides an opportunity to help the university achieve its 

corporate objectives and support the region in enhancing the retention of small 

businesses, fostering innovation and developing entrepreneurship based on 

collaboration between local small firms, the public sector and universities. A view 

shared by Universities UK and HEFCE (2008, p.3) who ask universities to work with 

small companies “in their communities to help them become more 

productive...profitable and ...to come together to innovate [citing as a] good 

example... the Profitnet programme at the University of Brighton, developed with 

support from HEFCE and the RDA.” 

 

4.4 The Profitnet Constructed Learning Network 

 

The empirical focus of this research centres on micro-enterprise owner-managers 

participating in four out of nine Profitnet constructed learning networks operating in 

South East England, meeting on a monthly basis between late February 2010 and 

June 2011.  The following sections examine the background of the Profitnet 

programme’s development and differences between the Profitnet and Profitnet Plus 

models.  Thereafter Profitnet team members describe their roles and views on 



  

171 
 

network members’ overall experience of the process from their standpoint as team 

members running and influencing the wider Profitnet community. Such perspectives 

may be different from, or influence the views of the case studies themselves. 

 

4.4.1 Background to the Development of the Network 

 

The University of Brighton’s Business Services Department is responsible for 

managing the delivery of a range of projects including Profitnet, linking the university 

with local businesses and the community, creating knowledge transfer opportunities 

with relevant academic departments and development of the University’s third 

stream corporate objectives. Profitnet (2010, p.2) was developed following a ten year 

research programme undertaken by CENTRIM at the university, which by 1997 

enabled researchers to identify some of the key principles needed to run constructed 

learning networks.  Elements of this initial research was encapsulated in Bessant 

and Tsekouras’s (2001, pp.82 – 98) original paper on the “Development of Learning 

Networks” where they defined the concept of a learning network as “a network 

formally set up for the primary purpose of increasing knowledge” laying out the five 

“features” and “key elements” of learning networks (2001, pp.88 – 89).   

 

The initial Profitnet pilot project was established in Hastings in 2004 funded by the 

“South East Programme for Innovative Actions” made up of sector based groups 

where owner-managers accounted for 87% of membership according to Cooke 

(2008, p.6).  Following further pilots in Brighton and Hove funded by HEFCE and 

Hailsham and Eastbourne funded by ESCC’s “Area Investment Framework” and 
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continued research and evaluation of them, the Profitnet programme was formally 

established, marketed and rolled out.   

 

According to Tsekouras and Kanellou (2010, p.8) between Profitnet’s first pilot in 

March 2004 and December 2009, a total of 65 Profitnet and Profitnet Plus learning 

network groups were formed, with 1023 individual members.  A total of 55 groups 

and 690 members were drawn from groups established in South East England, while 

14 groups and 173 members were developed under licence in South Africa and 

similarly 9 groups and 160 members in Ireland.  In Table 4.4, Tsekouras and 

Kanellou (2010, p.9) provide an analysis of the most recent membership profile 

showing the number of employees in each firm and types of industries represented. 

It highlights the strength of micro-enterprise representation at 80.4% of overall 

Profitnet membership in comparison to the average for the industrial structures of 

WSCC (2007, p.1), BHCC (2011, p.27) and ESCC (2011, p.22) of between 86% and 

87%.  

  

During this research there were nine Profitnet groups operating in South East 

England from February 2010 to June 2011.  Six were Profitnet groups and three 

Profitnet Plus groups. This research focused on fourteen micro-enterprise owner-

managers and seven members of the Profitnet team, drawn from two Profitnet and 

two Profitnet Plus learning networks.  Full details of each learning network and the 

sector from which each enterprise was drawn are shown at Appendix C.  Each 

individual case study and their enterprise background are discussed in the Results 

and Findings chapters.   
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No of 
Employees 
 

 
100+ 

 
50>99 

 
20>49 

 
10>19 

 
5-9 

 
<5 

 
% of Current 
Membership 
 

 
1.5%  

 
2.9%  

 
8.7%  

 
6.5% 

 
20.3% 

 
60.1%  

 
Examples of 
Industries 
 

Social 
Enterprise 

 
Manufacturing  

Engineering 
  

Hospitality 

Transport 
 

Sales & 
Training 

Security  
 

Sport & 
Leisure  

Web Design 
 

Solicitors 
 

Healthcare 

IT 
 

Marketing  
 

Biochemical  

 
 

Table 4.4: Profitnet Members – Number of Employees and Examples of 

Industry Profiles (Tsekouras and Kanellou 2010, p.9)  

 

4.5 The Profitnet Programme Models, Roles and Responsibilities  

 

4.5.1 The Profitnet Model  

 

The Profitnet and Profitnet Plus learning networks are made up of about fourteen 

members drawn from a range of sectors highlighted in Table 4.1,  meeting once a 

month during the programme.  The meetings follow a facilitated process and all 

networks have their own Profitnet Facilitator and Project Manager who remain with 

their network throughout the programme.  Each facilitator is recruited locally and 

trained by the Profitnet central team in facilitation skills and learning network 

processes, practising their skills together as a group before meeting their learning 

network.   

 

The Profitnet agenda focuses on three core sessions below, facilitated over the three 

hour meeting:  
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 Business Planning – one network member will present their business plan or 

vision at each meeting, followed by facilitated questions and suggestions from 

the group.  Each suggestion is recorded on a flip chart by the facilitator, with 

the member concerned selecting key actions they wish to progress and 

feedback on at future meetings.  The Facilitator and Project Manager circulate 

a set of minutes to the network after the meeting, detailing every suggestion 

and those highlighted for action.   

 Action Learning – network members have the opportunity to discuss a 

business issue or problem in a confidential environment with colleagues, with 

facilitated questioning, feedback and subsequent follow up on agreed actions.  

Again these are recorded on a flip chart, circulated in the minutes and 

reviewed at the next meeting.   

 Creative Workshops – specialist workshops are delivered by external 

speakers, covering a wide range of topics selected by members and arranged 

by the Project Manager.  Indicative examples of the topics presented at 

Profitnet Learning Network C during the programme were: Launching A New 

Product, Turning Your PC Into Your PA, Delighting Your Customers, Brand 

Extension, Protecting Your IPR, PR for SMEs, Time Management, Effective 

Networking, Social Media, Managing Your Finances, Making An Impact, 

Making Your Web Site Work For You, Turning Conflict Into Debate and 

Innovation.   

 

Once participants have completed a Profitnet programme they can continue on a 

future programme or apply to progress to a Profitnet Plus group.   
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4.5.2 The Profitnet Plus Model 

 

Profitnet Plus has a similar structure to Profitnet, with the exception monthly 

meetings are four hours long with a greater focus and intensity given the following 

additional features:  

 

 A brief round of business updates from each participant at the start of every 

meeting.  

 Business Plan presentations by two members each month with a further 

presentation to update the group on progress of their plans towards the end of 

the programme.  Members select from the group’s suggestions the actions 

they wish to take forward. These are circulated via the minutes after both 

presentations.   

 A particular focus is given to members developing “their individual innovation 

journeys.”  (Profitnet, 2010, p.7)  

 Members select their personal business consultant from a pool provided by 

Profitnet to work with them on a one to one basis in two sessions totalling five 

hours, producing an action plan for their business using the “Profitnet Plus 

Innovation Diagnostic Tool”.  Each consultant comes from a range of business 

backgrounds and is trained in the use of the Diagnostic Tool. Members select 

the consultant with the most appropriate set of skills for their enterprise 

following a presentation by all consultants.  

  
The Profitnet Plus Innovation Diagnostic Tool has six modules, with modules one to 

two completed by the Plus member and modules three to six jointly with their 

consultant:  
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 Module One – “The Company” including background and financial information. 

 Module Two – “Your Innovation Profile” highlighting the personal innovation 

profile of the member in terms of their score for searching, exploring, 

committing, realising and optimising innovation.   

 Module Three – “SWOT of your business” detailing the strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities and threats impacting on the firm. 

 Module Four – “Evaluation of Current Situation” which feeds into a scored 

“Innovation Opportunity” analysis form for the firm under the headings of 

offering, customers, process and routes to market.  

 Module Five – “Identify Innovation Projects” where projects and potential 

challenges are identified.  

 Module Six – “Identified Projects Potential” details the potential and 

commitment of the firm to the project, linked to a “Completion Date” and 

feedback needed from the learning network to further develop the projects.   

   

The information generated by each module is then fed into a “Profitnet Action Plan” 

template, which can be used by Plus members to present their plans to network 

meetings to generate questions and feedback from colleagues.  At meetings 

observed for this study, typically between twenty to forty suggestions were generated 

by the group, from which owner-managers selected those they wished to action and 

report on at subsequent meetings.   
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4.5.3 Profitnet Programme Teams’ Views on their Roles, and the Members’ 

Overall Experience of the Profitnet Process 

 

In the following sections seven members of the Profitnet team working with the four 

learning networks participating in the research provide a reference system to better 

understand the experience of the case studies.  The Profitnet team were interviewed 

at the start and end of the programme.  

 

4.5.3.1 Project and Programme Managers 

 

The Project Manager, Business Delivery and Business Development Manager for 

the Profitnet programme commented on members’ overall experience of the 

programme and how levels of support and trust generated by the network, gave 

members the confidence to address personal and organisational change and 

innovation issues. The Profitnet team’s views were consistently held over two 

interviews and thirty interactions during network observations. 

 

In this study the Project Manager role designated (PM) for learning groups A, B, C 

and D was undertaken by the same Profitnet team member using code letters 

A16(PM), B18(PM), C16(PM) and D11(PM) throughout the interview and observation 

transcripts depending on which group the Project Manager was working with.   

Two other central team members taking part in the research were the Delivery 

Manager designated A17(DM) and Business Development Manger A18(BDM) who 

had been Project Managers in the past and visited the four learning networks during 

this research to gain feedback on the programme and its future direction.      
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A16(PM) described her responsibilities as Project Manager across all four learning 

networks as:  

“to recruit members for the groups, along with the Facilitator, manage the 
groups at meetings, to be a conduit between members and the university 
services, facilities, consultancies and KTPs, to visit members where 
appropriate to see if there is anything we can do to support them ...sort out 
problems with members ... be a trouble shooter ... arrange the creative 
workshops ... work with facilitators to get minutes ... agendas out on time.” 
(A16/Int.1/L.69-79). 
 

 

According to A16(PM) “no two meetings are the same so we always work within the 

confines of what happens at the meeting ... and adapt accordingly.”  She finds as the 

programme develops “it does change as an ongoing thing as you get to know people 

... you can see that individuals might need a little bit of additional support from you or 

perhaps a little bit of intervention ... that is where the role can develop rather than 

change.”   (A16/Int.2/L.8-15).  

 

A17(DM) described her role as “half being Project Manager and half looking for 

business development opportunities ... and also doing some strategic development 

for Profitnet to support the Business Development Manager.”   (A17/Int.1/L.58-67).  

During this study, A17 was writing and codifying Profitnet programme manuals for 

licencing packages, developing future business plans and being Project Manager for 

a new Sustainable Design Network.  (A17/Int.2/L.7-8).  According to A18(BDM) the 

Business Development Manager’s role is to “lead the programme ... I am looking at 

the strategy and development of how we are going to take it forward and make it 

sustainable ...”.  (A18/Int.1/L.54-58).  

 

Explaining members’ overall experience of the programme, A16(PM) observed 



  

179 
 

individuals move from being “vulnerable [and] wary of revealing too much in front of 

possible competitors” to a situation where network bonds start to develop:  

“ it is interesting how that bond grows and develops and how people become 
much more supportive of each other, much more honest ... and they develop 
as people I think and with that they can develop their businesses and 
sometimes make quite significant changes ... they wouldn’t do that if they 
didn’t trust the advice they were getting from their Profitnet peers.”  
(A16/Int.2/L.83-98).   
 

 

A16(PM) concluded comments about her role across the networks saying “it is very 

rewarding to see people growing... not just their business and perhaps at the other 

end of the scale people who are perhaps dominating seeing they are dominating and 

getting them to hold back and let others come through.”  (A16/Int.2/L.807-813).   

 

Like A16(PM), A17(DM) and A18(BDM) comment on members’ overall experience of 

the programme and how the level of support and trust generated by the network 

gives members confidence to address personal and organisational change and 

innovation issues with A17(DM) explaining:  

“I think there is a shared value system that runs through Profitnet ... it is a sort 
of community of practice in that people understand who are part of it that ... it 
is a positive growing experience, it is challenging in its structure ... it stretches 
you ... you have to take action out of the meetings ... you give a lot but also 
receive a lot ... one has to be open to share and give genuine feedback ... it 
has been created in a way to encourage trust and through confidentiality and 
experiential learning and the genuine exchange of information ...”.   
(A17/Int.2/L.811-826). 
 
 

A18(BDM) argues members “always come away being more energised being part of 

the process ... I think they start to look forward to it ... it becomes something they can 

lean on ... if they are struggling they know they can come to their group, get some 

support ... hear about other people’s issues ... contribute and all of those things help 
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to raise their confidence levels ...”.  (A18/Int.2/L.93-101).  A18(BDM) noted 

connections between personal and  organisational change observing members 

change and “grow in confidence and ability as individuals ... we then bring that whole 

positive attitude into our organisations and then that gives us the confidence to effect 

the changes we then decide are organisationally needed.”  (A18/Int.2/L.521-524). 

A18(BDM) provided further confirmation of how the support and confidence provided 

by the learning network developed personal and organisational change amongst 

members:  

“I would definitely feel the two are very strongly correlated together and when 
you add in the support you get from the Profitnet group to then confirm or give 
feedback on the organisational changes that you have planned, it is like a 
circle that goes round, because you have grown skills that you need to make 
organisational change ... you then introduce it, you may go back to the group 
for more feedback ... you go away more confident you’re doing the right thing 
... so I feel there is a circle there.”  (A18/Int.2/L.521-553). 

 

4.5.3.2 Facilitators 

 

All facilitators except one had broadly based business backgrounds in corporate 

commercial roles and latterly of running their own micro-enterprises as consultants: 

(A15/Int.1/L.6-51; C15/Int.1/L.1-21; D10/Int.1/L.6-35). Facilitators agreed good 

people skills and a clear understanding and consistent application of Profitnet and 

action learning processes was needed. The facilitators were positive regarding 

member’s overall experience of the programme, particularly the deep levels of trust, 

learning and support generated between network participants.  

 

A15(F) was the facilitator for all three Profitnet Plus learning networks in the 2010/11 

programme and participated in training facilitators, having been a facilitator since 
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Profitnet’s inception.  In this study A15(F) was facilitator to Profitnet Plus Groups A 

and B under code letters A15(F) and B16(F) throughout interview and observation 

transcripts.  

 

C15(F) facilitated Profitnet Group C joining the programme in February 2010, and 

also facilitating another Profitnet group outside this study. D10(F) was facilitator of 

Profitnet Group D being appointed for the 2010/11 programme, having previously 

been a Profitnet member for three years. During the research he maintained his 

membership of a Plus group outside the study.   

 

All three facilitators were asked about their roles and experience of the programme, 

with A15(F) explaining “as a facilitator you have to completely understand ... and 

completely buy into the process ... so it’s time management ... process management 

and it is people management.”  A15(F) was clear the facilitator is “not there to give 

people advice ... you are not the expert.” She strongly endorsed the people 

management element of the role, offering “encouragement [ensuring] everybody 

participates ... are respectful of each other [so members] have had a challenging, 

enjoyable ... stretching experience ... relevant to their business.”  (A15,Int.1/L.56-74). 

 

D10(F) believed “my job is to hold the space, to set the scene, to create the 

container that is safe without taking a central role.”  (D10/Int.2/L.530-535).  D10(F) 

found he had to be more flexible at times when facilitating “a reflective group ... and 

the strict format of Profitnet as we are kind of required to do it ... had to be loosened 

up with a reflective style.”  (D10/Int.2/L.271-275).   
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C15(F) was the one facilitator who did not have a business background leading her 

to comment “I don’t really get involved on the business side, because I don’t have 

the business background ... so I’m really playing a pure facilitator role, whereas I 

guess someone like A15(F) might be more involved on that side or D10(F) because 

they do that kind of thing.”  C15(F) defined her role as ensuring “the right 

environment is created in order for them to get the most out of each other.”   

(C15/Int.2/L.217-224).  It could be argued facilitators with business backgrounds 

have an enhanced legitimacy, being perceived as someone who has broader 

business experience.  This may be particularly important with more robust Profitnet 

Plus groups. 

 

Similar views are held by A15(F) and D10(F) that the facilitation role with Profitnet 

Plus groups is far more demanding.  A15(F) believes you need “gravitas... to 

command the room ... like a business meeting ... you’ve got to give it pace ... be very 

focussed on output ...”.  (A15/Int.1/L.76-80).  D10(F) supports these views saying the 

Plus “role is harder, it’s a larger session, people are raring to contribute and much 

more harsh in their comments so you’ve got to manage the dynamics better ...”.  

(D10/Int.1/L.64-66). D10(F) shares A15(F)’s focus on “people management” being 

central to the facilitator’s role: “you have to be comparatively sensitive to people ... if 

you don’t observe what is going on for people it would get harder ... the biggest 

attribute or skills set you need is to care about the members of the group.”  

(D10/Int.2/L.541-543).   

All three facilitators were asked for their opinions on the members’ overall 

experience of the Profitnet programme.  A15(F) commented:  

“I think the programme delivers on many levels.  It’s about personal and 
organisational change and innovation ... I think there is something more than 
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that which is about trust and about collaboration and almost mentoring 
relationships ... like mutual mentoring and encouragement ... this is my 
Profitnet group, I’m proud of this and I want to be important and recognised 
because these people are important to me.”  (A15/Int.2/L.641-663). 
 

 

The theme of sharing experiences, trust and learning is confirmed with C15(F) noting 

“... the trust that they have and ... deep knowledge of each other’s business ... over 

time ... they are able to discuss subjects because it is all confidential and there is 

trust ...”.  (C15/Int.2/L.27-29).  D10(F) highlights the positive and supportive overall 

experience: “the strength of the programme is having a support group ... we all 

struggle at times and you need a group you can turn to ...to bounce ideas across 

before you make a dreadful mistake ...”.  (D10/Int.2/L.572-575).   

 

4.5.3.3 Profitnet Plus Consultants 

 

Two Profitnet Plus Consultants designated (C) working with Groups A and B took 

part in this research, namely A15(C) and B17(C).  During the programme A15(C)  

was consultant to Plus members A6, B12 and B14, whilst B17(C)  was consultant to 

B3, B6, B15. The consultants describe the nature of their roles and members overall 

experience of the programme. 

 

B17(C)’s association with Profitnet started as a member five years ago, completing 

one Profitnet and two Plus programmes. He was engaged as a consultant from their 

introduction to the programme and also conducts Creative Workshops on “Managing 

Your Finances”.  A15(C) was also the facilitator for Profitnet Plus groups A and B. 

 

Having worked with “five or six” Plus clients A15(C) says the consultant’s focus is “in 
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general terms absolutely giving people the opportunity to have space, to reflect and 

to set some priorities and goals.”  She believes consultants are selected “because 

they are technical or have some sort of expertise.” (A15/Int.2/L.511-533). B17(C) 

observed “the Profitnet strength is that it’s a group of people who are committed ... 

and there’s not newcomers coming in, so that it helps the trust to build more quickly.”  

B17(C) argues as a result the group points out “stumbling blocks and possible 

improvements ...[providing] the ability to come to a group of people that you know 

and trust and say I’ve got a problem.”  (B17/Int.2/L.337-339, L.370-373).   

 

4.6 Profitnet Team’s Views on the Contribution of the Profitnet Programme to 

the Development of Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation 

 

In this section Profitnet team discuss the contribution of the programme to personal 

and organisational change and innovation under the following headings: Comparison 

with Business Networks, Profitnet Versus Profitnet Plus Models, Members’ 

Expectations of the Programme, Strengths and Areas for Improvement in the Current 

Programme and Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant in Developing Personal and 

Organisational Change and Innovation.   

 

4.6.1 Comparison with Business Networks 

 

Like many network participants, the Profitnet team are members of up to four 

business networks outside the Profitnet programme such as multiple Chambers of 

Commerce, trade associations, breakfast clubs and sales referral networks.  This 

places them in a unique position to compare Profitnet to business networks and 
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describe any differences between them.  

 

Profitnet team members found levels of support and problem solving capability were 

greater in Profitnet in comparison to business networks they attend. A15(F) pointed 

out “the Chamber gives you opportunities to meet other people ... to be seen there ... 

people don’t join Profitnet to be seen ... they are there on a Profitnet journey ... to 

open their minds more, to be more creative, more receptive ... more self aware ... 

more critical ... tangible benefits you can’t measure in the same way.”  

(A15/Int.2/L.368-375). 

 

C15(F), A17(DM) and A18(BDM) made distinctions between business networks and 

Profitnet in how Profitnet’s permanent membership generates stronger levels of 

confidentiality and trust to discuss personal, organisational and innovation 

challenges facing participants.  A18(BDM) confirmed “Profitnet provides that 

confidential environment ... it nurtures it in order to give people space and time ... to 

discuss challenges they are facing that probably they don’t have anywhere else ... 

Profitnet is very differentiated from other networking ...”.  (A18/Int.2/L.245-248).  

C15(F) makes similar observations regarding the development of trust and its 

impact. A17(DM) notes another difference is Profitnet “is professionally facilitated on 

every occasion...consistency, the project management...is unique to other networks.” 

(A17/Int.2/L.378-384). 

 

From A16(PM) and D10(F)’s perspective Profitnet’s processes provide a level of 

support and problem solving capability to deal with challenges and changes facing 

members, not available in business networks.  A16(PM) argues “they can come to 
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Profitnet and say I have just had the worst month ever, I don’t know if I can survive 

much longer, I’m not talking to my business partner ... I don’t think you get that from 

most networking groups.”  (A16/Int.1/L.351-360).  D10(F) supports A16(PM)’s views 

arguing no other network he knows provides the support and problem solving 

approach needed by small businesses.  

 

4.6.2 Profitnet Versus Profitnet Plus Models  

 

The Profitnet team highlight in the Profitnet Plus model business and innovation 

plans are given increased focus by being presented twice to monitor progress and 

members are assisted with their changes and innovations by the Plus consultant. 

Profitnet members are often described as being new to developing their business 

and less experienced than Plus members who are more committed to the process 

having worked with it before. The different characteristics of members in Profitnet 

and Plus networks means Plus meetings tend to be more dynamic, challenging and 

fast paced. Even though action learning sessions are still facilitated, the questioning 

and feedback can be far more robust, resulting in a more dynamic environment for 

facilitators and project managers to manage. 

 

A17(DM) describes the focus and structure of the Profitnet Plus model saying “you 

present your innovation plan and then you come back and review it ... often you get 

a revelatory moment ... it is the reflective learning ... they go through that process 

which often really drives home the value of the Plus model.”  (A17/Int.2/L.160-170).  

A15(F) and A16(PM) refer to the role of the Plus Consultant in Plus networks in 

delivering innovation plans with A16(PM) noting the “major difference ... the work you 
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do with the consultant and the outcome ... Plus is very much about innovation, it’s 

about change ... you focus much more deeply on your business ... the commitment is 

far greater.” (A16/Int.1/L.99-107).  A15(F) confirms “the key difference is the 

consultant “will work through the diagnostic innovation tools the university  have 

provided or created ... they are asked to look at their innovation and to work on that 

within the process ...”.  (A18/Int.1/L.111-115). 

 

Another difference between Profitnet and Plus for A16(PM) and D10(F) are the 

varying personal and business characteristics and needs of members in each model.  

From D10(F)’s perspective: 

“a lot of people in Profitnet ... are serious about their business but there are 
quite a few people who are trying things out, going self-employed for the first 
time ... Profitnet Plus is like Profitnet on testosterone, on steroids ... people 
are very committed ... it tends to have alpha characters who are very driven ... 
they understand the Profitnet process ... much more high powered in every 
respect ... more critical too ... more hard hitting.”  (D10/Int.1/L.51-59).   

 

The nature of Profitnet members in comparison is described by A16(PM) observing 

“there is actually a surprising difference between Profitnet and Profitnet Plus ... 

Profitnet is probably far more supportive than Profitnet Plus ...”.  She says in 

Profitnet there are members “whose businesses may have been going for quite a 

short space of time ...still need input and support you get if you’re new to business ... 

action learning issues can sometimes seem to be on a fairly basic business level.”  

(A16/Int.1/L.85-94).  A stance confirmed by A17(DM): “Profitnet members tend to say 

their learning curve is pretty big ... members often acknowledge the skills they don’t 

have...”.  (A17/Int.2/L.124-125).  
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A18(BDM), A15(F) and A16(PM) analyse differences between Profitnet and Profitnet 

Plus meetings and particularly the dynamic atmosphere of Plus.  In Profitnet 

meetings A18(BDM) says members “are fresh into the whole process ... they are like 

sponges ... taking so much on board through the process ... their own self-

development ... discovery and learning that you can see some real changes.”   In 

Plus groups A18(BDM) found “companies are slightly more mature ... some of the 

exchanges that go on are at a deeper level ... people question each other  even 

more and really push each other, but always with that willingness to want everyone 

to succeed.”  (A18/Int.2/L124-131).  A15(F) outlined the dynamics of Plus meetings 

saying “the groups are more challenging ... a high level of accountability and 

commitment.” (A15/Int.1/L.132 – 138, 216-217).  The approach of Profitnet Plus and 

Profitnet members to their meetings is graphically described by A16(PM) as Project 

Manager to all four learning networks:  

“Profitnet Plus meetings ... they are dynamic ... absolutely full on and you 
come out of there sometimes quite drained ... there is always a slight 
electricity in the air ... having said that I have been at Profitnet meetings 
where I have people in tears because they’ve come up with an action learning 
thing which has been so personal to them ... and you think you really trust this 
group ...”  (A16/Int.1/L.134-150).  
 
 

4.6.3 Members’ Expectations of the Programme 

 

The Profitnet team working with the four networks agreed members’ expectations 

had been met or exceeded by the programme. All facilitators and the project 

manager argued members joined the programme without fully understanding what 

they expected to gain from it, emphasising the emergent nature of any subsequent 

personal and organisational changes and innovations. 
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A17(DM) confirmed “most of them were expecting to get what we said they would 

get, I do feel we have delivered to them” with some expectations exceeded by “... 

working with the university ... access to the opportunity for innovation vouchers ... 

work with experts at the cutting edge of the field.”  (A17/Int.2/L.258-262).  However, 

A16(PM), C15(F) and A18(F) refer to members joining without really knowing what to 

expect from the programme or its process: (A18/Int.2/L.258-262 and C15/Int.1/L.214-

216). A16(PM) sums up noting:  

“a lot of them came along I think not quite knowing what to expect ... we very 
much emphasise it’s not a selling network ... it is a learning network, sharing 
knowledge and experience ... it is not really until the action learning starts to 
kick in that they actually start to see what it’s all about.”  (A16/Int.1/L374-381).  

 

A16(PM), B17(C) and D10(F) suggest members leave if their expectations are not 

being met “even in a small way” given the time commitment involved for small 

businesses.  (A16/Int.2/L.719-721).  D10(F) remarks “it is easy to begrudge the time 

... there are always pressures ... and not having given it long enough to really see 

the value of it.”  (D10/Int.2/L.432-450).  B17(C) concludes: “I think generally speaking 

those that don’t get value drop out ... so you get this type of person who is too busy 

running round the treadmill to actually stop and take stock ... those type of people 

will not get value out of Profitnet because it can’t slow them down ... they are manic 

...”.  (B17/Int.2/L.328-346).  

 

4.6.4 Strengths and Areas for Improvement in the Current Programme 

 

The Profitnet team identified four strengths in the programme, namely Profitnet’s 

structure, high levels of trust, flexibility to address members’ issues through action 
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learning and recent internal reviews of the programme’s processes: (A16/Int.2/L.764-

768: D10/Int.2/L.525-530 and A17/Int.2/L.525-530).  

 

Details of the programme’s areas for improvement were as follows: 

 Action Learning Rigour: C15(F) cited the example of someone “doing action 
learning ... she will get all the ideas, go away and then it will re-emerge a few 
months later ... it does happen with some of the others as well to a lesser or 
greater extent.”  (C15/Int.2/L.272-278).  D10(F) says “for me the biggest area 
for improvement ... [is that] Profitnet understands a problem really needs to be 
understood fully before you try and solve it ... if people really got that idea they 
would get better at asking the right questions so action learning would be 
even more productive.”  (D10/Int.2/L.559-565).  In both cases it could be 
argued the solution lies with the facilitators themselves. 

 Finding More Established Businesses for Profitnet Plus: D10(F) says Profitnet 
Plus would benefit from “one or two more established businesses ... they 
would be hearing much more mature business problems ...”.  
(D10/Int.2/L.455-463). 

 C15(F) argued Business Planning Presentations could be improved ensuring 
they “were better structured to enable them to get more out of it ... following 
up on the actions ... sometimes their feedback is a bit kind of woolly ... greater 
element[s] of accountability ...”.   (C15/Int.2/L.272-278).  D10(F) made a 
similar point. (D10/Int.2/L514-520). 

 A15(F) and D10(F) talked passionately and expressed some discomfort about 
using the Profitnet Plus innovation diagnostic tool.  D10(F) said “the 
innovation profile ... it’s an academic exercise most of us couldn’t care less 
about ... it is just an infuriating aside ... to me, finding solutions to problems is 
what it’s all about.”  (D10/Int.2/L.590-594).  A15(F) supported this, arguing 
“the tool almost undermines what is being done ... reverting back to it ... giving 
people slides and getting them to follow a process ... invariably people put that 
up and go right that’s my innovation profile, don’t know what it means but I’ve 
had to do this ... we are missing a trick making it more accessible ... more 
meaningful ...”.  (A15/Int.2/L387-392).  A17(DM) found, “some people struggle 
with the Plus model early on because the diagnostic tool ... doesn’t fit 
everyone’s comfort zone ...” but said two members “who weren’t the greatest 
fans of the diagnostic tool ... had to acknowledge they wouldn’t have achieved 
what they had done without doing it.”  (A17/Int.2/L170-175).  
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4.6.5 Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Developing Personal and 

Organisational Change and Innovation 

 

The personal relationship between the consultant and their client is seen as key in 

generating personal and organisational changes and innovations with varying levels 

of engagement and success.  A17(DM)’s view is “if it is a good relationship with the 

consultant, a good dynamic and it is somebody who can relate to their business then 

they find it extremely helpful ... especially if they have ... those specialist areas of 

knowledge ... they realise they need access to.” (A17/Int.2/L.148-151).  Centrally 

Profitnet assists the selection process of consultants with the right skills to support 

members with their changes by having an open evening for consultants to introduce 

themselves.  This is re-enforced by A18(BDM) with A17(DM) remarking: “it is down 

to why that consultant is chosen by the member as to how well they get on ... that 

personal relationship and whether they click or not.”  (A18/Int.2/L.340-342).   

 

The Project Manager to Plus groups A and B, A16(PM) argued consultants make “a 

great deal of impact ... they  do make them think, because some of the consultants 

come at their business impartially ... and bring a huge amount of business acumen ... 

help them focus on their business and see where they need to make those changes, 

those innovations.”  (A16/Int.2/L.751-759).  A15(C) confirmed her consultancy had 

been less successful with Plus clients where a “willingness to change has not been 

there ... I think that is most critical ... and a good Profitnet member is a member who 

is prepared to change and to move their business forward.” (A15/Int.2/L.530-533). 

 

B17(C) sees four levels of engagement by Plus clients with their consultant 
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observing “there is the full on ... then there is the firm with their access to a grant ... 

to do five sort of sessions beyond Profitnet ... so this is a bit of intensity and then a 

light touch ... then there is the person who engages and goes a little bit further ... 

then people that engage and don’t go any further ... because they just can’t afford it.”  

(B17/Int.2.L.157-164).  B17(C) highlights three other issues; firstly small sole traders 

may not be able to afford continuing consultancy services beyond the initial inclusive 

five hours.  Secondly many Profitnet members may not have produced a Business 

Plan before and an early Creative Workshop on the subject would be useful.  Thirdly, 

even Plus members may not have previously engaged a Consultant and could find 

guidance helpful on how to manage the relationship effectively. 

 

A18(BDM) says many consultants are contracted by members beyond their 

programme relationship because “at that point ... they have shared through going 

through the diagnostic tool the inner workings of their business ... it almost becomes 

probably more of a mentoring role ...”.  (A18/Int.2/L.352-357).  The positive 

contribution of the consultant to change is highlighted by A15(C): “I think where you 

have a consultant who is supporting you in your growth for change ... like a sounding 

board or somebody who will hold you to account, I think that is where satisfaction 

levels are higher.”  (A15/Int.2/L.553-555). 

 

4.7 Chapter Conclusion  

 

Analysis of the Economic Context and Industrial Structure of the South East Region, 

East and West Sussex and Brighton and Hove where all the Profitnet learning 

networks are located, confirmed their GVAs were below the regional and national 
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average in the context of the South East producing the second highest GVA in the 

UK: (WSCC, 2006, p.5; BHCC 2011, p.26 and ESCC, 2011A, p.5). To close this gap, 

SEEDA (2006, 2011c) looked to a combination of innovation led growth and regional 

“world class universities” to address the issue, acting as a “catalyst for change.” 

(SEEDA, 2006, p.23).  

 

All three councils confirmed over 86% of their enterprises were classified as micro-

enterprises and despite difficult economic conditions the number of business start 

ups continues to grow in the three economic areas. Despite this, all the councils 

point out continuing high levels of business failures mean the actual business base is 

growing more slowly than the national average, stressing the importance of not only 

growing new businesses but retaining and developing existing ones.  WSCC, ESCC 

and BHCC stress the important role universities and business support networks can 

play in addressing the issue, at a time when Business Link, SBS and SEEDA were 

closing.  

  

A range of authors described the development of universities from their two 

traditional foundations of teaching and research, to a “third stream” focussing on 

their interaction and contribution to the rest of society. Mathieu et al (2008, p.669) 

and Martinelli et al (2008, p.260) found universities’ approach their third mission in 

different ways, with a range of authors citing the development of the “entrepreneurial 

university”.  Lester (2005, pp.7-9) supports universities adopting such an innovative 

and entrepreneurial role, which is in tune with the policy aspirations of the three local 

councils in developing their small business communities and economies. It 

establishes links to the University of Brighton’s Corporate plan for 2007-12 (2007, 
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pp. 15-18) in terms of “the university’s approach to economic and social 

engagement” and learning networks like Profitnet potentially supporting small firms in 

economic areas with high proportions of micro-enterprises. 

 

The Profitnet team focused on the contribution the programme makes to the 

development of personal and organisational change and innovation. The high levels 

of trust engendered by the network were seen as important in enabling the sharing of 

ideas, problem solving and knowledge transfer amongst members. Although the 

team paint a positive picture of the Profitnet process and its outcomes for 

participants and are paid to deliver it, their views were consistently held over two 

waves of interviews almost a year apart and during observations. Changes to the 

programme in areas such as the use of the diagnostic tool show some Profitnet team 

members were experiencing discomfort regarding their personal trajectories of 

change. The general implications for the Profitnet programme and this research is 

case study participants engaged in the network are generally surrounded by Profitnet 

team members who have a positive view of the programme and its potential 

outcomes. This may in turn influence participants in forming their own views of the 

network process.    

 

This chapter provides a backdrop for the following Results and Findings chapters for 

the Profitnet and Profitnet Plus learning networks detailing case study participants’ 

previous and perceived development of personal and organisational change and 

innovation as a result of their participation.  Profitnet team members introduced in 

this chapter will provide further multiple sources of evidence of these changes, in 

addition to the thirty observations of network meetings.   
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CHAPTER 5 

RESULTS AND FINDINGS FROM PROFITNET LEARNING NETWORKS C AND D 
 
 
5.1 Chapter Introduction  
 

The chapter presents the results and findings for the case studies in Profitnet 

learning networks C and D.  Empirical evidence is provided as a result of two 

interviews held with each case study participant and members of the Profitnet team 

at the start and end of the programme, fourteen tape recorded observations and the 

observational protocols of network meetings. Participants’ business plan 

presentations, meeting agendas, minutes and other network documentation were 

also examined. 

 

The section on the Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational 

Change and Innovation uses the initial interviews with the case studies to identify 

their previous experiences and initial challenges for personal and organisational 

change and innovation at the start of the programme. It created a clear idea of where 

the cases stood in relation to each domain before network participation. Second 

interviews at the end of the programme identified their perceived development in 

terms of their changes and innovations. Final interviews with Group C and D’s 

facilitators and project manager and observations of network meetings provided 

confirmatory evidence of case study changes and any additional ones noted. For 

each case the Summary of Evidence table highlights their previous experiences and 

initial challenges in the areas of personal and organisational change and innovation, 

the contribution of Profitnet to these areas and how they felt about the programme. 

The summaries have been grouped together in Appendix H for ease of reference. 
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The chapter details separately for each network the results and findings of all case 

studies under the following headings:  

 

 Background Information 

 How Participants Felt About the Programme – Expectations and Experiences 

 Participation in the Programme 

 Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change and 

Innovation  

 Links Between Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation and the 

Participants Innovation Journey through the Programme 

 Summary of Case Study Evidence 

 

To assess the level of members’ “Participation in the Programme”, data from the 

observational protocols was used to analyse: attendance, level of engagement in 

meetings, number and focus of action learning and business plan sessions 

observed.  

 

The chapter ends by drawing a Conclusion from the two Profitnet learning networks, 

split into two halves. Part one highlights the connecting footprints of each case 

study’s personal and organisational changes and innovations and the contribution of 

learning network participation to them. Each footprint is followed by an analytical 

commentary of my reflections and interpretation of each case. Part two of the 

Conclusion provides an initial analysis of the patterns of changes and innovations 

made by Groups C and D. 
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5.2 Introduction to Profitnet Learning Network C 

 

The section introduces Profitnet Group C, gives details of its participants and 

describes the opportunities and challenges facing the group from the perspective of 

its facilitator C15 (F) and project manager C16 (PM).   

 

All fourteen learning network participants agreed to take part in the research, 

allowing observation and recording of network meetings and documents.  Members 

C1 and C2 volunteered to become case studies and take part in fully transcribed 

interviews at the start and end of the programme.  Participant C2’s enterprise was 

classified as a Small Enterprise at the start of the programme and outside the 

definition of a micro-enterprise in turnover and number of employees.  It was felt C2 

should continue to take part.  The case study added to the depth of the research 

given the size of the enterprise and focus on technical engineering and 

manufacturing, broadening the sectors included in the research.   

 

Chapter 4 gave details of the enterprise sectors and economic locations of all 

members in the Profitnet and Profitnet Plus groups taking part in the research.  Table 

5.1 highlights the enterprise sectors of participants in Profitnet Group C.  Network 

meetings were based in Worthing and the two case studies, and all network 

members were located in West Sussex.   
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Profitnet Learning Network C 

Code Sector 

Case Studies 

C1 Social Enterprise Retail 

C2 Engineering 

Other Participants 

C3 Personal Development 

C4 Social Enterprise 

C5 Farming 

C6 Machinery Sales 

C7 Hospitality 

C8 Web Design 

C9 Accountancy 

C10 Web Design 

C11 Social Enterprise 

C12 Social Enterprise 

C13 Social Enterprise 

C14 Social Enterprise 

 

Table 5.1 Enterprise Sectors of Case Study and Other Members in Profitnet 

Learning Network C.   

 

C16 (PM) the Project Manager of Group C observed it “is probably the most 

interesting group because it has this group of social enterprises in it ... it is a good 

experience for both sides to appreciate that social enterprises can be very business 

focussed, very commercially minded and for social enterprises that the private sector 

can give them an awful lot as well ... very good learning for both of them”.  

(C16/Int.2/L.124-129).  The Facilitator of Group C designated C15 (F) argued the 

nature of social enterprise and private sector groups within the network defines their 

challenges, saying “it really depends on what type of organisation they are because 

there is quite a mix in Group C ... social enterprises ... are dependent on county 

council funding ... that for them is a major challenge ... for the other organisations ... 

the main themes are growth ... how they deal with growing from a very small one 

man band to a bigger organisation.”  C15 (F) confirmed whilst the economic climate 
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was impacting on all members, private sector enterprises in the group “all seem to 

be growing or doing well...”.  (C15/Int.2/L.18-31).   

 

5.3 Case Study C1  

 

5.3.1 Background Information for C1 

 

C1 has a retail background having worked for two retail chains as Area and Regional 

Development Manager before becoming a retail consultant to small businesses, 

enterprise centres and government regeneration projects.  (C1/Int.1/L.9-55).  C1’s 

wife suffers from a chronic medical condition which prompted them to jointly 

establish their social enterprise to raise income through charity shops, to develop 

awareness and educate the public to combat the condition.  The enterprise was 

launched in 2005 and registered as a community interest and social enterprise 

company.  The enterprise has one other advisory “consultant director” with a senior 

procurement background and the same medical condition.  (C1/Int.1/L.74-99).   

 

C1 describes his multiple roles in the enterprise as “Finance Director ... Company 

Secretary and our Chair ... my new title from the end of this year will be Chief 

Operating Officer.”  His wife is the Managing Director.  C1 says “as we have grown I 

have brought in the right expertise to help us, but it is definitely a multi-tasking role ... 

it keeps me very occupied and keeps it ... as lean as possible and maximises our 

income streams to help people with the illness.”  (C1/Int.1/L.57-68.)  
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C1’s enterprise had a part-year turnover in year one of £29,000 growing to £139,000 

by February 2010.  At the start of Profitnet the enterprise had nine permanent 

employees: six full time, three part-time, and approximately sixty unpaid volunteers 

working in three charity shops.  (C1/Int.1/L.99-114).  The enterprise’s focus is for the 

shops to generate income to pay other staff to “go out to preach awareness of the 

illness ... hold education groups ... [visiting] schools to colleges ... care homes ... in 

2009/10 we did seventy-three events ...”.  (C1/Int.1/L.169-181).  C1 believes they 

have grown through “organic growth ... loyal staff ... passionate team ... very 

traditional retail ethos ... very high standards ...”.  (C1/Int.1/L.119-134). By the end of 

Profitnet C1 had increased his number of shops from three to four and turnover had 

“gone up 33.3%”. Staff numbers increased to twelve permanent staff and just over a 

hundred shop volunteers. The new shop was their “first bring and buy shop to offer 

furniture and electrical goods on top of our normal offering.” (C1/Int.2/L.59-70, L.70-

77). 

 

Table 5.2 summarises C1’s role, turnover and number of employees at the start and 

end of Profitnet. 

 

Case Study C1 Role  Turnover  Permanent  
Employees 

Employee  
Details  

At Start Owner  
and Finance 
Director 

£139,000 9 6 F/T, 3 P/T 
60 volunteers 

At End Owner and 
Chief 
Operating 
Officer 

£185,287 12 11F/T, 1 P/T 
103 Volunteers 

 
Table 5.2: Summary of Case Study C1’s Role, Turnover and Number of 

Employees at the Start and End of Profitnet Participation 



  

201 
 

5.3.2 How C1 Felt About the Programme – Expectations and Experiences 

 

C1 is an accomplished business networker who enjoys the process and uses a high 

level of experience in rating Profitnet highly in comparison to other networks, noting 

its distinct opportunities for personal development and levels of trust developed 

between members. 

 

C1 is a member of four business networks: council forums, Chambers of Commerce, 

enterprise networks and a small business club.  (C1/Int.1/L.375).  He confirmed 

“networking ... to us is still crucial and I think the difference between Profitnet and 

standard networking is like chalk and cheese.”  C1 stresses “Profitnet ... is a 

confidential network ... you build up trust and rapport among members... in normal 

networking you are looking to do a number crunch ... there is a lot more fun in 

Profitnet ...I’d class it as training and mentoring.” (C1/Int.2/L.383-395). C1 compared 

Profitnet to what he considered the best alternative business network, saying it is “a 

networking gig ... but it’s not training and it’s not development.”  (C1/Int.2/L.397-403). 

 

In the first interview C1 was uncertain of his expectations for Profitnet on joining, 

highlighting the potentially emergent nature of any subsequent personal and 

organisational changes or innovations.  At the end of the programme C1 was 

complimentary about the experience saying “I think it’s been very very good ... I’ve 

got some very good tips and tricks from it.”  (C1/Int.1/L.484-487).   

 

At the end of Profitnet C1 was asked to rank the three structural elements of the 

programme for their contribution to personal and organisational change and 
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innovation, ranking Action Learning first, Business Planning second and Creative 

Workshops third.  C1 had a positive experience of action learning saying it was 

“good ... it comes down to the experience you get,” but sometimes felt pressured “to 

bring up some action learning” arguing his business was more stable than others.  

(C1/Int.2/L.437-460).  

 

C1 had a different perspective on his Business Plan presentation, thinking “a lot of 

people would not have understood it and found it really boring” instead using his 

session to gain members’ feedback on how best to raise awareness of the chronic 

disease with the public.  (C1/Int.2/L.412-421).  C1 said he “got some really good 

answers...some we ignored... [but] some of those ideas were never even thought of 

by us.” (C1/Int.2/L.430-433). C1 was critical of Creative Workshops finding them 

“erratic in terms of some of the presenters... by their own admission [some] haven’t 

done presenting before and it showed ...”.   (C1/Int.2/L.468-471).   

 

A strength of the network for C1 was the level of interaction amongst members 

outside the network; he had “spoken to a couple of Profitnet members ... in my group 

... [on] issues ... that needed ... expanding on”, which he hadn’t had the chance to 

develop in meetings. (C1/Int.2/L.497-500).   

 

5.3.3 C1’s Participation in the Programme 

 

Although C1’s % level of attendance is below the group average in Table 5.3, his 

absences do not reveal any lack of commitment because they occurred during his 

wife’s maternity leave and two months when opening a new shop.  
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Participant  Meetings 
Attended  

Apologies  % Attendance  Months Absent  

C1 12 4 75.0% Oct, Feb, Mar, May  

Group Average - - 83.0%   

 
Table 5.3: C1’s Level of Attendance at Profitnet Meetings  

 

In Table 5.4 the observations conducted at meetings C1 attended are used to 

analyse the number and focus of his action learning and other sessions, showing two 

action learning sessions focussed on issues of staff control, discipline and 

delegation, each raising similar issues.  C1 operationalised the personal and 

organisational changes suggested by the group but did not fully reflect on and test 

the changes to fully embed them in his enterprise and complete Kolb’s (1984,p.21) 

experiential learning model.  This was despite the personal and organisational 

changes suggested being incremental in nature to processes already in place and 

not completely innovative for his enterprise.   

 

Table 5.5 focuses on C1’s level of engagement using the critical event log from the 

observational protocols to analyse the number of interventions he made during other 

member’s business plan and action learning sessions highlighting his potential 

experiential learning from others.  C1 sustained a high level of participation in 

meetings he attended but initially tended to dominate proceedings in September and 

November 2010. For example in the Creative Workshop on Time Management in 

November 2010, C1 asked ten questions and made the most comments of any 

member. After this, C1 appeared to personally change and while still participative, 

adopted a more balanced approach. On several occasions C1 offered to support 

other members with their changes or attend business networks with them.  
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised Feedback Sessions 

15/9/10  None made.   
 

None made.   

17/11/10  None made.   
 

None made.   

15/12/10  New Action Learning: “How do I 
make sure staff complete their 
tasks?” Group gave 11 feedback 
suggestions re organisational and 
process changes C1 could make.   
 

 Action Learning Feedback Session: 
Approaching larger charities – updated 
group on progress from the June 
meeting.   
 

19/1/11 None made. Action Learning Feedback Session: 
Heads of department keeping C1 
informed of changes, held meeting 
about their accountabilities.  Publishing 
sales figures. Test shopping started 
every 6 weeks in his shops 
 

20/4/11 New Action Learning: “How can we 
stop backbiting and talking behind 
backs?”  Group made 11  
suggestions to C1 about his 
relationship with staff involving 
personal and organisational 
changes he could make.   
 

None made.   

15/6/11 None made. Meeting not observed, and notes taken 
from minutes.   
Action Learning Feedback Session:  
C1 had had discussions with his team.   
Agreed C1 must not take things 
personally.  Do more work shadowing 
and processes put in place to enact 
these changes.  
  

 
Table 5.4: C1’s Action Learning and Other Sessions Undertaken  
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Date C1’s Own 
Sessions 

No. of Questions 
to Others 

No. of 
Suggestions to 
Others 

15/9/10 

17/11/10 

15/12/10 

19/1/11 

20/4/11 

15/6/11 

None made 

None made 

AL/ALF 

ALF 

AL 

ALF 

5 

2 

5 

3 

* 

* 

5 

7 

3 

9 

* 

* 

TOTAL  15 24 
Key: AL = Action Learning            ALF = Action Learning Feedback 

*    = Meeting Not Observed 
 

Table 5.5:  C1’s Number of Interventions During Other Member’s Action 

Learning and Business Plan Sessions 

 

5.3.4 Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change 

and Innovation 

 

5.3.4.1 Personal Change  

 

C1’s perspective on personal change at the start of Profitnet reflected the nature of 

his role in the enterprise. Many of C1’s comments as owner-manager centred on 

personal reflections on his personal change skill set.  At his initial interview C1 said 

he actively sought to develop personal change, but also identified its emergent and 

ad hoc nature: “actually seek change in my skills if I find I am missing something 

needed in business [and] never afraid of bringing in change ...”. He highlights the 

emergent nature of previous personal and organisational changes, explaining “... but 
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changes, personal or business, I have just tried to adapt as best I can throughout my 

life really for the right or wrong reasons.”  (C1/Int.1/L.309-320).  

 

C1 said he undertakes a “SWOT analysis on myself sporadically” and from this 

describes his personal change challenge on joining Profitnet, and perhaps typical of 

other micro-enterprise owner-managers:  

“I think my biggest weakness; most of my working life has been natural 
delegation.  I have always tried to hoard all the projects myself thinking only I 
can fulfil the task satisfactorily ... I think I came to the conclusion that I either 
delegate successfully ... or I have a heart attack by the time I’m fifty ... coming 
to the crunch ... how many years can I carry on working seventy plus hours a 
week?”  (C1/Int.1/L.326-336). 
     
 

Overall C1 felt he dealt with personal change quite effectively at the start of the 

programme, saying “I don’t shun it.”  (C1/Int.1/L.355-357).  C1 enjoyed business 

networking and was highly engaged with it, so joining Profitnet represented less of a 

personal change and challenge for him.  (C1/Int.2/L.383-395).   

 

During his second interview at the end of Profitnet C1 said his wife’s pregnancy led 

to personal changes outside Profitnet and alterations to his personal role and the 

organisational structure as “we wanted more family time when she was coming 

back.”  As a result C1 said “we looked at ... what my strengths were versus hers ... 

my role has changed to Chief Operating Officer ... giving a complete overview of the 

operational side of the organisation ...”.  His wife had become MD and Director of 

Retail and Education “overseeing shops’ performance ... HR issues ... their 

merchandise and disciplines.”  (C1/Int.2/L.7-25).  The personal changes to his role 

were discussed at Profitnet meetings in the context of delegating some of his duties 

to other team members and his concerns about them carrying out the tasks 
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effectively. Despite this and his changing role in the business, C1 had still not made 

personal changes in terms of his original challenges regarding time management 

and delegation. C1 acknowledged “... there are some challenges, and for me 

personally it is, I confess I am a workaholic, to be more at home ... instead of doing 

ridiculous hours ... I’m doing nearly ridiculous hours ... I want to see my son before 

he goes to bed ...”.  (C1/Int.2/L147-159). C1 confirmed he had delegated some of his 

original tasks to others but saw it as a continuing challenge for him to work on and 

his action learning sessions in December 2010 and April 2011 continued to focus on 

delegation indicating a personal change not fully embedded.   

 

C1 said his major change from participating in the network has been not to take 

business issues and problems so personally.  Certainly there is evidence of this 

change taking place in the earlier analysis of C1’s network participation in Tables 5.4 

and 5.5 where in observations in September and November 2011 he tended to 

dominate proceedings.  From December 2011 C1 still participated in meetings but 

his contributions were more balanced, combined with positive offers of support to 

network colleagues.  C1 said he was more focussed on addressing problems 

objectively “instead of taking things personally” as a result of members sharing their 

previous experience of how they dealt with similar issues.  (C1/Int.2/L.207-208) C1’s 

perspective on this personal change was:  

“ ... if you are a proprietor or sole trader, if someone questions you, you take it 
to heart and I think now through Profitnet and working with some colleagues 
pretty closely ... I do look at (my business) as ... a director rather than it is 
mine ... I am more focussed ... instead of taking things personally ... utilising 
energy into dealing with a problem rather than let that problem wrangle me.”  
(C1/Int.2/L.194-201). 
 

 

The changes to his problem solving ability made C1 feel more personally self 
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confident, confirming “... what I think I have noticed really is that I am more confident, 

even though people think before I was cocky ... but now I think I am more focussed 

...”.  (C1/Int.2/L.237-238; L.242-243).  Throughout the observations C1 was very 

confident in asking questions, giving feedback and making suggestions with C16 

(PM) describing him as “very, very confident ... within the group.”  (C16/Int.2/L.137-

140). From analysing the observational protocols, in nearly every meeting C1 was 

the most participative group member and always committed to supporting colleagues 

outside meetings with their marketing and networking.   

 

5.3.4.2 Organisational Change  

 

Prior to joining Profitnet, the main organisational challenges facing C1 centred on the 

increasing need for him to manage his time more effectively to accommodate the 

growth of his enterprise.  At his first interview C1 cited as examples, “I was looking 

after really the retail side of the structure as well as everything else, but now we have 

an Area Sales Manager looking after that ... that was a major chunk of my time ... 

taken from me.”  C1 had also recruited new employees for “direct in-house 

fundraising and an Events Co-ordinator” relieving C1 of some of his “hats”.  

Organisational structures had changed to ensure the new employees reported to C1.  

(C1/Int.1/L.370-384).  

 

C1 described the initial organisational challenges caused by his lack of resources 

against a range of new competing priorities.  He said the “challenge is not having 

enough turnover ... to get what we want to do out ... pay for wages, ... for us to ... live 

and breathe our charity out in the community.”  To accomplish this C1 said he would 
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“like to have twenty of me ... twenty educators ... that can only come in time ...”.  

(C1/Int.1/L.440-444).  Such extra resources would help C1 address the challenge of 

communicating key messages to his customers and donors about his charity. 

(C1/Int.1/L.423-425).   

 

At his final interview C1 was asked about organisational changes that had taken 

place since joining Profitnet and he confirmed feedback from the network after his 

Business Plan presentation led him to talk to his team about their routines, time 

management and communicating his enterprise’s vision to customers.  C1 said his 

views on being overstretched by the multiple roles he was undertaking had changed 

since joining Profitnet commenting:  

“I think it changed for me for the better after I did my presentation to my group 
... they brought up a lot of points ...    gave me some pretty good tips ... certain 
things were wasting my time and my team’s time ... for example there were 
some issues where staff were not doing things quite right ... things like how 
we addressed our staff handbook ... brought in certain policies ... certain 
things ... so obvious you forget them.”  (C1/Int.1/L.384-400). 
 
   

C1 had sought to improve “a tricky one for our sector ... getting the message across 

to the public about what you are ... what you stand for ... with [a] growing 

organisation  ... though the staff.”  C1 confirmed there had been some “slips” so 

raised the issue in action learning in December 2010.  This meant “going back to 

basics ... we had all the branch managers back in for training [and] ... all hopefully 

now singing from the same hymn sheet again.”  (C1/Int.2/L.126-138).   

 

C1 felt he had delegated some of his original organisational roles but was still 

working long hours and had sought to develop other internal changes focussed on 

improving staff routines, discipline and engagement with customers.  C16 (PM) 
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confirmed C1’s focus on “staff related changes ... he comes up with quite a few staff 

issues [saying] I am guessing he is probably not the easiest boss to work for ... quite 

often he will put in a seventy to eighty hour week ... I know he has staffing issues.”  

C16 (PM)’s view was C1 “has taken quite a lot of advice from the group in re-

organising the way things are done ...”.  (C16/Int.2/L.567-574).  C1 raised issues of 

staff control, discipline and responding to delegated tasks in each of his Action 

Learning Sessions in December 2010 and April 2011 and during feedback to the 

group in January and June 2011.  By raising the same issues on four occasions it 

appeared C1 was able to operationalise the group’s suggested actions for his 

enterprise but not fully reflect on the personal and organisational changes required to 

completely embed them in his enterprise. 

 

5.3.4.3 Innovation  

 

At the start of Profitnet C1 confirmed his innovations so far “have been very small 

projects up to now ...” but signalled his overall level of ambition saying “our dream 

would be to take [the company] national ... to work on a franchise project ... having 

them around the UK, that could significantly increase our growth and very quickly 

with less risk ... “.  (C1/Int.1/L.605-606, L.635-639).  C1 pointed out the enterprise’s 

innovative nature confirming “we were the first charity shop for [our medical 

condition], as far as we can tell in the world ... that is pretty good for innovation ... I 

wouldn’t say it’s a new product, but for helping this condition it is the first...”.  

(C1/Int.1/L.571-574).  C1 talked of his marketing innovations in comparison to other 

charity retailers: “for innovation for marketing, we bring very strong disciplines from 
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the corporate world into the third sector [asserting] this doesn’t normally happen.”  

(C1/Int.1/L.574-586).   

 

C1 said Profitnet participation had raised his overall awareness of innovation, but 

had not lead to any significant innovation projects or change in his enterprise’s 

innovation capabilities.  C1 commented “we have always been pretty forward 

thinking ... but as for Profitnet assisting that, it has kept me even more on the ball 

than before ... I have taken things more focussed and disciplined ...”.  

(C1/Int.2/L.516-520).  C1 described innovation as “a snowball ... and Profitnet has 

definitely helped that snowball grow bigger.”  (C1/Int.2/L.550-556).   

 

5.3.5 Links Between Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation and 

the Participant’s Innovation Journey through the Programme 

 

C1 gave an example of emergent personal changes to his role creating an impact 

organisationally, observing “my (COO) role has been more defined, instead of 

wearing seven hats as any director in a small organisation does, I am probably now 

wearing four or five which is still crazy ...”.  (C1/Int.2/L.299-304).  Asked whether the 

combination of personal and organisational changes were a result of his Profitnet 

participation C1 said:  

“Yes ... I think, it is not like going to school but you don’t want to let your 
fellows down when you are there on a monthly basis ... what it does do is 
when you go away and you’ve heard everything that has been said, you think 
well I can bring that into our organisation ... I want to achieve that 
administrative role ... or process ... the structure, you do it, you get on with it 
... if Profitnet wasn’t there ... that would have been put on the by the by for 
some other reason.”  (C1/Int.2./L.311-324). 
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 From previous sections it is clear there were no connections between the personal 

and organisational changes C1 made and innovation.  C1 personally changed by 

delegating some of his previous tasks but was still working long hours and covering 

several roles.  C1’s action learning sessions involved incremental organisational 

changes and potential innovation processes new to his firm to improve existing HR 

practices.  Although these changes made some initial progress, they were not fully 

embedded in the enterprise and it was not possible to see innovation projects start in 

business planning or action learning and be sustained throughout the programme. 

C1’s second interview, analysis of observational protocols and interviews with C15 

(F) and C16 (PM) confirmed although Profitnet created an increased awareness of 

innovation, it had not developed any innovation projects or changes in innovation 

capabilities for C1.   

 

5.3.6 Summary of Evidence for Case Study C1 

  

A Summary of Evidence for Case Study C1 is shown in Table 5.6 in  

Appendix H. 

 

5.4 Case Study C2  

 

5.4.1 Background Information for C2 

 

C2 has worked in manufacturing for seventeen years, making “manufacturing 

improvements, particularly driving change and efficiencies and quality improvements 

in the workplace.”  (C2/Int.1/L.11-13).  C2 joined his current small enterprise as 
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Operations Manager ten years ago and since been promoted to General Manager 

and currently Operations Director, responsible for the development and engineering 

teams reporting to the MD.  C2 has five direct reports and a team of forty staff.  

(C2/Int.1/L.35-39).   

 

C2’s company engineers and manufactures highly technical products for the 

shipping industry.  C2 says “the research phase is... quite long and protracted 

because we are in pure research ... we spend a painfully high amount of money on 

research and development each year.”  Despite the challenging field locations of 

many of their clients C2 argued there are major opportunities to expand their range 

of products and geographical markets.  (C2/Int.2/L.104-129, L.143-154). C2’s 

enterprise was created in 1995 by the current private shareholders and has grown 

from £2 million turnover to the current £9 million at the start of Profitnet.  Staff 

numbers increased from twenty employees to the current “55 to 60 people ... with a 

UK head office, five offices globally ... a strong distributor and agent network [and] 

growth has come in step changes [whilst] managing our overheads and direct costs 

very hard ... [fuelled by] expansion into new markets and geographies”.  

(C2/Int.1/L.28-33; L.69-97). 

 

At his final interview C2 confirmed in November 2010 and March 2011 his firm 

acquired two companies adding “approximately £3 million turnover to the £9 million 

at the start of Profitnet.”  Both acquisitions had good products but “no real 

manufacturing mentality” and C2 was working to develop this.  (C2/Int.2/L.7-16).  

Despite substantially increased turnover, staff numbers had been held at previous 

levels by divestment of another subsidiary, with C2 saying “we are really stretching 



  

214 
 

the elastic at the moment.”  (C2/Int.2/L.29-36).  Table 5.7 confirms the financial 

impact of the acquisitions. 

 

Case Study C2 Role  Turnover  Permanent  
Employees 

Employee  
Details  

At Start Operations 
Director  

£9.0 million  55 – 60  H/Q and 5 Regional 
Offices 

At End Operations 
Director 

£12.0 
million 

55-60 H/Q and 5 Regional 
Offices 

 

Table 5.7: Summary of Case Study C2’s Role, Turnover and Number of 

Employees at the Start and End of Profitnet Participation 

 

5.4.2 How C2 Felt About the Programme – Expectations and Experiences 

 

At his first interview C2 was a member of two professional institutes, but “was not a 

huge networker, it is something I have to work at   ...  something I have to force 

myself to do ... a little closed to the opportunity.”  C2 argued networks like Chambers 

of Commerce were “quite irrelevant to our business.”  (C2/Int.1/L.580-591).  At his 

final interview C2 compared Profitnet to business networks noting it “happens on a 

schedule ... on the networking side you get to meet your group and ... know them 

very well ...”.  (C2/Int.2/L.349-353).  C2 confirmed “Profitnet has probably increased 

my network more than any of these others ... through its mandatory approach ... it’s 

like injected networking really.”  (C2/Int.2/L.363-367).   

 

C2 was asked to join Profitnet by his MD and initial expectations were “I went into it 

with an open mind but not expecting to get so much from it ... I have had far more 

from the programme than I ever expected ... making good contacts within the group, 
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people you can talk to off-line ... the value of action learning sets and having different 

opinions on problems.”  (C2/Int.2/L.417-421).  C2’s comments highlight any changes 

or innovations developed through Profitnet were initially emergent in nature. 

 

Ranking structural elements of the programme in developing change and innovation, 

C2 judged Action Learning most important. (C2/Int.2/L.404-405).  C2 found action 

learning sessions generated suggestions for changes outside his normal 

manufacturing focus given the varied backgrounds of network members:  

“... some of the feedback can be very left field ... some of it can be absolutely 
rubbish ... but sometimes it can be really quite appropriate and very different 
to the sort of thing ... I might have brainstormed myself or ... generated in a 
manufacturing business ...”.  (C2/Int.2/L.184-192).   
 

 

C2 described Business Plan sessions as “... an excellent way to learn about ... group 

members’ business ... good practice for presenting I’d say.”  (C2/Int.2/L.385-396).  

Creative Workshops covered subjects C2 “would never have chosen to listen to 

[saying] I got one idea for something we didn’t have sewn up very well on intellectual 

property rights.”  (C2/Int.2/L.385-396).   

 

C2 said Profitnet’s strength was “... it has been a really enjoyable experience; I have 

learnt and ... had some fun.” (C2/Int.2/L.434-435).  C2’s area for improvement 

focussed on developing the range of enterprises in the networks, as he had a 

problem deciding what “to throw into action learning sets reasonably carefully to 

make sure they are ones our group will absorb and feed back on ...”.  

(C2/Int.2/L.301-304).  C2 suggested Profitnet could “group similar businesses, sizes, 

sectors, mentalities” together to resolve the issue caused by the size of his business 

and its manufacturing base in comparison to other Group C enterprises:  
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“there have been so many occasions where the problem I am worrying about 
... isn’t one I can throw into action learning because the feedback I get will be  
good honest feedback from the team but there is no one else who has existed 
in a £10m manufacturing business to share notes with.”  (C2/Int.2/L.442-448).   
 
 

5.4.3 C2’s Participation in the Programme 

 

Table 5.8 shows C2’s % level of attendance at meetings was slightly below the 

group average, but absences were primarily in periods of intense activity during the 

two acquisitions.   

 

Participant  Meetings 
Attended  

Apologies  % Attendance  Months Absent  

C2 13 3 81.3% Nov, Dec, May  

Group Average - - 83.0%   
 

Table 5.8: C2’s Level of Attendance at Profitnet Meetings  

 

An analysis of the number and focus of C2’s action learning sessions is shown in  

Table 5.9, and level of participation in network meetings from the observational 

protocols in Table 5.10.  

 

C2 gave new action learning or feedback on previous sessions at virtually every 

meeting focussing mainly on HR issues, with incremental organisational change 

suggestions from the group.  The problems may reflect C2 being the number two 

and not owner of the business in comparison to network members, according to C15 

(F) (C15/Int.2/L.56-65).  It connects with C2’s comments that he felt constrained by 

network members’ lack of understanding of manufacturing businesses of his size, in 

relation to changes he was considering.  (C2/Int.2/L.184-192). In the later section on 
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innovation, C2 makes reference to a previous network meeting producing a new HR 

process innovation new to his firm in using “compromise agreements” and is shown 

in Table 5.9 on 19 January 2011.   

 

Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised Feedback Sessions 

15/9/10  None made. Feedback on Last Month’s Business 
Plan Presentation: Talked to his MD 
about top team incentivisation “I 
haven’t achieved a great deal ... more 
seeds sown ... another year or two 
yet.”   

20/10/10 New Action Learning Session: 
“Should we reward staff for being on 
the social committee?” Group made 
5 incremental organisational change 
suggestions to C2. 

 

19/1/11 
 

None made. Feedback on Previous Month’s Action 
Learning: (i) Taken some of the 
group’s suggestions forward re 
incentives for social committee 
members.  (ii) From a discussion at a 
break in a previous network meeting re 
a member of staff with employment 
issues, the consultant suggested by 
the group had recommended a 
“compromise agreement”.  Member of 
staff has resigned.  First time C2’s 
company had used this “new” HR 
process innovation. 

16/2/11 None made.   
 

None made. 

20/4/11 New Action Learning Session: 
“Team Building – should we be 
doing more of it alongside other 
training?  What do we do?”  Group 
made 11 suggestions re team  
building and changes to HR 
objectives. Meeting not observed. 
 

None made.   

15/6/11 None made. Meeting not observed. 
Feedback on Previous Month’s Action  
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised Feedback Sessions 

15/6/11 
cont’d 

 Learning: “Teams working on their 
development plans” and C2 looking at 
online community for team 
development with C3’s enterprise. 
Team building exercises being 
planned. 

 

Table 5.9: C2’s Action Learning and Other Sessions Undertaken  

 

C2’s level of participation in network meetings analysed in Table 5.10 shows the 

number of interventions he made during other members business plan and action 

learning sessions. C2 was very participative throughout in comparison to others, 

making several suggestions involving personal and organisational changes and 

process improvements highlighting C2’s potential for experiential learning. 

 

Date C2’s Own 
Sessions 

No. of Questions to 
Others 

No. of Suggestions to 
Others 

15/9/10 
 
20/10/10 
 
19/1/11 
 
16/2/11 
 
20/4/11 
 
15/6/11 
 

BPF 
 
AL 
 
ALF 
 
None made 
 
AL 
 
ALF 

5 
 
4 
 
3 
 
4 
 
* 
 
* 

2 
 
3 
 
3 
 
3 
 
* 
 
* 

Total  16 11 
Key: BPF = Business Plan Feedback        AL = Action learning 

ALF = Action learning Feedback        *   = Meeting Not Observed 

   

Table 5.10: C2’s Number of Interventions During Other Member’s Action 

Learning and Business Plan Sessions 
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5.4.4 Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change 

and Innovation 

 

5.4.4.1 Personal Change  

 

Prior to Profitnet C2’s personal change challenges centred on developing the 

personal skill sets he needed on promotion to more senior management roles. 

An example occurred when C2 joined his employer as Operations Manager as “a lot 

of organisational change was needed ... without being too directive ... we shifted ... 

from an inefficient batch method of manufacturing ... to lean ideas and 

methodologies ... so that was a key change [getting team leaders] to understand a 

new way of working.”  (C2/Int.1/L.194-204).   

 

At the start of Profitnet, C2 cited the example of personally adjusting to his new 

Operations Director role where he had to learn to trust, let go of his team and 

delegate more.  C2 explained his “transition from General Manager to Operations 

Director which yet again meant a substantial change in the way that I worked.”  C2 

said he was “still on that path ... for three years now ... to stop working as a manager 

and start working as a director ... to let go of the detail ... allowing other people to run 

the detail ... yet still providing overall direction ...”.  (C2/Int.1/L.206-212).  C2 

understood he “had quite an autocratic style as a manager at times and to work as a 

director that really wasn’t going to work” (C2/Int.1/L.222-226).  C2 argued these 

personal change challenges meant he “actively seeks out ways to stimulate myself 

... provide external input ... or places to get fresh ideas ... Profitnet might be an 

example of that.”  (C2/Int.1/L.247-256).  Joining Profitnet represented a personal 
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change for C2 in itself, acknowledging networking was “something I have to work at 

[and] force myself to do ...”. (C2/Int.1/L.580-591). 

 

At his second interview C2 confirmed “Profitnet has been very good for helping me 

realise the power of networks and generally opened my eyes to networking outside 

of the Profitnet...”.  (C2/Int.2/L.100-104).  C2 explained the continuing nature of this 

personal change: “... it’s still something I need to work at ... I am not a natural 

extrovert ... but certainly Profitnet has been quite a help in that really ... a very good 

way to practise ... a very powerful way of working.”  C2 maintained his personal 

change in networking skills occurred because Profitnet “made it something I am 

more comfortable doing and definitely more confident.”  (C2/Int.2/L.100-127).  An 

example of this was that C2’s incremental process innovation of using HR 

compromise agreements came from networking outside the group with a Profitnet 

member.  

 

Following Profitnet participation C2 appreciated he had been “far too autocratic at 

times” with his team and needed to delegate more effectively as a director. C2 now 

says “they’ve had more space recently which has been very good for them, to not 

have me peering over their shoulder and that has come as a result of Profitnet ... I 

recognised that I had to make myself available to the business ... and being involved 

with Profitnet and the acquisitions has really freed me to have a more directoral role 

really.”  (C2/Int.2/L.204-211).  Ultimately C2 appreciated “if I couldn’t make change I 

was going to be in trouble ... and I couldn’t have taken on much more without 

exploding basically.”  (C2/Int.2/L.224-228).  Despite C2’s increased responsibilities  

and acquisitions his Profitnet attendance remained strong confirming an ability to  
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step back and delegate to his team. 

 

C2’s said his self confidence had increased as a result of Profitnet saying “the 

confidence has increased over the last year and Profitnet has been quite useful for 

that ... quite good for recognising that actually at a personal level we have quite a lot 

to offer the business.”  C2 explained when Group C discussed their problems in 

action learning, C2 reflected “I think I know what we’d do ... Profitnet has been good 

in that way.”  (C2/Int.2/L.315-325).   

 

5.4.4.2 Organisational Change  

 

Prior to Profitnet C2 said the motivation for a culture of continuous improvement and 

supporting personal and organisational changes, stemmed from the original private 

shareholders who “have never run this as a lifestyle business ... there is a huge drive 

to increase the return on the bottom line ... we are not here to develop clever 

products or be nice ... we are here to make a lot of money ...”.  C2 realised these 

ambitions meant “... you do not grow and generate increased profits by doing things 

the same way... to change is part of what we do here.”  (C2/Int.1/L.407-416).  

Previous organisational changes in procedures and routines focussed on “shaking 

up the manufacturing systems ... shifting everyone away from batch purchasing to 

Kanban ... material costs have reduced by 5% of turnover.” (C2/Int.1/L.424-429).  C2 

emphasised “although those are the key changes, there are thousands of small 

improvements we have delivered ... to enable us to do even more to the bottom line 

...”.  (C2/Int.1/L.442-447).  
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During these previous organisational changes C2 noted some of the workforce’s 

skills and capabilities were not suitable for newly created roles, leading to a period of 

“attrition ... that allowed us to replace with people with more appropriate skill sets for 

the current business needs ...”.  C2 admitted these planned organisational changes 

had been challenging as they “did not always handle the personnel side as well as 

we could have done ... teams were running the department not the manager.”  

(C2/Int.1/L.530-543).   

 

At the end of Profitnet C2 described two major organisational changes impacting on 

his business during the programme from their acquisitions of new businesses and 

entering new product markets.  The acquisitions were “challenging ... a great 

opportunity for growth ... [but] spreading the senior management team over three 

businesses [led to] some mixed messages [and] confusion”.  Simultaneously 

entering new markets for their products presented capacity issues surrounding   

availability of engineers.  (C2/Int.2/L.69-77).  C2’s important personal changes 

described earlier, of adopting a more directoral approach, improving his ability to 

delegate and enhancing his self confidence enabled him to address the 

organisational changes from the acquisition more professionally.  

 

Reviewing C2’s organisational changes as a result of Profitnet C16 (PM) said “it is 

hard to see what changes he might have made ... he is number two in his 

organisation so ... he can’t make direct changes without taking it back ... his have 

quite often been on staffing things ... he has gone back ... and put recommendations 

into place that the group have made.”  (C16/Int.2/L.574-579).  C2 did not raise 

organisational change issues surrounding the acquisitions and new product launches 
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in the network, feeling constrained by his group’s lack of understanding of 

manufacturing businesses. (C2/Int.2/L.184-192). 

 

5.4.4.3 Innovation 

 

C2 talked about his firm’s previous innovation experiences and challenges prior to 

joining Profitnet describing a sophisticated picture of developing innovation 

throughout the firm.  At his first interview C2 said “innovation to us ... focuses on 

technical concepts and techniques and research and development ... the company 

has a good history of innovation ... by watching our competitors and coming up with 

better versions of innovations on their innovations quite often.”  (C2/Int.1/L.702-706).  

The company developed some innovations by using a range of external resources: 

“we have always used links with academia; various universities provide input on the 

technical concept ... recently setting up KTPs ... through funded research projects or 

contracts to bring in skills, ideas and methods that we were not capable of running 

ourselves.”  (C2/Int.2/L.707-711).  

 

C2 cited an internal culture of continuous innovation explaining “there is a continual 

need inside the business to innovate [in] the way we control, plan, produce product 

and provide service to the customer ... we expect ... all our people to come up with 

ideas ...”.  (C2/Int.1/L.712-717).  C2 identified previous examples of incremental 

process innovations to develop stock control systems to hold less stock, while a 

manufacturing process innovation addressed the number of work locations. Another 

innovation to financial routines consolidated untimely and individual invoicing into a 

streamlined monthly process.  (C2/Int.1/L.754-760, L.785-788 and L.797-804).   
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At the end of Profitnet C2 reflected on his firm’s innovation performance from the 

programme saying “I don’t think the firm’s ability to manage or come up with 

innovative ideas has changed hugely, but I think my own ability to use the traditional 

ways to innovate has improved somewhat.”  C2 specifically mentioned “the power of 

networking and random encounters I would say is the main thing.  I have had quite a 

few ideas and potential leads that could come good ... just by meeting someone in 

the Profitnet network, as opposed to a more traditional focus on research and 

development.”  (C2/Int.2/L.535-541)  

 

C2 provided an example of an incremental innovation in his firm’s HR process in 

using a compromise agreement in a dismissal that was a new innovation for his firm, 

although it is used elsewhere.  C2 says “that was one example ... where that contact 

through the Profitnet network suggested some quite innovative ways to handle 

personnel situations ... “.  (C2/Int.2/L.482-492).  C2 explained the innovation “came 

through ... Profitnet, but was outside of a session ... it was a conversation about 

action learning ... I ended up meeting him in the pub after a Profitnet session and ... 

then doing some work together.”  (C2/Int.2/L.502-506).  

 

C15 (F) commented “C2 has had a few [innovations] about that [HR], ... ways of 

boosting staff morale, that kind of thing, staff processes.”  (C15/Int.2/L.324-329).  

Observational protocols confirm C2’s active participation in Profitnet processes 

inside and outside meetings and his skills and “ability to use less traditional ways to 

innovate ... [through] the power of networking” have improved.  (C2/Int.2/L.535-541).   
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5.4.5 Links Between Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation and 

the Participant’s Innovation Journey through the Programme 

 

During the programme, C2 felt his personal self confidence developed by 

benchmarking himself against network colleagues supported his work to integrate 

two acquisitions into the company: “I think the confidence has increased over the last 

year and Profitnet has been quite useful for that ... it has helped us realise what a 

strong team, systems and processes we have here.”  (C2/Int.2/L.315-318).  

Continued Profitnet attendance despite these challenges, indicate an improved 

ability to delegate as a director. The planned HR changes that emerged from C2’s 

discussions with the network in action learning were incremental in nature. C2’s 

future development of innovation could be enhanced through continued 

improvements to his self confidence, directoral and networking skills. (C”/Int.2/L.482-

498). 

 

5.4.6 Summary of Evidence for Case Study C2 

 

A Summary of Evidence for case study C2 is shown in Table 5.11 in  

Appendix H. 

 

5.5 Introduction to Profitnet Learning Network D 

 

All eleven network D participants agreed to take part in the research allowing the 

observation and recording of their meetings and documents. Members D1 to  
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D4 volunteered to become case studies and take part in fully transcribed interviews. 

In addition to information in Chapter 4, Table 5.12 highlights the enterprise sectors of 

participants. Network meetings were held in Brighton, with case study D1 based in 

East Sussex, D2 in Brighton and D3 and D4 in West Sussex. Case studies D1 and 

D3 were Profitnet repeaters having been members of previous programmes. 

 

Network D 

Code Sector 

Case Studies 

D1 Solicitors 

D2 Social Enterprise 

D3 Finance 

D4 Web Design 

Other Participants 

D5 Retail 

D6 Solicitors 

D7 Design 

D8 IT 

D9 Media 

D12 Training & Dev 
 

Table 5.12: Enterprise Sectors of Case Study and Other Members of Profitnet 

Learning Network D 

 

D11(PM) the project manager describes the makeup of the group, while D10(F) the 

facilitator focuses on its characteristics. D11(PM) said it “is quite an interesting cross 

section...a small group, we have lost quite a few ... for the last...six or seven months 

it has been a very established group... a good mixture of the old and the new...D1 

and D3 have both done the programme before ...”. (D11/Int.2/L.170-179, L.208-210).  

D10(F) said the nature of “the group as a whole... is comparatively introverted...and 

was something not to address...but to appreciate in how I worked with them...they 

have become more outgoing and extrovert...more comfortable with each 



  

227 
 

other...individually more confident even though they are still quite reflective, 

introverted type people comparatively.” (D10/Int.2/L.223-228). 

 

5.6 Case Study D1 

 

5.6.1 Background Information for D1 

 

D1 is a solicitor who “has been in the profession since 1984 branching out on my 

own as a sole practitioner in 2001 [and is] the proprietor and principal” of his firm. 

(D1/Int.1/L.5-9). D1’s firm is “not a niche practice, it is very general...small 

commercial...and private clients...I don’t do any crime.” (D1/Int.1/L.58-62). D1’s 

approach to clients “is trying to see things from the clients’ perspective...to provide a 

service I would like to receive myself”, observing his marketing position is “not 

unique, but it is my ethos.” (D1/Int.1/L.69-71). 

 

Practice turnover has fluctuated with D1 explaining over the “last three years it grew 

to a plateau ... dropped last year and now it has gone up again...that reflects the 

recession...due to a reduction in conveyancing [with turnover] about £110,000” at the 

start of Profitnet. (D1/Int.1/L.44-46, L.54).  At that time D1 employed two part-time 

assistants one of whom was a qualified solicitor joining eight months previously 

because D1 “wanted to improve the speed at which work was pushed through...to 

delight my clients and improve ... referrals.” (D1/Int.1/L. 33-36). D1 had already 

outsourced the practice’s book-keeping and telephone answering services “as a 

result of a recruitment decision...” made while attending a previous Profitnet 

programme. (D1/Int.1/ L. 14-20; D1 /Int.2 /L. 12-17). By the end of this Profitnet 
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participation D1 confirmed “turnover has improved...number of employees remained 

stable” without being specific about his actual turnover. (D1/Int.2/L.12).  Table 5.13 

summarises D1’s role, turnover and number of employees at the start and end of the 

programme. 

 

Case Study D1 Role Turnover Permanent 
Employees 

Employee 
Details 

At Start Principal &   
Proprietor 

£110,000 3 1 F/T, 2 P/T 

At End As above “Improved” 3 As above 

 

Table 5.13: Summary of Case Study D1’s Role, Turnover and Number of 

Employees at the Start and End of Profitnet Participation 

 

5.6.2 How D1 Felt About the Programme – Expectations and Experiences 

 

D1 made a clear distinction between the benefits of attending Profitnet’s learning 

network in comparison to previous membership of a sales referral network and  

“sporadic” attendance at his town’s business network. D1 “didn’t like the pressure of 

weekly attendance...producing referrals...[saying] I’m not great at initiating contact at 

meetings.” (D1/Int.1/L.307-312). In comparison, D1 argued Profitnet “...drills down 

much more deeply into your affairs, I personally find it very important I don’t regard it 

as a networking thing...it is mutual help... helping you improve your own 

business...your own performance...to learn from other people’s experience.” 

(D1/Int.1/L.321-326).  D1 expressed similar views at the end of the programme. 

(D2/Int.2/L.257-266). 
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In his first interview D1’s expectations on joining Profitnet for a second time were “to 

keep it going indefinitely [dealing with] issues I am trying to grapple with...”.  He 

thought Profitnet would address “issues of personal effectiveness...how business 

functions...how you can improve... have people you can benchmark yourself 

against...there are emotional as well as practical issues it helps to resolve.” By 

implication, any changes or innovations for D1 would be emergent. (D1/Int.1/L.342-

351). D1’s expectations were met by the end of Profitnet as he had been “expecting 

more of the same, which is what I have had...I don’t feel it has an end point... it is a 

continual benefit.” (D1/Int.2/L.323-388). 

 

Ranking structural elements of the programme important in developing personal and 

organisational change and innovation at his second interview, D1 placed action 

learning first, then business planning and lastly creative workshops. D1 argued 

“action learning probably quite a long way ahead because learning from other people 

is key” compared to Creative Workshops which were “a bit of a lottery” depending on 

“relevance” of the subject. (D1/Int.2/L.270-274). D1 saw business planning as 

important in developing reflective capabilities explaining “it is more useful for the 

individual giving the talk because of the reflection it encourages...talking about your 

business development in front of other people...”. (D1/Int.2/L.288-294). 

 

Defining the strengths of the programme D1 found a monthly meeting “imposes 

disciplines ... to justify what you have been doing... sharing experiences...you get to 

know people ...”. (D1/Int.2/L.335-339). Areas for improvement centred on how you 

“speed up” the process of “getting to know people...”. (D1/Int.2/L.344-349). 
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5.6.3 D1’s Participation in the Programme 

 

D1’s % level of attendance at network meetings displayed in Table 5.14, was well 

above the group average, only missing two meetings at the end of the programme 

due to pressure of work. 

 

Participant Meetings 
Attended 

Apologies % 
Attendance 

Months 
Absent 

D1 13 2 86.7% April, June 

Group 
Average 

- - 81.0%  

 

Table 5.14: D1’s Level of Attendance at Profitnet Meetings 

 

D1’s participation in meetings in asking questions and making suggestions during 

other members’ business plan and action learning sessions was reasonably high. 

Table 5.15 shows D1 being active in five meetings and quiet in November and 

March, indicating some variability in his potential experiential learning from others. 

During October’s Creative Workshop on “Presentation Skills” D1 said he was not a 

natural presenter and was encouraged by the presenter to practice in Profitnet 

meetings. Despite this advice, D1 did not undertake any action learning or other 

sessions in his first four meetings. 
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Date  D1’s Own 
Sessions 

No. of Questions to 
Others 

No. of Suggestions to 
others  

21/9/10 
 
19/10/10 
 
16/11/10 
 
18/1/11 
 
15/2/11 
 
15/3/11 
 
17/5/11 

None made 
 
None made 
 
None made 
 
None made 
 
BP 
 
BPF/AL 
 
ALF/AL 

3 
 
3 
 
1 
 
1 
 
0 
 
0 
 
2 

4 
 
12 
 
4 
 
11 
 
2 
 
4 
 
3 
 

Total  10 40 

Key BP   = Business Plan                    AL    = Action Learning 
BPF = Business Plan Feedback   ALF  = Action Learning Feedback 

 

Table 5.15: D1’s Number of Interventions During Other Members’ Action 

Learning and Business Plan Sessions 

 

Table 5.16 analyses the number and focus of D1’s action learning and feedback 

sessions highlighting D1 did not raise any issues with the group until his Business 

Plan presentation at his fifth meeting in February 2011. D1’s Business Plan 

presentation focussed on incremental marketing issues for his firm and received 

twenty-nine feedback suggestions, but by the next meeting he had decided not to 

take any action on them as they “needed to be tackled further down the road.” At the 

March 2011 meeting D1’s action learning session focussed on developing marketing 

leaflets for his office, but again at the May meeting he had not taken any action. At 

the same meeting D1’s new action learning session asked for feedback on “How Do 

I Structure a New Business Partnership”, but was not present at the final meeting to 

give feedback. D1 appeared to reflect on suggestions, but was resistant to initiating 

any of the personal and organisational changes involved. It was as if D1’s high level 
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of reflectivity meant he completed the first part of his learning in reflecting on issues 

but found difficulty with the testing and taking action phases of McGill and Beaty’s 

(2001,p.233) action learning and Kolb’s (1984,p.21) experiential learning models. 

 

Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

21/9/10 None made 
 

None made 

19/10/10 None made 
 

None made 

16/11/10 None made 
 

None made 

18/1/11 None made 
 

None made 

15/2/11 Business Plan Presentation: 
D1 described his: background, 
challenges and competitive threats. D1 
asked group to help him exceed client 
expectations and feedback on “How do 
people want to buy their legal 
services? Is the GP model attractive? 
How else can my firm be attractive?” 
D1 said he was “not business-like 
myself and its only Profitnet that 
changed that...”. Group gave 29 
feedback suggestions focussing on 
incremental marketing changes to his 
existing approach 
 

None made 

15/3/11 New Action Learning: 
D1 asked for feedback on the subjects 
the leaflets in his office should cover in 
terms of free guides and information. 
Group made 21 feedback suggestions 
on incremental marketing approaches 
including gaining customer feedback 
and using leaflet holders building on 
D1’s existing approach. 

Business Plan 
Feedback: 
D1 said he had thought 
about the issues and 
suggestions made in 
response to his Business 
Plan but felt they 
“needed to be tackled 
further down the road.” 
Wanted to do something 
more real rather than 
repackage things so not 
taking any suggestions 
forward. D1 said he 
“wanted to prove I 
achieve my objectives 
...so a long process to  
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

15/3/11 cont’d  see off competition...”. 

17/5/11 New Action Learning: 
D1 talked to the group about a 
potential alliance and merger with  
another legal firm. D1 defined his issue 
as “How do I structure a new business 
partnership?” D1 received thirteen 
suggestions from the group, mainly 
covering areas of due diligence he 
would have been aware of as a 
solicitor. D1 absent at next meeting to 
give feedback 

Action Learning 
Feedback: 
Feedback on content for  
his leaflets had not been 
progressed and placed 
“on back burner due to 
other things.” 

 

Table 5.16: D1’s Action Learning and Other Sessions Undertaken 

 

5.6.4 Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change 

and Innovation 

 

5.6.4.1 Personal Change 

 

Prior to Profitnet D1’s perspective was he had always been reactive rather than 

proactive in initiating personal change and as a previous programme participant 

noted: 

“Part of the significance of Profitnet for me was teaching me to recognise how 
reactive I have been. I am struggling to think of a single change that I have 
initiated. I didn’t have a business plan...[or] set up my business as a 
conscious decision. It was as a result of redundancy.” (D1/Int.1/L.121-124). 
 
 

D1 cited further examples of his reactive relationship with personal change in only 

moving offices when his previous premises closed down and taking on his first 

employee when approached by a client for a job. (D1/Int.1/L.128-140).  D1’s 

challenges with personal change presented difficulties in thinking problems through 
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and finding solutions to them. D1 said “I take up opportunities quite readily, but 

haven’t habitually or traditionally been good at identifying problems and thinking 

them through and achieving solutions as a matter of routine...that is just my 

personality [it]...also comes from being very overworked, having little time to think 

things through...”. (D1/Int.1/L.128-150). D1 acknowledged his need to improve his 

capacity to embrace personal change “it is the initiation I have not been traditionally 

good at... I just have to keep being tough with myself... no-one else is doing it.” On a 

social level D1 saw himself “as being fairly self-sufficient” and as a result of that 

recognition “I am thinking I need to do more social networking.” (D1/Int.1/L.246-252).  

 

At the end of his Profitnet participation D1 described his emergent personal changes 

as “a case of gradual consolidation and gradual change to be more businesslike and 

considering issues in business terms, which is a journey started through Profitnet 

and continues.” D1 said it was a “maturing process I guess...I cannot actually think of 

specific examples.” (D1/Int.2/L.93-96). Talking about his personal skills development 

from Profitnet, D1 said he had become “definitely more reflective” saying other 

members “have benefitted hugely [with] their confidence...”.  D1 acknowledged his 

personal change trajectory had been “a bit more low key, but nonetheless...highly 

valuable...the reflection and the benchmarking [against] others and how they do 

things.” (D1/Int.2/L108-114). 

 

D10(F) had seen some personal changes in D1, feeling he “has become more open 

to there are other ways of doing things...[and] adapt a bit more to the modern world.” 

D10(F) sensed D1 wanted to be “a classic traditional solicitor” and needed to do 

things in a modern way to get work and had seen D1 “opening up to that fact... 
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woken up to he has to do more.” (D10/Int.2/L.123-136).  D11(PM) had seen little 

personal change in D1, saying “I don’t think he has really developed that much...he 

has taken a few things on board...but...I don’t think he really wants to reap a huge 

amount of change to his business.” (D11/Int.2/L.218-220). 

 

5.6.4.2 Organisational Change 

 

One of the “bigger challenges” facing D1’s practice at the start of Profitnet was new 

government legislation to increase the level of national competition referred to as 

“Tesco law...a new Legal Services Act, which permits non-qualified organisations to 

provide traditional solicitors work...”, posing a challenge to D1’s conveyancing 

business. (D1/Int.1/L.86-92).  Locally D1 was in competition with established legal 

firms and a new competitor who was good at networking prompting a contingent 

personal and organisational response:  

“Local firms are established and I’m the newcomer...they are all bigger than 
me... one new lady who has come in, a sole practitioner...who does 
more...varied work...that has provoked me into being more proactive...she is 
doing rather well...she is very good at networking...”. (D1/Int.1/L.93-98) 
 

 

Despite taking on a new solicitor eight months previously, D1 still encountered 

“service delivery issues” because he was training his assistant “so the benefit hasn’t 

filtered through fully, except it has kyboshed my profit...[and was] not seeing the 

results yet in terms of the quicker throughput of work...”. (D1/Int.1/L.80-86). The 

organisational challenges had been offset by the positive impact of engaging a new 

employee with D1 saying it had “huge benefits in terms of personal well-being...you 

need to perform so it gives you incentive...I had to confront issues of how to 

motivate...reward...develop a job description.” (D1/Int.1/L.224-229).   
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At the end of the programme D1 was still facing increasing local and regional 

competition from two other legal practices, which had “given me pause for thought, 

but again, I haven’t considered my response in any detail to that”. Despite this D1 did 

not use his network to deliver any organisational changes in this round of Profitnet 

explaining instead “one is more open to the possibility of change... I suppose a 

sense of direction has been achieved.” (D1/Int.2/L.12-17, L.34-35).  

 

D1 believed his biggest organisational change from Profitnet had been in the way he 

thought about his practice, now seeing “this is a business and I haven’t really been 

treating it as a business previously [enabling D1 to consider] ...how the business 

works, how could I make mine work better...that is the single biggest revelation I 

think. “ (D1/Int.2/L.203-207). 

 

D11(PM) confirmed “I am not sure that D1 has changed that much” in terms of 

organisational change. (D11/Int.2/L.513-514). D10(F) had seen organisational 

changes in D1’s “marketing savvy, waking up to the fact that solicitors need to 

market astutely and honing that.” (D10/Int.2/L.393-395). D1 reflected considerably on 

various organisational and marketing changes suggested by his group, but by his 

own admission had not then developed them. 
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5.6.4.3 Innovation 

 

D1’s description of his firm’s innovation capabilities prior to Profitnet is a limited one, 

saying “apart from setting up the whole thing and getting it up and running, it wasn’t 

innovative, it’s a legal practice, you know what it’s supposed to be like ... I don’t think 

I would have thought a great deal about innovation.” Before attending Profitnet D1 

said he thought about his image and reputation trying new marketing ideas such as 

free advice and itemised bills. Although these initiatives could be classified as new 

incremental marketing and process innovations for D1’s practice, he saw them, as 

“differentiation rather than innovation”. (D1/Int.1/L.358-361). 

 

At his second interview D1 saw any development of innovation as a result of 

Profitnet as “incremental” and was unable to point to specific examples he had 

developed. D1 said his management of innovation had changed “but that is an 

incremental thing...it consolidated what I learnt in the first Profitnet group ... it must 

aid innovation but I am not sure how...can’t point...to a significant decision which has 

been innovative.” (D1/Int.2/L.395-406). 

 

D1 confirmed he had done some networking this year and “didn’t really do much 

networking before last year.” (D1/Int.2/L.407).  D1 said he took some marketing 

advice from B2 during her Creative Workshop and from others regarding websites 

but said “it’s difficult to think about innovations...I don’t really think about it...I think 

improvement and progress rather than innovation.” (D1/Int.2/L.430-434).  Outside 

group meetings D1 had given “a potentially significant contact to D2...two or three 

have talked about making a will...I’m doing a piece of property work for one...” 
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indicating support of colleagues’ changes and increased networking. (D1/Int.2/L.385-

388). D10(F) concluded D1 is “established” and doesn’t think innovation is “mission 

critical [or] fundamental to the longevity of his business.” (D10/Int.2/L.712-716).   

 

5.6.5 Links Between Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation and 

the Participant’s Innovation Journey through the Programme 

 

Discussing connections between personal and organisational change D1 confirmed  

“I don’t think I particularly learnt from the group how to manage my systems and 

business differently...it is more to do with business growth and occasionally good 

business ideas with tips which I take on...I haven’t dramatically changed my 

business plan.” (D1/Int.2/L.194-198). D1 did understand the connections between 

personal and organisational change for other Profitnet members observing “I think 

for most people their businesses are identified with themselves...they are one and 

the same thing, so improving one’s own personal organisation skills has a direct 

impact on the business.” (D1/Int.2/L.27-242) 

 

5.6.6 Summary of Evidence for Case Study D1 

 

A Summary of Evidence for case Study D1 is shown in Table 5.17 in  

Appendix H. 
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5.7 Case Study D2 

 

5.7.1 Background Information for D2 

 

Since leaving university D2 has spent her entire career in the voluntary sector 

providing a range of “services for people with a mental illness, in some instances 

delivering training throughout the UK for a large mental health charity.” (D2/Int.1/L.6-

15). In January 2006, D2 and three founding directors formed a community interest 

company to support communities in the prevention of acute mental illness, through 

training in appropriate interventions. All “four directors had extensive experience of 

working within and managing mental health services.” (D2/Int.1/L.23-32). 

 

Nearly all the enterprise’s income was generated by providing training in their 

specialist mental health area. Turnover grew from £6000 in year one to £92,000 in 

2009/10 at the start of Profitnet. At that time, one of the four directors became a non-

executive and they employed part time finance and administration workers and one 

volunteer. (D2/Int.1/L.54-59). By the end of Profitnet turnover had grown to 

£116,000. During the period staffing changed, to two founding executives and two 

non-executive directors, an additional volunteer, HR and finance administrators plus 

an intern from CUPP enabling them to “significantly grow our capacity.” 

(D2/Int.1/L.42-65). A summary of D2’s role, turnover and number of employees at 

the start and end of Profitnet is shown at Table 5.18. 
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Case Study D2 Role Turnover Permanent 
Employees 

Employee 
Details 

At Start Executive Director £92,000 7 3 Exec. Directors 
1 NED Director 
2 P/T 
1 Volunteer 

At End Executive Director £116,000 9 2 Exec. Directors 
2 NED Directors 
2 P/T 
2 Volunteers 
1 Intern 

 

Table 5.18: Summary of Case Study D2’s Role, Turnover and Number of 

Employees at the Start and End of Profitnet Participation 

 

Difficulties in developing the enterprise during the start-up phase prior to Profitnet 

are amply illustrated by D2:  “Last year we very nearly went under...the demand for 

our service way exceeded our capacity...so we have worked very hard to restructure 

our roles to create capacity just from sales, marketing and growing the business.” 

(D2/Int.1/L.65-71).  Challenges continued during Profitnet participation, with both 

executive directors working “unpaid or partially paid for several months [with D2] 

aware our team and our work expanding too rapidly might bring problems around not 

consolidating our progress...we are both working absolutely at capacity, and it is 

exciting but stressful and very draining...”. (D2/Int.2/L.145-156). 

 

5.7.2 How D2 Felt About the Programme – Expectations and Experiences 

 

D2’s enterprise was a member of a business network supporting social enterprises 

prior to Profitnet and this has continued. D2 considered joining the Chamber of 

Commerce, but “decided not to, [as] we didn’t have capacity...it didn’t appeal.” D2 
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had little previous business networking experience to compare Profitnet with. 

(D2/Int.1/L.422-430 and Int.2/L.320-321). 

 

D2’s expectations for Profitnet were not established before joining and were 

“probably quite vague, to focus on becoming more enterprising...I couldn’t quite 

imagine how it was going to work...although I have been involved in action learning 

before...we knew we wanted something [to] develop the business.” (D2/Int.1/L.452-

458). D2 confirmed her enthusiasm for Profitnet saying “expectations had been 

exceeded by far”, explaining how her personal changes were supported by the 

network: 

“I have gone from looking round the room and thinking jeepers who are these 
people...I felt like a fish out of water...but the group has really balanced over 
time...it has been very supportive, compassionate, interesting and I have been 
very, very moved over time by the amount of support I have had from 
people...”. (D2/Int.2/L.387-398). 
 
 

Structural elements of the programme important to D2 in developing change and 

innovation were Action Learning then Creative Workshops and Business Planning 

tied in second place. D2 explained the action learning process gave her a monthly 

deadline for action and time to involve colleague directors in addressing suggested 

changes. D2 said the “...suggestions have quite often been things I would never 

have thought of myself.” (D2/Int.2/L.330-336). Following network meetings D2 

confirmed “quite often I have taken the [suggestion] sheet back here ...and said 

these are the points I have agreed to..., so yes, they have been integrated into the 

organisation.” (D2/Int.2/L.341-344).  
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Strengths of the programme lay in “the group process...encouraging business 

networking...peer support and problem solving and it is really well and safely 

facilitated by D10(F) and supported by D11(PM).” (D2/Int.2/L.404-407). D2 found it 

“really good...to be surrounded by profit orientated businesses” at this stage of her 

enterprise’s development, but wanted to see Profitnet develop a network for “social 

enterprises ... a more socially motivated group, just to see what the learning would 

be there.” (D2/Int.2/L.415-419). 

 

5.7.3 D2’s Participation in the Programme 

 

D2’s % attendance during the programme was high and above the group average. 

Table 5.19 confirms she only missed one meeting while covering for a sick 

colleague.  

 

Participant Meetings 
Attended 

Apologies % Attendance Months 
Absent 

D2 14 1 93.3% January 

Group Average - - 81.0%  

 

Table 5.19: D2’s Level of Attendance at Profitnet Meetings 

 

Table 5.20 confirms D2 was the most active of all Group D case studies in asking 

questions and making suggestions during colleagues’ action learning and business 

plan sessions. It indicates a potentially high level of experiential learning from 

engaging with members’ issues. 
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Date D2’s Own Sessions No. of Questions to 
Others 

No. of Suggestions 
to Others 

21/9/10 
 
19/10/10 
 
16/11/10 
 
15/2/11 
 
15/3/11 
 
19/4/11 
 
17/5/11 

BP/AL 
 
AL/BPF 
 
AL/ALF 
 
ALF 
 
ALF 
 
AL 
 
ALF 

1 
 
6 
 
3 
 
1 
 
6 
 
* 
 
4 

7 
 
15 
 
7 
 
8 
 
13 
 
* 
 
9 

Total  21 59 
Key BP   = Business Plan                    AL   = Action Learning 

BPF = Business Plan Feedback  ALF = Action Learning Feedback 
 *      = Meeting not observed 

 

Table 5.20: D2’s Number of Interventions During Other Member’s Action 

Learning and Business Plan Sessions 

 

Table 5.21 analyses the number and focus of D2’s action learning and feedback 

sessions, showing she used these to work collaboratively with network members to 

develop change and innovation initiatives in a more planned and co-ordinated way 

throughout the programme. 

 

D2 presented her business plan in September 2010, where the idea of a new 

promotional video to promote awareness and funding for her enterprise was 

suggested by D9. Thereafter D2 worked closely with D9 outside network meetings to 

develop the video and similarly with D4 on how to use social media for the first time 

in her enterprise to promote it. Subsequent network meetings were given feedback 

regarding progress of D2’s project. Further action learning sessions developed 

incremental marketing innovations with D4’s support, to promote her enterprise using 
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Facebook and Twitter for the first time. The video was successfully launched in May 

2011 supported by the marketing innovations new to her enterprise. D2’s action 

learning sessions in October and November 2010 focussed on surviving the 

emerging cash crisis facing her enterprise as a result of government funding 

changes, making an incremental process innovation for her enterprise through their 

first re-negotiation of a commercial contract. 

 

Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised Feedback Sessions 

21/9/10 Business Plan Presentation: 
Business plan covered enterprise 
background, current challenges, 
markets. Key question for the 
group: “Given these are the 
markets and the clients we wish 
to reach, what should be our next 
steps?” Group responded with 20 
marketing suggestions, including 
D9 who suggested D2 make a 
promotional video for the first 
time to send to corporate 
companies – an incremental 
marketing innovation. It 
highlighted the need to build 
sales and marketing capability to 
generate new income to 
safeguard the existing enterprise. 
At the end of her session D2 
asked for personal feedback from 
the group regarding her 
presentation “as I’ve never done 
this before” signposting her 
readiness for personal change 
and development. D2 was the 
only person to do this in all 30 
Profitnet observations. 

Action Learning Feedback From 
Last Month: 
Re “Should I join local Chamber of 
Commerce?” D2 had gathered 
information from other members 
and enquired about discounts. 
Considered joining it, but 
subsequently decided “didn’t have 
capacity...it didn’t appeal” enough 
to join. 

19/10/10 New Action Learning: 
D2’s issue was “How do we 
manage a four to six month cash 
crisis?” Cash flow difficulties due 
to changes in government 
funding of NHS. D2 said her 
directors were “close to not  

Business Plan Feedback: 
D2 reflected back to the group that 
last month’s business plan 
questions should have been 
tighter... “to help each other learn.” 
As a result of the group’s 
suggestions, D2 engaged a former  



  

245 
 

Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised Feedback Sessions 

19/10/10 
cont’d 

paying ourselves ...opportunities 
for other work not there...period 
of 4 to 6 months where we will 
struggle until new markets come 
in.” Group made 19 suggestions 
to D2 including: re-negotiation of 
debts, diversification, overdraft 
facilities, gaining charitable 
donations, fundraising events and 
paying invoices slowly. 

Profitnet member as marketing 
consultant and all 3 directors were 
receiving sales training funded by a 
government agency. 

16/11/10 New Action Learning: 
D2 defined her issue as “How Do 
We Survive Until the Business 
Turns Round?” Group made 20 
suggestions to D2 including 
changes to public relations, 
marketing, using Twitter and 
social media and developing a 
promotional video all for the first 
time to generate income. 
D4 offered to talk to D2 outside 
the meeting to develop a new 
incremental marketing innovation 
for D2’s enterprise of using 
Twitter and Facebook for the first 
time to promote themselves 

D9’s Business Plan Presentation: 
During the course of D9’s business 
plan presentation D2 suggested he 
develop promotional videos for a 
national charity to market his 
company’s work. D2 offered to work 
with him on this to develop the 
product which would also link back 
to her own business plan 
presentation on 21/9/10 and a 
suggestion made to develop such 
an incremental marketing 
innovation for her enterprise. 
 
Action Learning Feedback From 
Last month: 
D2 updated the group on the 
personal and organisational 
changes taken in response to their 
suggestions to improve cash flow. 
Personal changes were; directors 
not paying themselves for six 
months and incremental marketing 
and process innovations made for 
the first time. Examples were: 
charity fundraising events and first 
re-negotiation of commercial 
contracts. 

18/1/11 None made - D2 had given  
apologies. 

Action Learning Feedback From 
Last Month: 
D9 gave feedback on behalf of D2 
who was absent due to staff 
sickness. D9 updated the group on 
development of the promotional 
video and said this had been shot. 
D2 was working on giving it a  
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised Feedback Sessions 

18/1/11 
cont’d 

 domain name for their first ever  
viral marketing campaign. D2 was 
collaborating with D4 on making 
marketing innovations to develop 
social media and use this for the 
first time to promote the video. 

15/2/11 Creative Workshop: 
During B17’s Creative Workshop 
session on “Managing Finances  
in Difficult Times” D2 asked him 
for suggestions on putting training 
prices up, price differentiation for 
client sectors and retrospective 
discounts on multiple bookings. 

Action Learning Feedback from 
Last Month: 
D2 and D9 played the new video to 
the group. D2 had also met a 
contact provided by D1 that might 
be a source of future work. D2 had 
meetings with a local festival to 
arrange a link between them to  
promote D2’s enterprise. All 
examples of D2 following up on 
group incremental marketing 
innovations. 

15/3/11 None made. Action Learning Feedback From 
Previous Months: 
D2 referred back to previous action 
learning sessions in October and 
November re financial crisis and 
said situation had eased as a result 
of a successful grant application to 
Dept of Health for funding. 

19/4/11 New Action Learning: 
“How Do I Get Our Video Seen 
by as Many People as Possible?” 
Group made 12 suggestions to 
D2 including using email and 
social media. 

 

17/5/11 None made Action Learning Feedback From 
Last Month 
D2 updated the group on the 
launch of the promotional video. 
Social media had been used with 
Twitter, Linked-In and Facebook 
links appearing on their website for 
the first time. Over 500 initial 
downloads of the video came from 
Facebook with contacts from all 
over the world including Canada, 
Alaska and the American Military  
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised Feedback Sessions 

17/5/11 
cont’d 

 wanting to use it on their TV 
station. 

 

Table 5.21: D2’s Action Learning and Other Sessions Undertaken 

 

5.7.4 Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change 

and Innovation. 

 

5.7.4.1 Personal Change 

 

Prior to joining Profitnet, D2 and her fellow founding directors’ initial personal 

challenge was none of them had a business background or skills: 

“None of us are businesswomen, we have no business background, we all 
came from the charity sector...we started doing this because we love it...we 
believe in it and that doesn’t give us the qualifications and skills, so our 
learning curve has been extremely steep.” (D2/Int.1/L.260-265). 
 

At her initial interview D2 said “I love learning, I love personal development [and 

have] a deep curiosity about people and processes” and had always “been a 

galvaniser.” Despite this D2 lacked self confidence in business matters: “it is not until 

recently that I have been more confident around business...my weakness is lack of 

confidence in this field.” A lack of self confidence occurred on joining Profitnet, with 

D2 “...feeling like a poor cousin...feeling that maybe this wasn’t somewhere I 

belonged or where I was going to have much to offer.” (D2/Int.1/L.14, L.330-334 and 

L.346-354). 
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At the end of Profitnet D2 explained her confidence had grown so she “feels more 

confident in the group...I can make useful contributions and feel more relaxed...I am 

enjoying feeling fully involved in... the work.” The pace of the emergent personal 

change was described by D2 as “a steady tangent of an increase in confidence over 

the whole period of Profitnet...”. It enabled D2 to make other personal changes as 

“the more I represent the business at Profitnet, the more sense of ownership I have 

felt for the company...[becoming] very confident to steel myself up and get the 

resources I need to fulfil my role.” (D2/Int.2/L.167-175). 

 

D2 cited two examples of where her increased self confidence and personal changes 

had developed organisational changes in her enterprise. D2 said she “likes the 

action learning approach to problem solving” feeling confident enough to use it at her 

enterprise’s recent Annual General Meeting where she “facilitated an action learning 

session with our advisory group...to help us deal with some problems... generating 

really useful suggestions.” (D2/Int.2/L.183-187). On another occasion D2 received 

feedback from her fellow directors who “remarked...I have got really useful at asking 

for things, asking people for help...if they are interested in collaborating...something I 

was too shy to do before...I am 100% sure that that relates to my Profitnet 

experience.” (D2/Int.2/L.188-192).  

 

D10(F) confirmed these personal changes saying “she has really opened her heart 

on the risks of the business, has clearly had some very difficult changes financially, 

but embraced the suggestions of the group...and really tried to implement them...she 

has been astonishing.” (D10/Int.2/L.173-183). Similar confirmatory comments on 

D2’s personal changes were made by D11(PM). (D11/Int.2/L.231-235). 
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5.7.4.2 Organisational Change 

 

At the start of the programme D2 described “capacity as our biggest challenge... and 

keeping a level income is difficult as well.” Public sector funding cuts at the time had 

“a pretty big effect on who can afford our training” while generating an increased 

need for their mental health work with “the recession...deeply affecting people and 

communities.” (D2/Int.2/L.223-231).  Another organisational challenge was the 

emergent nature of the enterprise’s initial development and personal risks taken by 

the founding directors with D2 explaining: 

“We started by finding a room that was really cheap...the first director to 
join...had no salary...no money...we all just chipped in a quarter of the rent 
and a phone on the risk that it might not work...since then we have 
consolidated and grown...a very gradual journey and we have all taken huge 
personal risks...we have all had to find freelance work...to pay our own 
rent...bills and survive.” (D2/Int.1/L.362-372). 
 

 

According to D2, initial organisational difficulties arose in decision making and 

holding each other to account as all founding directors were friends and “ there have 

been times when our friendships have got in the way of us being professional with 

each other and calling each other to account on things like timescales...we have had 

to work quite hard to deal with that...”. (D2/Int.1/L.403-408). 

 

Early organisational challenges had been offset to some extent by establishing a 

responsive governance structure and internal decision making processes giving the 

enterprise a degree of agility to change. According to D2 “our capacity to change I 

think is fantastic because we have an advisory group who we can present 

challenges to and get feedback from ... we have a responsiveness that large or even 

small charities don’t have.” (D2/Int.1/L.372-376). 
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At the end of the programme D2 argued Profitnet had contributed to organisational 

changes at her enterprise by increasing her skills, awareness and access to physical 

and knowledge resources. D2 explained “I think it has resourced us through 

increasing my skills or my awareness...quite often ... Creative Workshop sessions ... 

seemed very much in sync with our company’s training needs ... we had a session 

on copywriting which was really handy...because I’m doing copywriting [for] our video 

release.” (D2/Int.2/L.216-221). 

 

D2 emphasised preparing her business plan presentation for September’s meeting 

was a strong motivator in refining her enterprise’s internal business plans. D2 

confirmed “...it did run alongside my preparation for my Profitnet presentation, so the 

need to distil and focus  everything ready for the presentation...was a big motivator 

for pulling the business plan together ... it crystallized and distilled [it] for me.” 

(D2/Int.2/L.234-237). 

 

D11(PM) confirmed the organisational changes D2 made saying “I think they have 

made changes to their business and organisation in terms of their marketing...on 

advice ... from the group.” (D2/Int.2/L.514-16). Corroboration is provided by D10(F): 

“the biggest shift I’ve seen is her...bringing things to action learning, ...some really 

thorny, difficult issues and getting them solved. She has gone from strength to 

strength ...”. (D10/Int.2/L.372-376). 

 

 

 

 



  

251 
 

5.7.4.3 Innovation 

 

Defining innovation at the start of Profitnet D2 saw “innovation as doing something 

that isn’t being done elsewhere or doing something ...in a different new way.” She 

argued the formation of her enterprise was an innovation in itself, noting “...we were 

the second community interest company in Sussex ... so that was an innovation ... it 

was an innovation for us to form a business full stop given our backgrounds...so I 

think we have a history of innovating.” (D2/Int.1/L.465-470). 

 

The innovative ethos in their enterprise from the outset was exemplified by D2 

observing “very gradually as we have formed this company we have seen the 

opportunity to create our own organisation...team...infrastructure...policy... 

procedures ... and make them the best we can...I guess it is only an innovation for us 

as it is not imposed on us, we are creating as we go along.” (D2/Int.1/L.506-512). An 

example of a new incremental process innovation being undertaken at the start of 

Profitnet was the enterprise “looking to innovate ... around social auditing and 

accounts, ways to quantify the social impact that our work has and that is important 

in a social enterprise... for us that is an innovation.” (D2/Int.1/L.486-491). 

 

Questioned about the contribution of the programme to innovation in her final 

interview, D2 cited the following examples of incremental marketing innovations new 

to her enterprise and nearly all involving collaborations with other Group D members 

outside network meetings: 

 Fundraising Innovation: “I think it was December or November...I took to the 
meeting...we were basically totally skint...someone suggested putting a pound 
on every ticket sale [at a] restaurant or nightclub...to raise some income...it 
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has grown...next year it’s looking quite likely we’ll ... work with the Festival.” 
(D2/Int.2/L.345-351). 

 Promotional Video: “D9 was doing his action learning and I suggested he 
might talk to a national charity...making them a free video...he caught me after 
the meeting and that’s where the film began...it has turned out to be a much 
bigger project than I think either of us realised...on 4th May it will be released 
with a very big social media effort behind it.” (D2/Int.2/L.364-372). 

 Developing Marketing Strategies and Materials: “D4 helped us with some 
corporate brand extensions...he did that for free...[he then]...designed new 
business cards for us...that has been successful [and] we collaborated with 
D7 on a fundraising event...”. (D2/Int.2/L.427-447).  

 Using Social Media for the First Time: “the video and social media... those 
things are innovative for us...we had a session on email marketing for 
example and the issue of social media has come up several times...group 
members have shared a lot of expertise (D2/Int.2/L.478-482).  D2 felt the 
video had been a “large innovation [explaining] the video is the catalyst ... I 
realised early on it could be pointless unless lots of people got to see it, so 
that is why I started a Twitter account, a Facebook group... Linked-In 
...deliberately creating relationships [through] social media with other local 
organisations.” (D2/Int.2/L.478-498). 

 Business Process Innovation: following feedback from the group during the 
enterprise’s financial crisis in October and November 2010, D2 undertook the 
first ever re-negotiation of a previously agreed commercial contract. 
  

 

Questioned about innovations undertaken by Group D, both D11(PM) and D10(PM) 

cited the video developed by D2 with D10(PM) saying “a big one for me is D2 and 

D9 with her mission critical exercise of getting the video out for her charity...D2’s has 

really been a survival issue and boy it sounds like she made some terrific inroads 

into turning things round...it has been about success or failure...whether they survive 

and thrive or don’t succeed.” (D10/Int.2/L.681-693). 

 

5.7.5 Links Between Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation and 

the Participant’s Innovation Journey through the Programme 

 

Given D2’s initial challenges around her lack of self confidence and experience in 

business, she displayed a growing and integrated ability during Profitnet to develop 
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formal and informal experiential learning skills in the network to generate personal 

and organisational changes needed to address financial problems through 

incremental marketing and business process innovations. 

 

D10(F) testified to the personal and organisational changes and innovation 

demonstrated by D2 noting those “particularly around getting the video made with 

D9...taking the idea...to get some publicity out there... taking an idea that evolved 

through the action learning and evolving it into something very very strong..”. D10(F) 

explained D2 used the network to do this and manage her innovation journey on the 

programme saying she was “really terrific at bringing really central issues, getting 

great feedback ... acting on them ... applying it and bringing back to tell us how she 

got on” demonstrating an ability to complete Kolb’s (1984,p.21) experiential learning 

model. (D10/Int.2/L.177-182).   

 

D2 talked about the impact of her personal and organisational change and 

innovations, explaining “I almost can’t think of an area in which that hasn’t had an 

impact...at the most fundamental level it has got something to do with ownership and 

really really feeling that I own this company as much as...any of the other directors, 

which I have really struggled with not too long ago.” (D2/Int.2/L.305-309). The 

reflective nature of D2’s learning journey through the programme is encapsulated in 

her remark: 

“I have made it sacred time in that way that nothing can come into my diary 
and yes, it’s brilliant to leave the office behind...that space for me reminds me 
how exciting it is to learn and be part of a group that is learning together.” 
(D2/Int.2/L.534-538). 
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5.7.6 Summary of Evidence for Case Study D2 

 

A Summary of Evidence for case Study D2 is shown in Table 5.22 in  

Appendix H. 

 

5.8 Case Study D3 

 

5.8.1 Background Information for D3 

 

D3’s background is in financial services and becoming a self-employed financial 

advisor in April 2004 establishing a limited company. (D3/Int.1/L.11-13, L.25-28). 

D3’s “main market is for mortgages [which act] like a hook” for other financial 

products, seeing himself “as an advisor as opposed to just broking the best deal.” 

Questioned about what made his company unique, D3 believed he looked “to treat 

people as I want to be treated myself... and 90% of my custom comes from existing 

customers or recommendations...and I get 10% ... from the web”. (D3/Int.1/L.78-88). 

 

At the start of Profitnet D3 discussed his turnover, saying “my latest year’s accounts 

have been the best ones which will probably show an £80,000 turnover”. In previous 

years turnover fluctuated between £16,000 and £65,000, due to a difficult mortgage 

market during the recession. (D3/Int.1/L.62-72). D3 had just recruited another 

financial “adviser on a self-employed basis... and in the next couple of months I shall 

be taking on a part-time administrator/office manager.” D3 confirmed he had “only 

recently taken on these offices so I could expand and take someone on ... that is 
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pretty much where I want to get to...I don’t have any ambitions to be any bigger ...”. 

(D3/Int.1/L.38-44). 

 

By the end of the programme D3’s turnover had “tipped over £100,000...the reason 

for that is because I have moved offices...sort of settled in and taken on some 

administrative help [employee 1 part time who] helps me with administration, 

compliance paperwork and she is also supporting the other self-employed adviser 

[employee 2] who has dragged me down and down and down.” (D3/Int.2/L.7-37). A 

summary of D3’s role, turnover and number of employees at the start and end of 

Profitnet is shown at Table 5.23 

 

Case Study 
D3  

Role Turnover Permanent 
Employees 

Employee 
Details 

At start Managing 
Director 

£80,000 2 2 F/T 

At end Managing 
Director 

£100,000 3 2 F/T 
1 P/T 

 

Table 5.23: Summary of Case Study D3’s Role, Turnover and Number of 

Employees at the Start and End of Profitnet Participation. 

 

5.8.2  How D3 Felt About the Programme – Expectations and Experiences. 

 

D3 had been an intermittent member of three business networks, but saw Profitnet 

as being markedly different. D3 recently joined the FSB but “is not using it...I don’t 

understand it”, had attended Chamber of Commerce meetings and a business 

referral network at times during Profitnet. In comparison to business networks D3 

said “Profitnet is unique...it is totally different...you get to know each other better...at 
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Chamber it’s all a bit false...with Profitnet it is quite real, it is reality networking...I 

don’t see it as networking actually...there is a lot more input into it...”. (D3/Int.2/L.341-

360). 

 

D3 had few initial expectations for Profitnet saying “I was expectation free to be fair 

[and] thought I should be doing some extra networking, I didn’t really have an 

expectation” signalling the emergent nature of any subsequent changes. 

(D3/Int.1/L.308-311,L.331-332). D3 expressed a range of conflicting views at the end 

of Profitnet commenting he “ditched my expectations six months ago when I 

considered leaving and decided to stay... I’ve got a lot more out of it to be fair. I am 

enjoying it really.” D3 highlighted a creative workshop and action learning session in 

February 2011 as the turning point “where [we] had the Creative Workshop working 

on business financial planning and I had the action learning about my accounts...if 

that month did not exist...it would be a waste of my time and money...but it did 

exist...and you’re not going to have that every month.” (D3/Int.2/L.490-493). 

 

D3 considered structural elements of the programme important to change and 

innovation, ranking Action Learning first followed by Creative Workshops then 

Business Planning. D3 said “action learning is the best part...where people make an 

effort...make themselves accountable...”. Although D3 did not feel he benefited from 

business planning sessions he said all these elements were “important for personal 

development of people...”. (D3/Int.2/L.458-463). 
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5.8.3 D3’s Participation in the Programme 

 

D3’s programme attendance was high at 86.7% against the group average of 81.0% 

shown in Table 5.24, missing two meetings due to work pressures.  

 

Participant Meetings 
Attended 

Apologies % Attendance Months 
Absent 

D3 13 2 86.7% January, June 

Group Average - - 81.0%  

 

Table 5.24: D3’s Level of Attendance at Profitnet Meetings 

 

Table 5.25 shows D3 was extremely active in making suggestions to colleagues at 

every meeting potentially increasing his experiential learning from members. D3 had 

a wealth of local contacts and was always happy to share these. 

 

Table 5.26 analyses the number and focus of D3’s action learning and feedback 

sessions showing he used action learning or gave feedback at every meeting.  In 

February 2011, D3 presented an issue regarding his recent accounts and 

disappointing lack of income against the extensive hours he worked. The Creative 

Workshop also covered “Managing Finances in Difficult Times” and the advice from 

this session and D3’s questioning of the presenter re-enforced his commitment to 

take action. 
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Date D3’s Own sessions No. of Questions to 
Others 

No. of Suggestions 
to Others 

21/9/10 
 
19/10/10 
 
16/11/10 
 
15/2/11 
 
15/3/11 
 
19/4/11 
 
17/5/11 

ALF 
 
AL 
 
AL/ALF 
 
AL/ALF 
 
ALF 
 
AL 
 
ALF 

0 
 
3 
 
3 
 
0 
 
4 
 
* 
 
3 

4 
 
10 
 
10 
 
8 
 
12 
 
* 
 
0 

Total  13 44 
Key BP   = Business Plan                    AL   = Action learning 

BPF = Business Plan Feedback   ALF = Action learning Feedback 
 *      = Meeting not observed 

 

Table 5.25: D3’s Number of Interventions During Other Members’ Action 

Learning and Business Plan Sessions 

 

At the March 2011 meeting D3 talked of his personal changes in assertively asking 

clients for a fee, making planned organisational changes to procedures and 

developed a new incremental process innovation of transferring funds electronically 

saving time and money. During the programme, D3 was happy to partially implement 

other emergent organisational changes but resistant to address suggestions 

focussed on personnel issues involving him in a degree of personal change and 

discomfort in addressing an underperforming member of staff. Other examples were 

not adopting marketing suggestions made at a Creative Workshop, fully exploring 

external networking options and changes to his newsletter content. 
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Date of 
Meetings 

Issues Raised Feedback Sessions 

21/9/10 None made Action Learning Feedback From 
Last Month: 
Re developing networking. D3 
had joined a business referral 
group which had subsequently 
‘folded’ but had “made good 
contacts in two sessions.”  
Didn’t explore other networking 
opportunities 

19/10/10 New Action Learning: 
D3’s action learning focussed on 
content for his internal newsletter: 
“What content do people want to 
read in my newsletter?” Group 
made 18 suggestions re their ideas 
for content, editorials and new 
features to improve existing 
product. 

None made 

16/11/10 New Action Learning: 
D3’s issue centred on how to 
manage his “nightmare” self- 
employed financial adviser. Group 
made 12 suggestions for personnel 
changes including: formal action 
and warnings, setting performance 
targets and other HR processes. 
D3 agreed he was “scared” and “a 
big softie” in taking personal action 
and seemed resistant to do so. 

Action Learning Feedback From 
Last Month: 
Re content of his newsletter. D3 
completed article on recent 
government spending review. D3 
said newsletter not sent out yet 
and made some negative 
remarks on last month’s 
suggestions. Incremental 
changes about using statistics 
and humour in newsletter not 
undertaken. 
Creative Workshop Re 
Marketing: 
D3 outlined a marketing issue to 
the presenter who suggested 3 
potential improvements – but D3 
declined them all. 

15/2/11 
 
 

New Action Learning: 
D3 explained he had got his year 
end accounts and despite working 
60-70 hours a week he was  
disappointed with his income per 
hour. Question for group: “How do 
I get commitment from clients 
earlier – how to avoid 
timewasters?” 
Group made 14 feedback 
suggestions on issues covering: 
tightening processes, charging a  

Action Learning Feedback From 
Last Month: 
Underperforming employee “still 
giving me grief.” D3 said she has 
been with him a year in July “so 
will need to make a decision.” 
Described the situation as “work 
in progress” and no personal or 
HR actions taken as suggested 
by the group at last meeting. 
Creative Workshop: 
“Managing Finances in Difficult 
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Date of 
Meetings 

Issues Raised Feedback Sessions 

15/2/11 
cont’d 

fee, imposing personal time limits 
and needing to “be a bit harder and 
reject fear of rejection.” D12 had a 
conversation with D3 to re-enforce 
the need for change. 
 

Times”. Presenter gave 
suggestions re generating cash, 
key ratios and pricing. D3 
engaged with presenter asking 
specifically if the ideas “work in a 
commission environment”. 
 

15/3/11 None made. Action Learning Feedback From 
Last Month: 
D3 had recently started charging 
clients a £99 fee for his advice. 
This personal change led to 
planned organisational changes 
and incremental process 
innovation using credit card 
machine for the first time to 
transfer client fees and signed a 
3 year contract – saving time 
and money. 

19/4/11 New Action Learning: 
Meeting not observed and notes 
taken from minutes. D3’s issue 
was “How do I handle excess 
enquiries?”  
Group gave 14 suggestions - of 
which 6 focussed on recruiting a 
new employee to deal with 
enquiries and make changes to 
internal processes. 

None made. 

17/5/11 None made. Action Learning Feedback From 
Last Month: 
D3 said majority of suggestions 
had been to take on a new 
employee and he didn’t want to 
do that. He had taken up their 
suggestion re working out 
breakeven point for each client  
which gave him a guideline. D3 
confirmed he had not taken their 
advice yet re underperforming 
employee, and agreed this was 
needed but was “scary”. 

 

Table 5.26: D3’s Action Learning and Other Sessions Undertaken 
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5.8.4 Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change 

and Innovation. 

 

5.8.4.1 Personal Change 

 

D3 talked about personal change at the start of Profitnet saying “personal change, I 

pretty much ignore it ... I have moved a number of times...and all the time the 

business rocks on, no change is personal life, just get more tired.” D3 said the big 

change he has “found hard to embrace is technology and I probably haven’t 

embraced it to be fair... it’s all in my head, I am capable of using it.” (D3/Int.1/L.168-

172). 

 

At his initial interview D3 described the negative impact the poor sales performance 

of his business can have on his personal morale and motivation. D3 said “...it comes 

down to attitude, if you’ve had a good month the following month is more likely to be 

good...if you’ve had a bad month, the following month is likely to be bad...I don’t like 

to think what I do is sales and if you are not confident less happens.” D3 cited as an 

example “if I am feeling down I probably won’t phone up [customers] because I don’t 

feel comfortable with it.” (D3/Int.1/L.212-213 

 

During the course of Profitnet D3 said he underwent “an attitude shift a behavioural 

change” following disappointing financial results citing the example of his ability to 

now charge clients a fee and “say ‘no’ to more people.” When D3 got his accounts “I 

was bitterly disappointed with them...I worked out for the first time ever... how much I 

earn per hour... from that I had a bit of a downer.” D3 said the network supported him 
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in making the initial personal changes during his action learning session. 

(D3/Int.2/L.117-130). 

 

D10(F) talked at length regarding D3’s personal resistance to change, noting “D3 

has made change...raised issues...my reservation is...I think he doesn’t see how the 

process works ... and what stops it working...he has tried to address things although 

there is a resistance.” D10(F) cited the example of the “difficult partner...he is not 

prepared to look clearly at what is going on there and I don’t think he wants to hear 

all the feedback.” D11(PM) also confirmed D3 “has been given good advice by the 

group” on the issue. Overall D10(F) concluded in making personal changes “D3 I feel 

is a half way house...he is resistant, particularly if he feels he has looked at it and 

won’t hear what other people are saying.” (D10/Int.2/L.187-195; D11/Int.2/L.221-

223). 

 

5.8.4.2 Organisational Change 

 

Questioned about his organisational challenges at the first interview D3 highlighted 

their impact on his personal time management. D3 said the organisational changes 

of “taking on this office...sapped my time ... stopped me doing other things, ... taking 

on an administrator scares the living hell out of me and it takes all your thinking time 

up... my major issue has been time.” (D3/Int.1/L.94-98). 

 

External contingent changes affecting the financial services industry such as 

increased levels of compliance had a considerable impact on D3 personally, and his 

firm leading to industry-led organisational change. D3 confirmed “since April 2004 
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there have been enormous amounts of change...[I’ve] been stitched over three times 

as regards change...has left a chip on my shoulder which has massively affected 

business...[with] the compliance group network [going] under a couple of times.” 

(D3/Int.1/L.220-229). D3 explained of twenty-one original advisers in that network, 

“only three of us still going in a self-employed capacity”. D3 believed to survive 

organisationally, he had “been quite resilient but not scar free really.” (D3/Int.1/L.245-

249). 

 

At the end of Profitnet D3 cited as a positive example of organisational change, the 

recruitment of his new administrator with support received from Profitnet. D3 

acknowledged “the difficulties with the change of taking on an employee was sort of 

contracts, what am I supposed to do...not do...Profitnet helped me make a decision 

with regard to recruitment...”.  The negative example for D3 involved a combination 

of personal and organisational change where he had not addressed his 

underperforming employee saying “my challenges came back to the same 

thing...essentially Profitnet say get rid of her...have I done it?...No.” (D3/Int.2/L.288-

301). The issue dominated D3 personally and organisationally, lacking the 

confidence to make the change: “I could do with stepping back again and look at 

what is costing money and make a decision from there.” (D3/Int.2/L.324-325). 

 

D11(PM) confirmed D3 had made some organisational changes alluding to his new 

employee and charging prospective clients an initial fee during Profitnet saying “D3 

has taken on an administrative assistant ...he has also looked at some methods that 

he adopts...he has certainly come to the group with things...to turn for example leads 

into real life clients.” (D11/Int.2/L.516-519). 
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5.8.4.3 Innovation 

 

At his first interview D3 conveyed a good understanding of innovation defining it as 

“doing something different, stepping outside the box and coming up with new 

ideas...but I don’t think innovation...has to be new to the industry but new to the 

business...”. D3 said “I always have new ideas and pooh pooh most of them to be 

fair.” (D3/Int.1/L.345-349). D3’s practical understanding of innovation was more 

limited as despite making these previous comments, he argued he had “not seen 

Profitnet to be innovating...I have just  seen it like I have some colleagues to chat 

ideas through with and help me make the right decisions...I don’t think it has helped 

my innovation at all.” (D3/Int.1/L.354-378). 

 

At his final interview despite his personal change in behaviours in relation to client 

fees and making changes to internal procedures and incremental process 

innovations as a result, D3 did not see these changes as innovative saying no 

innovations had taken place in this period. (D3/Int.2/L.538). The comments are in 

tune with remarks D3 made at his initial interview when he had not linked Profitnet to 

innovation despite citing three incremental marketing innovations made in his 

previous Profitnet participation in not proceeding with a website, introducing a 

recommend a friend scheme and publishing a newsletter. (D3/Int.1/L.354-378). 

 

D3 amplified his position regarding what constitutes an innovation arguing 

“innovation suggests to me revolutionary, being really innovative and doing 

something different ... I might be misunderstanding the word innovation.” 
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(D3/Int.2/L.587-591). D3 obviously believed to qualify, innovations needed to be “do 

different” and radical rather than “do better” and incremental. 

 

5.8.5 Links Between Personal and Organisational Change and the 

Participant’s’ Innovation Journey through the Programme 

 

A combination of a disappointing set of accounts, a Creative Workshop focussed on 

“Managing Finances in Difficult Times” and D3’s action learning session on “How Do 

I Get Commitment from Clients Earlier?” led to D3 integrating a personal and 

organisational change and incremental process innovation new to his firm to use a 

credit card machine to transfer funds although he didn’t classify it as an innovation.  

D3’s innovation journey was focussed on the February 2011 meeting and was in 

tune with D3’s previously stated motivation to enact changes impacting on sales and 

turnover. At other times there were examples of D3’s resistance to implementing 

personal and organisational changes in areas such as marketing and HR 

procedures. 

 

5.8.6 Summary of Evidence for Case Study D3 

 

A Summary of Evidence for Case Study D3 is shown in Table 5.27 in Appendix H. 
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5.9 Case Study D4 

 

5.9.1 Background Information for D4 

 

After university, D4 worked as a “designer for an IT support company” and then a 

“manufacturer who sold fans and ventilation equipment...” as Event and Media 

Manager. (D4/Int.1/L.6-10). D4 recently moved to Sussex to join his partner and 

establish his graphic and web design business from their home. 

 

D4 describes the unplanned development of his firm and his initial steps in 

establishing it from scratch: “this is my firm...it is five months old...I started my 

company about a couple of weeks after I moved down from [the Midlands] to 

Sussex.” D4 was not planning to establish a new business and was “initially looking 

for a full-time employed role ... jobs were a bit hard to come by, so I decided to [be] a 

freelance graphic and web designer... I call myself a Creative Director... something 

I’ve always wanted to be.” (D4/Int.1/L.32-40). 

 

At his first interview, D4 didn’t have accounts saying “my turnover is probably about 

£1300 a month.” (D4/Int.1/L.38-46). D4’s major challenge in being “new to the area, 

is trying to find and get into new companies is pretty much my biggest overall issue... 

getting in front of people.” (D4/Int.1/L.78-84). At the end of the programme D4’s first 

accounts showed his turnover was £18,500 “...so it is kind of a little more that I 

originally expected ... business had been very good.” (D4/Int.1/L.61-69). A summary 

of D4’s role, turnover and number of employees at the start and end of Profitnet is 

shown at Table 5.28. 
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Case Study  
D4 

Role Turnover Permanent 
Employees 

Employee 
Details 

At start Owner and Creative 
Director 

£1,300 per 
month 

1 Sole Trader 

At end Owner and Creative 
Director 

£18,500 a 
year 

1 Sole Trader 

 

Table 5.28: Summary of Case Study D4’s Role, Turnover and Number of 

Employees at the Start and End of Profitnet Participation 

 

5.9.2 How D4 Felt About the Programme – Expectations and Experiences 

 

D4 had joined two local business networks and a breakfast club in addition to 

Profitnet. (D4/Int.1/L.327-328). D4 believed Profitnet was superior to these business 

networks identifying “everything is different...the structure...a close connection to the 

people...what other people are doing... action learning was fantastic...I learnt loads 

from the group... D10(F) and D11(PM) are really good at their job.” (D4/Int.2/L.349-

356). D4 argued personal development in Profitnet “is different because it is not 

eventually about networking...it is business support...you are there to learn about 

yourself, your company, to progress and find out about other people.” 

(D4/Int.2/L.374-378). 

 

At his initial interview D4’s expectations for Profitnet were it was “kind of business 

support ... I didn’t really have that much business knowledge, a good way of 

networking...meeting new people...business owners...getting support from people 

who have been there and done it...”. (D4/Int.1/L.312-318). During his final interview 

D4 acknowledged originally he “didn’t really have any idea what the whole thing was 

about...it was just try it and see ... it has worked out really well.” (D4/Int.2/L.421-430). 
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D4 considered structural elements of the programme important to change and 

innovation ranking Action Learning first, followed by Business Planning then Creative 

Workshops. (D4/Int.2/L.386). D4 believed “action learning gives you focus and 

makes you go off and do things you say you will do...finances is just one example.” 

The “business plan[s]...help you talk about your business...makes you ask questions 

about yourself... enough to go off and talk confidentially...and answer questions.” D4 

said “mine was half way through the year...far enough through to have an 

understanding of where I’ve come from and where I’m going to.” (D4/Int.2/L.390-

397). D4 found the majority of Creative Workshops “really good... stuff I didn’t know 

about ... marketing ... sales ... finances ... some key things.” (D4/Int.2/L.442-445). 

 

For D4 the strength of the programme was “understanding what other businesses 

were going through and what you go through yourself...understanding 

business...how to manage the positives and negatives...”.  (D4/Int.2/L.436). 

 

5.9.3 D4’s Participation in the Programme 

 

D4’s % attendance during the programme was high at 91.7% against the group 

average shown in Table 5.29, missing one meeting due to pressure of work.  

 

Participant Meetings Attended Apologies %Attendance Months Absent 

D4 11 1 91.7% April 

Group 
Average 

- - 81.0%  

 

Table 5.29: D4’s Level of Attendance at Profitnet Meetings 
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D4 was very subdued in asking questions at the first observed meeting but following 

his first action learning session in October 2010, Table 5.30 shows D4 became a 

more active participant in asking questions and making suggestions at meetings 

enhancing his experiential learning from other members. 

 

Table 5.31 analyses the number and focus of D4’s action learning and other 

sessions. Between October 2010 and February 2011 he introduced new action 

learning or gave feedback at every meeting illustrating a high degree of involvement. 

D4 did not introduce new issues in the last two sessions of the programme as by that 

time it was subsequently learned D4 was running his own business and undertaking 

a corporate part-time role impacting on his time. 

 

Date D4’s Own Sessions No. of Questions to 
Others 

No. of Suggestions 
to Others 

21/9/10 
 
19/10/10 
 
16/11/10 
 
18/1/11 
 
15/2/11 
 
15/3/11 
 
17/5/11 

None made 
 
AL 
 
ALF 
 
BP 
 
BPF 
 
None made 
 
None made 

0 
 
1 
 
3 
 
2 
 
1 
 
3 
 
1 

1 
 
2 
 
5 
 
9 
 
8 
 
2 
 
7 

Total  11 34 
Key AL   = Action Learning                   BP    = Business Plan 

ALF = Action learning Feedback   BPF  = Business Plan Feedback 

 

Table 5.30: D4’s Number of Interventions During Other Members’ Action 

Learning and Business Plan Session 
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At the October 2010 meeting D4 asked for the group’s support in improving his cash 

flow, trying to get clients to pay 50% in advance and altering terms and conditions on 

invoices. By November 2010, D4 had made incremental financial process 

innovations that were new to his firm. He had improved his cash flow, enacted the 

group’s suggestion of visiting an accountant, was using daily cash flow templates 

provided by D3, and produced a financial plan. In January 2011 during his Business 

Plan presentation D4 displayed diagrams and charts detailing the control he had 

over his cash flow and financial pipeline. It produced positive financial results and 

helped D4 address one of his initial personal challenges of having greater self-

confidence to speak up in groups and air his financial problems. 

 

Date of 
Meetings 

Issues Raised Feedback Sessions 

21/9/10 None made. 
 

None made. 

19/10/10 New Action Learning: 
D4’s issue centred on “Cash 
Flow” and trying to get 50% up 
front from clients and sorting out 
terms and conditions to improve 
his finances. Group made 16 
suggestions to D4 involving 
incremental process innovations 
to improve his cash flow. D3 lent 
D4 his own cash flow template. 

None made. 

16/11/10 None made. Action Learning Feedback From Last 
Month: 
D4 gave feedback re actions taken 
to improve cash flow from last 
month. D4 had made new 
incremental process innovations for 
his firm, seen an accountant, was 
using a new daily cash flow template 
provided by D3, produced his first 
financial plan, was developing a 
business plan and terms and 
conditions for his invoices. 
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Date of 
Meetings 

Issues Raised Feedback Sessions 

18/1/11  
 

Business Plan Presentation:  
D4 described his background, 
new business, aims, goals and 
conclusions. Financial section 
charts highlighted the financial 
control monitoring forms and  
incremental process innovations 
he was using to control his 
finances. D4 had developed 25 
clients from a zero base over his 
first 10 months, with current 
earnings of £1,100 per month. 
D4’s key question to Group D 
was: “How to Take Business to 
Next Level?” Group gave D4 24 
feedback suggestions including 
signing contracts before entering 
business partnerships, 
generating increased turnover, 
marketing ideas and networking. 

None made. 

15/2/11  Business Plan Feedback From Last 
Month: 
D4 had been busy during the month,  
working evenings and weekends, 
and continuing this for next 2 to 3 
months. “I’ve doubled my turnover as 
a result of my work here…need to 
get my life back and spend time with 
my girlfriend.” D4 also participated 
fully in Creative Workshop on 
“Managing Finances in Difficult 
Times.” 

15/3/11 None made. None made. 

17/5/11 None made. None made 

 

Table 5.31: D4’s Action Learning and Other Sessions Undertaken 
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5.9.4 Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change 

and Innovation 

 

5.9.4.1 Personal Change 

 

D4 described two experiences of personal change he encountered prior to joining 

Profitnet in leaving his last role and moving to Sussex to establish his business. 

Leaving his previous employer was “much the biggest thing I have had to go 

through, to manage my professional skills ... making sure it didn’t affect my everyday 

work.” (D4/Int.1/L.100-111). Moving to Sussex was also personally challenging for 

D4: “moving down here was a really big thing...I left my friends and family...as well 

as starting up a company at the same time...I think that’s quite a big personal thing to 

go through... I’ve managed that pretty well.” (D4/Int.1/L.134-143). 

  

Commenting on initial areas for developing his personal changes, D4 said 

“sometimes I have a tendency to hide my feelings ... I never really speak up 

enough...I tend to keep things to myself...I suppose a lack of confidence.” 

(D4/Int.1/L.173-178). D4 was seeking to go “through that barrier, trying to be more 

outspoken... force myself to say things...making myself feel a bit more 

comfortable...the public speaking side of things, doing my presentation...”. 

(D4/Int.1/L.417-426). 

 

Following his participation, D4 believed Profitnet had helped him address his initial 

personal challenge of being more confident in groups, saying “...speaking up in 

conversations, I do find it easier to do so and doing the presentation ... I have figured 
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out once I am actually doing it, it is not that bad...and obviously I’ve done quite a bit 

of networking throughout my first year.” (D4/Int.2/L.173-177).  D4 discussed the 

personal changes in networking to establish his business in a new area explaining 

“having to go out and do networking and speak to people I hadn’t met before, so the 

amount of personal change wasn’t as low as I think it might have been.” 

(D4/Int.2/L.202-206). 

 

The Profitnet group helped D4 with a range of personal changes from the 

experiential learning involved, indicating his ability to complete all the elements of 

Kolb’s (1984,p.21) learning model. D4 talked about “hearing what other people are 

going through and mirroring other people’s changes ... on one or two occasions 

someone’s questions [in] action learning have been reflected in my action 

learning...you get a different slant on things...and get double the amount of help.” 

(D4/Int.2/L.224-229). The action learning process developed a motivation for 

personal and other changes over time for D4, who was “amazed by the amount of 

feedback...from one question...it makes you go off and make those changes...not all 

in one leap...everything is written down and you take the ones you think are going to 

help most...”. (D4/Int.2/L.236-241). 

 

Questioned about whether D4 had personally changed, both D10(F) and D11(PM) 

believed he had with D11(PM) saying “he didn’t really know the area and yes again 

he has grown.” (D11/Int.2/L.227-231). D10(F) was specific regarding personal 

changes he had seen: “D4 I think has matured enormously as a business 

person...an example... is him raising the issue of cash flow problems... getting a cash 

flow together and getting advice on how to do that ... that has helped him grow up 
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hugely in how he approaches business”. D10(F) had also witnessed D4 “forging 

alliances...working with other people...getting his network going and is confident 

getting out there selling himself...he has some terrific things in place.” 

(D10/Int.2/L.142-145). 

 

5.9.4.2 Organisational Change 

 

D4 described his organisational challenges on joining Profitnet as “setting up a 

company [and] everything that involves...tax, national insurance, bank 

accounts...expenses, cash flows...anything related to running my own business... 

that was a weakness because I had never done that before.” (D4/Int.1/L.204-210). 

D4 took a pragmatic approach in addressing them saying “I don’t think it’s been hard 

at all, friends and family have done it before, so I’ve contacted people and said what 

do I do for this...I just gear myself up and start getting on with new things.” 

(D4/Int.1/L.211-218). 

 

At the end of the programme D4 confirmed he had made a radical emergent 

organisational change in taking on additional part-time work, “at a design and 

marketing agency...three days a week, allowing two days to carry on with my own 

work...giving that bit of stability...”.  It enabled D4 to obtain a mortgage with a defined 

level of income. (D4/Int.2/L.15-20). D4 said in the future “I will probably look to 

collaborate with someone...I can than give them the work I can’t manage...just take a 

cut on the work”, which he discussed at his last action learning 

session.(D4/Int.2/L.80-83). 
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D4 identified emergent organisational changes he made during Profitnet and put 

these down to his action learning, feedback suggestions and the Creative Workshop 

on managing finances, eventually producing incremental process innovations new to 

his firm. D4 commented “I spoke with the financial Workshop presenter and for me 

the biggest [organisational change] has been the financial side of things...started off 

the company, never really dealing with finance before...and that was directly linked to 

one of the results of my action learning as well.” D4 said “that led me to do a kind of 

business plan, cash flow forecast ... that helped me ... plot out what money is coming 

in ... how many clients I need ... [that was] the overriding organisational change I 

think.” (D4/Int.2/L.248-256). 

 

D11(PM) confirms the organisational changes D4 made saying these were “about 

financial awareness and networking... strategic partnerships and alliances...”. 

(D11/Int.2/L.396-398). 

 

5.9.4.3 Innovation 

 

The innovation of technology relevant to his graphic and web design business was 

important to D4 at the start of Profitnet. D4’s definition of innovation was “embracing 

new ideas, new technologies within your market, within your workplace and utilising 

them into your daily ways I suppose...”. (D4/Int.1/L.322-324). D4 said innovation was 

“on the forefront for me...keeping up to date with new technologies ... embracing that 

into my business life.” (D4/Int.1/L.325-328). 
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At the end of Profitnet D4 talked about innovations he had supported amongst group 

members outside network meetings. He had worked with D9’s company on their 

website and D2 on developing brand extensions, business cards and social media 

channels to launch her video. The innovation initiatives were “a by-product of action 

learning with the group, the people...and the relationship.” (D4/Int.2/L.452-457; 

L.470-475). 

 

D4 said new innovations he had developed were “processes on the financial 

side...marketing ... but no massive changes...more incremental...it is knowing I have 

the information for the duration and I can come back and look at [it]...” indicating D4 

expected the knowledge gained would exist beyond the programme. Network 

members were part of the process too: “I trust all the people there...there have been 

direct relationships between the people and the outcome of the changes.” 

(D4/Int.2/L.485-507). 

 

D10(F) confirmed D4’s new incremental financial process innovations had “made a 

huge difference to his business...he has almost become obsessive about it, where 

the money is going, what is coming in, getting invoices out...getting people to 

pay...that has made a big difference to him.” (D4/Int.2/L.523-528). 

 

5.9.5 Links Between Personal and Organisational Change and the Participant’s 

Innovation Journey through the Programme 

 

D4 discussed direct links between his personal and organisational changes and 

innovations during Profitnet arguing “there was definitely a direct relationship from 
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Profitnet...there were quite a few ...”. D4 referred to the reflective nature of the 

process saying “sometimes throw away comments you don’t really think about until 

afterwards...had more of an effect on me than I thought.” (D4/Int.2/L.300-305). D4 

confirmed the motivational impact on making changes from giving and receiving 

feedback noting “you only have to speak for a couple of minutes about what you’ve 

done, it still motivates you to go off and do the things you said you would do.” 

(D4/Int.2/L.313-315).  D4’s increased self confidence enabled him to use action 

learning and business planning sessions and their feedback loops to develop more 

planned organisational changes and incremental process innovations new to his firm 

to address his financial challenges.  

 

The linked personal and organisational changes and innovations supported the 

development of D4’s business over ten months from a standing start, to twenty five 

customers and £18,000 of turnover. D4 also used his business, IT and new 

networking skills to support other members such as D2 and D9 in making their own 

changes and innovations outside network meetings.  

 

5.9.6 Summary of Evidence for Case Study D4 

 

A Summary of Evidence for case study D4 is shown in Table 5.32 in  

Appendix H. 
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5.10 Chapter Conclusion 

 

The first part of the Conclusion highlights the connecting footprints of each case 

study’s personal and organisational changes and innovations and in the final column 

the contribution of learning network participation to them. Each footprint is followed 

by an analytical commentary of my reflections and interpretation of each case in 

Groups C and D.  

 

The Summary of Evidence table of each case study in Appendix H was examined to 

determine whether connections existed between any of the personal and 

organisational changes and innovations made and these were noted in the relevant 

footprint boxes.  If changes or innovations were confirmed they are highlighted with a 

tick, or a cross if not. Actual innovations developed as a result of participation in the 

learning network were further analysed using a combination of: 

 

 Francis and Bessant’s (2005, p.179) 4Ps framework for Process, Product, 

Position and Paradigm innovations. 

 Francis and Bessant’s’ (2006, pp.214-225) classification of incremental “do 

better” or radical “do different” innovations. 

 The OECD’s (2005, p.58) classifications of whether the innovations were new 

to the firm, market or the world. 

 

The chapter ends with an initial analysis of the patterns of changes and innovations 

made in the two Profitnet learning networks. 
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5.10.1 Change and Innovation Footprint and Researcher’s Commentary for 

Case Study C1 

 

Case Study C1 

Personal Change 
 

Innovation  
x 

Innovation 
Analysis  

x 

Contribution of 
Learning Network 

 

Personally 
changed by 
delegating some 
personal tasks to 
his team. More self 
confident in 
problem solving 
and not taking 
issues personally. 

Raised C1’s 
overall awareness 
of innovation but 
Profitnet did not 
contribute to any 
innovation 
projects or 
improve his 
innovation 
capabilities. 

Process 
 
Product 
 
Position 
 
Paradigm 

Not taking business 
issues so 
personally through 
sharing 
experiences with 
other Group C 
members. 

Organisational 
Change  

x 

Incremental 
 
Radical 

Focussed on 
incremental 
organisational 
changes for staff 
control, discipline 
and 
communication. 
Repeated nature of 
action learning 
sessions indicate 
changes not fully 
embedded. 

New to Firm 
 
New to Market 
 
New to World 

Pilot 
 
Embedded 

 

The researcher shares C1’s view he personally changed through his Profitnet 

participation by delegating some personal tasks, being more confident in problem 

solving and not taking issues so personally in network meetings. C1 attributed these 

personal changes to sharing experiences with other members in the learning 

network. 
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C1’s personal changes in delegating some tasks were linked to incremental 

organisational changes discussed at two action learning and subsequent feedback 

sessions to improve staff delegation, discipline and communication. The repetitive 

nature of these action learning sessions indicated the linked personal and 

organisational changes described by C1 were not fully embedded.  C1 continued to 

work long hours despite his personal changes suggesting a desire to retain control of 

his micro-enterprise.  

 

The programme raised C1’s awareness of innovation but did not develop improved 

innovation management capability or projects. C1 was able to operationalise his 

group’s suggested actions but not fully reflect or test them and complete the 

experiential learning or action learning processes in Kolb’s (1984, p.21) and McGill 

and Beaty’s (2001, p.233) models. The case provides a good example of the key 

blocks to learning in learning networks described by Bessant and Tsekouras (2001, 

p.87).  
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5.10.2 Change and Innovation Footprint and Researcher’s Commentary for  

Case C2 

 

Case Study C2 

Personal Change 
 

Innovation  
 

Innovation 
Analysis  

 

Contribution of 
Learning Network 

 

Personally 
changed by 
developing his self 
confidence and 
networking skills. 

Raised C2’s 
overall awareness 
of innovation and 
power of 
networking to 
support it. 
 
Developed an 
incremental HR 
process 
innovation in 
using a 
compromise 
agreement 
through 
networking with a 
Profitnet member 
outside a meeting. 

Process                  
 
Product 
 
Position 
 
Paradigm 

Profitnet enabled 
C2 to improve his 
networking skills 
and enhanced his 
self confidence by 
benchmarking 
himself against 
others in action 
learning and other 
sessions in his 
network. 

Organisational 
Change  
 

Incremental            
 
Radical 

Time taken to 
attend Profitnet 
improved 
delegation to his 
team producing 
emergent 
organisational 
changes. 

New to Firm            
 
New to Market 
 
New to World 

Pilot 
 
Embedded              

 

The network observations, and interviews support C2’s view that the network 

developed his personal changes by improving his self confidence through 

benchmarking himself against others in action learning and enhancing his 

networking skills. C2 grew in stature as a director between his first and second 

interviews as a result and in the way he talked about his role. C2 developed 

emergent organisational changes by standing back and delegating to his team and 

maintaining his Profitnet attendance during two acquisitions.  

 

The network raised C2’s overall awareness of innovation and he recognised the 

power of networking for generating new ideas and innovation. C2 used his new 
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networking skills to develop an incremental process innovation new to his firm to 

introduce a compromise HR agreement by working with a network member outside 

the meeting.  C2 was able to complete both Kolb’s (1984, p.21) experiential learning 

cycle and produce a linked personal and emergent organisational change and 

incremental process innovation. C2’s second interview highlighted the size and 

manufacturing focus of his firm in comparison to other network members produced 

what Bessant and Tsekouras (2001, p.87) describe as a “weak link in the cycle”. It 

meant his use of action learning for developing change and innovation was not as 

effective as it might have been. 
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5.10.3 Change and Innovation Footprint and Researcher’s Commentary for 

Case Study D1 

 

Case Study D1 

Personal Change 
 

Innovation  
x 

Innovation 
Analysis  

x 

Contribution of 
Learning Network 

 

Developed 
increased 
reflexivity which he 
found highly 
valuable. 
 
Became more 
businesslike in 
treating his firm as 
a business for the 
first time. 

Consolidated 
innovations from 
his first round of 
Profitnet, but no 
new innovation 
projects or 
capabilities 
developed this 
time.  

Process                  
 
Product       
 
Position 
 
Paradigm 

Benchmarking 
himself against 
others in meetings 
and using their 
ideas from action 
learning sessions 
to reflect on his 
own firm and 
become more 
businesslike. 

Organisational 
Change  

x 

Incremental            
 
Radical 

Discussed planned 
organisational 
changes in 
marketing areas, 
but did not make 
changes suggested 
by his group. 

New to Firm            
 
New to Market 
 
New to World 

Pilot 
 
Embedded              

 

At his first interview D1 acknowledged his reactive nature to personal change and 

need to improve his capacity to initiate personal changes to enable him to think 

through organisational problems and find solutions. During his Profitnet participation 

D1 felt he developed increased reflexivity which he found highly valuable, with the 

network enabling him to benchmark himself against others and become more 

businesslike. 
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D1’s very reflective nature apparent during his interviews and network observations 

was developed even further by the Profitnet process to the point where he got stuck 

at the initial “observations and reflections” stage of Kolb’s (1984, p.21) experiential 

learning cycle and McGill and Beaty’s (2001, p.233) action learning process. This is 

synonymous with the first three of Bessant and Tsekouras’s (2001, p.87) blocks to 

learning in a network as D1 did not complete the learning cycle by reflecting rather 

than finding the motivation to enter the testing and action stages to stimulate links 

between personal and organisational change and innovation. 

 

Despite consolidating some innovations from his previous Profitnet participation in 

this round, D1 did not make the planned organisational changes in the marketing 

area suggested by his group or develop further innovation projects or capabilities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

285 
 

5.10.4 Change and Innovation Footprint and Researcher’s Commentary for 

Case Study D2 

 

 
Case Study D2 

Personal Change 
 

Innovation  
 

Innovation 
Analysis  

 

Contribution of 
Learning Network 

 

Increased level of 
self confidence and 
ability to ask the 
group for resources 
to address 
problems. 

Worked with other 
members outside 
the group to take 
a new idea for a 
promotional video 
and through 
repeated action 
learning, 
feedback, and 
reflection 
developed new to 
firm incremental 
product/marketing 
innovation. Also 
developed an 
incremental 
business process 
innovation. 

Process                  
 
Product                   
 
Position 
 
Paradigm 

Increased self 
confidence in using 
the learning 
network, action 
learning process 
and skills and 
resources of other 
members to 
develop personal 
and organisational 
changes and 
innovations. 

Organisational 
Change  

 

Incremental         
 
Radical 

Confidently used 
improved business 
awareness, skills 
and repeated 
action learning 
sessions to 
address her 
organisation’s 
financial and 
marketing 
problems. 

New to Firm         
 
New to Market 
 
New to World 

Pilot 
 
Embedded           

 

Case Study D2 of all the Profitnet learning network cases was strongest in using her 

learning network participation to generate personal and organisational changes and 

incremental marketing process and product innovations. The changes and 

innovations occurred despite D2’s initial personal change challenges of lack of self 

confidence in joining the network and no background or experience in business. 

 

D2’s self confidence and business awareness increased through her experiential 

learning in the group, repeatedly using the action learning process to find solutions to 
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her enterprises financial and marketing problems. From analysing the empirical data, 

it is clear D2 used other members’ skills and resources to engage in repeated loops 

of Kolb’s (1984, p.21) and McGill and Beaty’s (2001, p.233) learning models to 

overcome any of the blocks to learning detailed by Bessant and Tsekouras (2001, 

p.87).  

 

D2’s personal and increasingly planned rather than emergent organisational 

changes led to her working with several network members outside group meetings to 

develop new to firm “do better” incremental product, marketing and process 

innovations described by Francis and Bessant (2005, p.179, 2006, p.214-225) and 

the OECD (2005, p.16) to address her critical financial challenges. The incremental 

product innovation developed a promotional video, supported by incremental 

marketing innovations to exploit it using three social media channels and her 

enterprise’s website for the first time. The network’s shared experiences and 

feedback in action learning supported D2’s incremental process innovation of re-

negotiating a commercial contract for the first time.  
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5.10.5 Change and Innovation Footprint and Researcher’s Commentary for 

Case Study D3 

 

Case Study D3 

Personal Change 
 

Innovation  
 

Innovation 
Analysis  

 

Contribution of 
Learning Network 

 

Personal change in 
behaviour and 
attitude in saying 
no to clients asking 
for free advice. 

Incremental 
process 
innovation by 
introducing online 
credit card 
processing 
machine for the 
first time, 
speeding transfer 
of funds into his 
business. 

Process                  
 
Product 
 
Position 
 
Paradigm 

Group suggestions 
during action 
learning and a 
Creative Workshop 
at the same 
meeting all 
combined to focus 
D3 on making 
changes to improve 
his financial 
performance. 

Organisational 
Change  

 

Incremental            
 
Radical 

Planned 
organisational 
change made of 
charging clients a 
fee for his financial 
advice. 

New to Firm            
 
New to Market 
 
New to World 

Pilot 
 
Embedded              

 

A critical incident of disappointing financial accounts led D3 to make personal and 

more planned organisational changes and a new to firm incremental process 

innovation centred on the February 2011 meeting, its creative workshop and D3’s 

action learning session on the problem. D3’s decision to enter the experiential and 

action learning cycle was generated by his previously stated motivation to make 

changes which improved sales or turnover. At other times D3 was resistant to 

personal and organisational changes suggested in action learning when dealing with 

a difficult employee, additional recruitment or marketing issues.  
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D3 completed his experiential learning cycle over successive meetings in personally 

changing by being more assertive with clients, organisationally changing by planning 

the introduction of a process for charging a fee for his advice and introducing a new 

to firm incremental process innovation of using a credit card processing machine. 

The innovation was embedded by D3 signing a three year contract for machine and 

line rental. By carrying out his learning and action learning cycles over two months 

D3 displayed an agility as owner-manager to move rapidly from developing a 

personal change in response to an emergent organisational challenge and enact a 

rapid planned organisational change and incremental innovation with the network’s 

support. Despite being a Profitnet repeater and undertaking previous incremental 

marketing innovations D3’s understanding of innovation remained limited, believing 

innovations needed to be radical rather than incremental to be innovative. 
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5.10.6 Change and Innovation Footprint and Researcher’s Commentary for 

Case Study D4 

 

Case Study D4 

Personal Change 
 

Innovation  
 

Innovation 
Analysis  

 

Contribution of 
Learning Network 

 

Developed his self 
confidence to 
speak up in 
meetings and learn 
from other 
member’s 
experience through 
benchmarking, 
mirroring and 
sharing problems. 

Developed 
incremental 
financial process 
innovations that 
were new to his 
firm to improve his 
financial controls 
and cash flow. 

Process                  
 
Product 
 
Position 
 
Paradigm 

Group D feedback 
during action 
learning in sharing 
their knowledge of 
financial process 
issues and 
solutions enabled 
D4 to make his 
planned 
organisational 
changes and 
innovations. 
Process enabled 
by his increased 
self confidence to 
use the group and 
from subsequent 
feedback changes 
embedded in his 
micro-enterprise. 

Organisational 
Change  
 

Incremental            
 
Radical 

Discussed 
emergent financial 
problems with the 
group and 
introduced planned 
organisational 
changes to 
manage his cash 
flow. 

New to Firm            
 
New to Market 
 
New to World 

Pilot 
 
Embedded              

 

Multiple streams of empirical evidence highlight D4’s developing self confidence in 

speaking up in meetings and learning from other more experienced network 

members. The personal changes were supported by D4’s experiential learning in the 

network in benchmarking and mirroring himself against other members, their 

problems and changes. Once D4’s personal confidence grew he discussed his 

emerging critical financial problems during business planning and action learning 

sessions with his network. As a result D4 made more planned organisational 
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changes to manage his cash flow and developed new to firm incremental financial 

process innovations to improve financial control.  

 

The facilitator noted how embedded the personal and organisational changes and 

innovations were, with D4 regularly reporting on progress at meetings. D4 worked 

with two other members of the group on their innovations outside the network. The 

benefit of the changes and innovations were apparent by the end of the as D4 

developed twenty-five clients and £18,000 turnover from a standing start. 

 

5.10.7 Patterns of Personal and Organisational Changes and Innovations in the 

Case Studies in Profitnet Learning Networks C and D 

 

Analysis of the empirical data from  interviews and observations, the Summaries of 

Evidence in Appendix H, connecting footprints and researcher’s analytical 

commentary have been used to produce the following patterns of personal and 

organisational changes and innovations as a result of the case studies participation 

in Profitnet learning networks C and D: 

 

 All six cases personally changed as a result of their participation in the 

learning network, in four cases underpinned by increased levels of self 

confidence. 

 Cases C1 and D1 undertook personal changes but did not complete the 

experiential and action learning cycles and were unable to fully embed 

suggested organisational changes or innovations from the network in their 

firms. In C1’s case he was able to operationalise his group’s suggested 
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changes but not fully reflect or test them. D1’s reflective nature was 

developed further by the network process and he became stuck at the 

reflection and observation stages of the cycles. 

 Cases C2, D2, D3 and D4 completed initial personal changes leading to 

emergent and more planned organisational changes and new innovations. In 

C2’s case this was as a result of increased self confidence and skills in 

networking and in all the other cases the initial motivation for change was 

created by financial problems facing the micro-enterprise. 

 An ability to engage in experiential learning in the group through repeated 

loops of Kolb’s (1984, p.21) and McGill and Beaty’s (2001, p.233) learning 

models and overcoming the blocks to learning noted by Bessant and 

Tsekouras (2001, p.87) were important in successfully developing the 

changes and innovations. 

 From all the Profitnet cases it is clear that unless the micro-enterprise owner-

managers personally changed, they were unable to make organisational 

changes or innovations. No case moved straight to an organisational change 

or innovation without personally changing. 

 All the case studies entered Profitnet with few clearly defined expectations for 

the programme, indicating subsequent personal and organisational changes 

and innovations were initially contingent or emergent in nature. 

 Cases C2, D2, D3 and D4 developed five new innovations all of which were 

classified incremental or “do better”. Four innovations were related to 

processes and one to product and marketing.  



  

292 
 

 All innovations were categorised as “new to firm” and were embedded in the 

micro-enterprise from analysis of observational protocols and confirmatory 

evidence from Group C and D’s facilitator and project manager. 

 The Case Study Summaries in Appendix H on participants’ views on the 

structural elements of the programme important in developing their changes 

and innovations ranked Action Learning as the most effective, Business 

Planning second and Creative Workshops last. 

 All the cases agreed the learning network contributed to the changes and 

innovations they had made citing; high levels of trust, sharing ideas, the level 

of support and experiential learning gained, benchmarking themselves against 

others in action learning, using the skills and resources of members and 

working outside the learning network meetings with colleagues on their 

innovation projects. 

 

Many of these patterns and evidence presented here will be discussed in Chapter 

Seven and can be seen to connect to the key themes, definitions, indicators and 

outcomes displayed in the Conceptual Framework.  

 

In Chapter Six a similar approach is taken to the presentation of the Results and 

Findings of the case studies in Profitnet Plus Groups A and B. 

 

 

 

 

 



  

293 
 

CHAPTER 6 

 
RESULTS AND FINDINGS FROM PROFITNET PLUS LEARNING NETWORKS A 
AND B 
 
 
6.1 Chapter Introduction  
 
 

Chapter Six presents the results and findings for the case studies in Profitnet Plus 

learning networks A and B.  The empirical evidence and results and findings of each 

case study follow the same headings as the Profitnet cases in Chapter Five.  The 

only exception is the section on How Participants Felt About the Programme – 

Expectations and Experiences which has an additional sub-section for these Plus 

cases on the Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Personal and Organisational 

Change and Innovation. The Summaries of Evidence for each case have been 

grouped together in Appendix I for ease of reference.   

 

6.2 Introduction to Profitnet Plus Learning Network A  

 
 

The section introduces Profitnet Plus Group A, providing details of the participants 

and opportunities and challenges facing the group from the perspective of its 

Facilitator A15 (F) and Project Manager A16 (PM).   

 

All fourteen network participants agreed to take part in the research, allowing 

observation and recording of network meetings and documents.  Members A1 to A4 

volunteered to become case studies taking part in fully transcribed interviews.  

Chapter Four gave details of the enterprise sectors and economic locations of 

Profitnet Plus groups taking part in the research and Table 6.1 highlights Group A’s 
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enterprise sectors.  Network meetings were based in Brighton and case studies A1, 

A3 and A4 were located in Brighton and Hove and A2 in East Sussex.   Other 

network members were located as follows: three in Brighton and Hove, two in East 

Sussex and one from West Sussex.   

 

Profitnet Plus Learning Network A 

Code Sector 

Case Studies 

A1 Solicitors 

A2 Manufacturing & IT Software 

A3 PR  

A4 Web Design 
Other Participants 

A5 Social Care 

A6 Marketing  

A7 Web Design 

A8 Web Design 

A9 Branding  

A10 Web Design 

A11 Business Advisor  

A12 Gyms 

A13 Furniture Design & Manufacturing  

A14 Business Writing Skills 

 

Table 6.1: Enterprise Sectors of Case Study and Other Members in Profitnet 

Plus Learning Network A.   

 

A15 (F) confirmed “a lot of [members] are sole traders ... some ... have employees, 

but not so many... are adapting to the economic climate... identifying new 

opportunities [to] keep up to date with progress” as many are in “media related 

enterprises”.  Despite the “challenging external environment” A15(F) found “they 

seem to be able to make those changes.”  (A15/Int.2/L.36-41).  A16(PM) confirmed, 

the group “have lost a few people on the way [due to] pressure of work”, namely A5, 

A13 and A14.  (A16/Int.2/L.249-253).   
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Describing the nature of the group at the start of Plus A15(F) said “they were quite 

disparate, disconnected, a bit silo, sort of just in their own little area and not able to 

make the same observations ...”.  A15(F) believed this “maybe because of the nature 

of their businesses and business acumen” in comparison to those which “exists in 

Group B.”  A15(F) argued the group needed to recognise each other’s “skill set ... 

and what their areas of expertise are [and] have taken quite a while to get to the 

point where they have been working together collaboratively ...”. She attributed this 

to “the nature of the businesses, everybody wants something for nothing ... a very 

Brighton set of behaviours.”  (A15/Int.2/L.236-248).   

 

A16(PM) discussed the impact of being a sole trader on making personal and 

organisational changes and some of the difficulties and barriers encountered given 

the number in Group A.  She argued “if you are a sole trader you are having to 

organise yourself, so it is not like you are having to organise other people, which can 

be sometimes easier... whereas you have to tell yourself ... and then yourself says 

no I don’t want to do that ...”.  Organisational changes involving staffing issues meant 

they “have to go back ... to either delegate or to actually listen more to what their 

staff are saying [and this] can be quite a challenge for them.”  (A16/Int.2/L.674-685).  

A15(F) argued the group’s development of innovation was impeded as “they are a lot 

of small businesses, they don’t have capital ... equity ... investment, they are not 

looking to invest necessarily.”  (A15/Int.2/L.619-622).   
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6.3 Case Study – A1 

 

6.3.1 Background Information for A1 

 

A1 is a solicitor, Head of the Commercial Department and one of three partners 

managing a legal practice.  Before entering the legal profession A1 was “working in 

the record industry and ran my own business ... at various times I have tried bits and 

pieces, some took off, some didn’t.” (A1/Int.1/L.15-26).  The practice was established 

as a limited company by the MD in 2008 and turnover has risen from £100,000 to 

£250,000 over two years.  The number of lawyers and legal trainees grew from four 

in year one to eleven at the start of A1’s Plus participation.   (A1/Int.1/L.42-50).  By 

the end of Plus, A1 confirmed turnover reached “ ... just over half a million.”  Staff 

numbers increased to twelve having “brought in someone who is not a lawyer to help 

on a consulting basis to give a bit more structure to some of our forward planning, 

our strategies.”  (A1/Int.1/L.9-12, L.25-26).  A summary of this information is shown 

in Table 6.2.   

 

Case Study A1 Role  Turnover  Permanent  
Employees 

Employee  
Details  

At Start Partner and 
Head of 
Commercial 
Department  

£250,000 11 9 full-time 
equivalents  

At End Partner and 
Head of 
Commercial 
Department 

£500,000 12 Increased by 
P/T employee 
on consultancy 
basis 

 
Table 6.2: Summary of Case Study A1’s Role, Turnover and Number of 

Employees at the Start and End of Profitnet Participation 
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A1 believed his firm’s proposition was unique in:  

 positioning itself as a specialist purely in business and commercial law, mainly 
amongst SMEs 

 offering a free initial consultation, “legal MOT [and] fixed fee offering for non-
contentious work” 

 “…everyone in the team is expected to go out and network and do business 
development.” (A1/Int. 1/L. 76-105). 

 

Questioned about external challenges facing the firm, A1 described legislative and 

potential organisational changes from the new Legal Services Act allowing banks 

and retailers to enter the market. A1 believed “traditional high street lawyers’ firm is 

going to struggle [and] we are trying to stay ahead of the game.” (A1/Int.1/L.153-

187). 

 

6.3.2 How A1 Felt About the Programme - Expectations and Experiences  

 

Prior to Plus A1 was a member of his firm’s networking programme “promoting the 

firm and getting people into the business [and a] breakfast club”.  A1 described the 

latter as “pure sales, referrals and a very rigorous structure ... the ethos was ... show 

us the money.”  (A1/Int.1/L.444-455).  Comparing these business networks to Plus, 

A1 noted its’ “underlying influence ... this whole idea of sharing and having a safe 

place to go and discuss some pretty tricky things.” (A1/Int.2/L.392-401).   

 

A1’s initial expectations for Plus were it would be “very supportive ... there is a 

training element ... a learning element ... it was quite rigorous ... you couldn’t just turn 

up and sit there ...”.  A1 felt “regardless of whether the group permitted sales ... there 

was an expectation it would be good for business development as well.”  

(A1/Int.1/L.504-513).  At the end of Plus A1 said “his higher expectations of what 
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Profitnet Plus would entail” had not been met, attributing this to “the variety of 

businesses has really shrunk and also the size of them ...” compared to his previous 

Profitnet group. A1 argued membership of Group A had “been quite narrow [and] 

size of business [smaller with] consultants ... freelancers ... sole traders.” 

(A1/Int.2/L.483-514).  

 

At his final interview A1 considered structural elements of Plus important to change 

and innovation, ranking their effectiveness: Action Learning, Business Planning and 

lastly Creative Workshops.  A1 said Business Planning was useful “but in the end it 

ended up feeling like a bit of homework [and] the workshops ... haven’t been pitched 

well ... nothing has really stuck.”  (A1/Int.2/L.411-416).  A1 strongly supported Action 

Learning’s contribution saying “I think that is the key to it, without that Profitnet would 

not really have much value”, noting the experiential learning of “ten different 

perspectives on how to approach something ... someone ... has gone through 

something very similar... that advice is a major, major asset.”  (A1/Int.2/L.424-433). 

 

The strengths of Plus for A1 and the “big thing that Profitnet does do, it forces you to 

reflect ... it makes sure you have time to do it which is something ... you just wouldn’t 

do ... I personally wouldn’t prioritise.” (A1/Int.2/L.611-614).  Areas for improvement 

were giving more balance to firm size and industrial sectors represented in each 

network.  (A1/Int.2/L.507-514, L.518-520). 
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6.3.2.1 Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Developing Personal and 

Organisational Change and Innovation 

 

A1 was very clear the impact of his Plus consultant on change and innovation was 

“minimal, I had a couple of meetings and that was it.”  A1 attributed this to the 

consultant’s mechanistic approach finding him “very focussed on making sure the 

plan was done, which is good ... he had a few good ideas, but ... it is a big task ... for 

a few hours ... to try and set get a handle on what the business is about and what 

could push it forward ...”.  (A1/Int.2/L.441-448).   

 

A1 found the consultant “expert in administration and marketing”, but his advice 

around time management was at odds with A1’s way of doing things.  A1 argued 

“time management ... is just impossible ... [it] is getting into work early and leaving 

late... making sure deadlines are met ... you have to be organised to be a lawyer...”.  

A1 was resistant to any changes in this area: “I have my own ways of doing things ... 

and putting anything else in their place is a no.”  (A1/Int.2/L.452-457).  A1 confirmed 

the relationship with the consultant did not continue beyond Plus. (A1/Int.2/L.477) 

 

6.3.3 A1’s Participation in the Programme  

 

A1’s attendance during Plus was well below the group average in Table 6.3, with 

apologies received for six meetings due to work pressures and deadlines.  A1’s 

expectations for Plus were not met and although not making a specific link between 

this and his attendance, he did not attend the last three meetings. 
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Participant Meetings 
Attended 

Apologies % 
Attendance 

Months Absent 

A1 10 6 62.5% May, July, October 2010 
April, May, June 2011 

Group 
Average 

- - 84.0%  

 

Table 6.3: A1’s Level of Attendance at Profitnet Meetings 

 

A1 was subdued in comparison to most other members during meetings.  A1 asked 

few questions for clarification at the end of member’s sessions, while his suggestions 

noted in Table 6.4 focussed on areas such as tax planning, business contacts and 

marketing.  A1’s participation and previous comments regarding the profile of 

members being below expectations, suggest his participation did not materially 

improve his experiential learning.   

 

Date  A1’s Own 
Sessions 

No. of Questions to 
Others 

No. of Suggestions to 
others  

23/9/10 
 
25/11/10 
 
14/12/10 
 
27/1/11 
 
24/2/11 
 

AL 
 
- 
 
BP 
 
BPF 
 
- 

0 
 
0 
 
0 
 
2 
 
0 

3 
 
6 
 
3 
 
4 
 
6 

Total  2 22 

Key BP   = Business Plan                    AL    = Action Learning 
BPF = Business Plan Feedback   ALF  = Action Learning Feedback 
A1 sent apologies for 6 meetings during programme 

 

Table 6.4: A1’s Number of Interventions During Other Members’ Action 

Learning and Business Plan Sessions 
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Profitnet Plus members gave a brief Business Update at the start of each meeting 

and A1’s are detailed only where significant events or changes were noted in 

November 2010 and January 2011 in Table 6.5.  In both instances A1 mentioned his 

firm engaging their own external consultant to improve their strategy, management 

practices and business analysis.   

 

Table 6.5 confirms A1 raised one action learning session in September 2010 

regarding concerns about branding and marketing.  A1 received fifteen feedback 

suggestions but made no major organisational changes or innovations as a result 

and didn’t report back on progress. The Business Plan Presentation in December 

2010 raised organisational challenges his firm were encountering as a result of rapid 

growth: turning “lots of ideas” into effectively managed projects, capacity issues in 

workload and office space and how to manage the business more efficiently given all 

employees were solicitors and not managers.  At the end of his presentation A1 

asked the group for feedback on “How Do We Develop and Promote Online Legal 

Services?”  receiving twenty-six feedback suggestions. A1 did not detail any further 

changes from his original Business Plan presentation. During his second interview 

A1 said the group’s feedback had made him more confident in the area of online 

legal services. (A1/Int.2/L.226-231).  

  

Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

23/9/10  New Action Learning:  
A15(F) prompted and encouraged A1 
to take part in action learning.  A1’s 
issue centred on a recent unsuccessful 
pitch to a client where they had not 
liked the firm’s modern branding and 
less traditional approach.  Group gave 
A1 15 feedback suggestions offering  

None made.   
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

23/9/10 cont’d advice or their views on existing 
marketing, representing no major 
changes or innovations for A1’s firm.   

 

25/11/10  General Business Update:  
At the start of the meeting A1 said an 
employee had moved on and been 
replaced.  First mention that the firm 
had engaged their own external  
consultant to work 2 days a month on 
strategy and analysis.  No action 
learning issues raised.   

No feedback given on 
last month’s action 
learning.  

14/12/10  
 

Business Plan Presentation:  
Introduction: “We have got busier over 
last 3 years, less and less time to do 
project work and innovate and then 
implement as we are so busy.”  Said 
we meet as a team, “generate lots of 
ideas”, launch, but work on the next 
thing without evaluating the last 
project. 
SWOT/Strengths:  
Innovative place to work – discuss 
things at team meeting on Tuesday 
and enact them within a week.  Started 
business in recession, so have a low 
cost base. 
SWOT/Opportunities:  
New government legislation, other 
firms cutting back, online opportunities 
and quality staff available.    
SWOT/Threats:  
New market entrants, staff retention, 
being legally compliant.   
SWOT/Weaknesses:  
Close to capacity in workload and 
office space.  All managers are 
solicitors experiencing problems 
scaling up the business.  Transactional 
nature of income.  Need to work more 
efficiently and build more profit in. 
Projects:  
Develop online legal services, joint 
ventures with other professional firms, 
engaging new external consultant 2 
days a week to evaluate the business 
and help manage it.   
Key Question for Group:  
“How Do We Develop and Promote  

None made.   
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

14/12/10 cont’d Online Legal Services?” Group gave 
A1 26 feedback ideas re general 
approach and marketing suggestions 
on branding, service offering and 
monitoring competitor websites. 
Updating internal organisational 
processes to ensure compatibility for 
using off the shelf software. All building 
on A1’s original presentation.   

 

27/1/11 General Business Update:  
In general update session A1 said 
external consultant mentioned in last 
month’s Business Plan had started 
“and shaken us up”.  No action 
learning issues raised.   

Business Plan Feedback 
From Last Month:  
Colleagues supportive of 
group’s ideas re their 
website, just need to find 
time.  New external 
consultant started early 
January on daily rate ... 
attending board 
meetings to advise on 
management issues.   

24/2/11 None made.   None made.   

A1 absent from 
April 2011 
meeting due to 
pressure of  
work.   

None made at last three sessions due 
to A1’s absence.  On 26 May 2011 
A15(F) said A1 would be absent from 
remaining sessions due to work  
deadlines. 

None made due to A1’s 
absence.   

 

Table 6.5: A1’s Action Learning and Other Sessions Undertaken 

 

6.3.4 Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change 

and Innovation 

 

6.3.4.1 Personal Change  

 

At the start of Plus A1 welcomed personal change saying: “I like change in my life, I 

embrace it. I have gone through various careers and I suppose part of me came into 

law because...I like working in this way...I’d be surprised if this is my last career.” 
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(A1/Int.1/L.287-292).  A1 highlighted his motivational triggers for personal change 

explaining:  “once I become really fluent in what I am doing... the interest element 

goes to a certain degree ... I am not particularly bothered about money...it is not my 

driver...”. (A1/Int.1/L.296-302).  Despite this motivation for personal change A1 

encountered difficulties moving to his current firm describing the personal challenges 

undertaking business development as “one of the biggest changes I had in my 

professional life...”.  Previously A1’s “only business development work was the 

occasional lunch... [but now had] to go out there and bring the work in and get on 

with it...that was a massive change.” (A1/Int.1/L.240-248). 

 

At his first interview A1 believed his normal level of self confidence and action 

orientation meant sometimes he needed to be more reflective if he was not to have a 

negative impact on implementing organisational change and “the new ... challenges 

of managing people”.  A1 explained the issue: “I’m changing and that is great, but for 

trying to implement something, trying to manage people, obviously it is not 

appropriate...I’m quite impulsive and determined but I need to be a bit more reflective 

sometimes.” (A1/Int.1/L.305, 334-339). A1’s example was his firm’s weekly whole 

team meeting, where he sometimes felt “...let’s just do it, we don’t need to discuss 

this again...”.  (A1/Int.1/L.344-352). 

 

At the end of Plus A1 confirmed participation had developed his personal self 

confidence in the areas of: dealing with staff disciplinary issues, understanding his 

clients working in sectors similar to network colleagues and developing online legal 

services.  (A1/Int.2/L.205-254).  A1’s confidence with disciplinary issues improved 
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through the experiential learning and practical experience gained from members’ 

action learning:  

“I suppose the most obvious incident has recently been having a disciplinary 
issue.  I think before Profitnet I would have been very ill at ease participating 
in it or feeling comfortable with my role, [but] a lot of the action learning 
discussions are about managing employees and dealing with difficult issues, 
so that has been exceptionally useful.  I think prior to Profitnet I would have 
been less well equipped to deal with it.”  (A1/Int.2/L.205-213).   
 
 

Other examples of improved self confidence cited by A1 developed as his network 

was “very online marketing heavy ... and it has been useful to have that feedback ... 

it has given me confidence knowing a bit more about their business because a lot of 

my clients are from the same business and ... this latest project with ... online legal 

services.”  (A1/Int.2/L.226-231).   

 

Despite these personal changes A1 said they were not as significant as those in his 

previous Profitnet participation: “I found the first year of Profitnet quite marked ... I 

was ... much better at just consciously thinking about myself and being more 

reflective about what I was doing ... the first year was the bigger change in myself 

personally.”  (A1/Int.2/L.238-243).  A1 had used Plus “in a slightly different way 

[focussing] more on business change ... [not as] engaged with this group as I was 

the previous group ...”.  (A1/Int.2/L.247-252).   

 

A15(F) confirmed personal changes for A1 had been incremental, saying “personally 

I can’t see in what way A1 has grown ... his participation has increased gradually ... 

so maybe that is the thing he has got the most out of, is standing back from the 

business and identifying that ...”.  (A15/Int.2/L.126-130).  A16(PM) also had difficulty 

detecting personal changes: “he is quite quiet ... he does have fantastic expertise... 
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[but] you have to tease it out of him ...  I can’t actually judge whether A1 has 

developed ...”.  (A16/Int.2/L.306-312).   

 

6.3.4.2 Organisational Change 

 

At the start of Plus A1’s personal orientation to embrace change was matched by his 

firm’s approach to making organisational changes:  

 
“I think prior to starting Profitnet we were well geared up for change, we’ve got 
quite a dynamic kind of structure and we don’t have difficulty in coming to 
decisions and action. The weakness was we made a conscious decision not 
to get into debt and to run without overdraft...which in some ways slightly 
restricted growth...” (A1/Int.1/L.365-369). 
 
 

A1 argued “we are willing to have a go and try different approaches to marketing.” 

This was reflected in the firm’s ability to be innovative in their market positioning and 

segmentation, but also in their capacity and agility in making organisational changes 

as new ideas emerged. A1 cited the example of their “first student placement [who] 

did all the social media stuff which was fantastic... we don’t need to get in some ... 

consultants to tell us this is a good idea.” (A1/Int.1/L.374-383). 

 

The dramatic growth of the firm since launch meant it encountered difficulties and 

weaknesses in developing organisational change despite an openness to do so. A1 

described initial challenges in changing their organisational capabilities and 

capacities, with issues around staff retention, IT systems, time devoted to managing 

and communicating and developing routines and processes to handle increasing 

business volumes.  An example of this was they “recruited a couple of people that 

either didn’t fit the culture of the firm and were just wrong or fitted the culture but ... 
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were not willing to shift out of the comfort zone.” (A1/Int.1/ L.400-410). A1 found 

business growth meant “less time [for] their role as a director, plus service clients, 

plus come together as a group so communications are not compromised.” Pressures 

stemmed from the firm’s original “ethos” not to “have secretaries so we all manage 

our own diaries...emails...typing...”. (A1/Int.1/L.421-438). 

 

The major organisational change undertaken by A1’s firm during Plus centred on 

their recruitment of an external consultant to help with their business planning and 

evaluation.  Although A1 mentioned the consultant’s engagement in his Business 

Update in November 2010 and during his Business Plan presentation, the 

organisational changes involved were not discussed or developed with his network. 

A1 described the role of their external consultant “who is not a lawyer  [saying]  he 

helps us with adopting changes and making provision for them ... we have lots of 

ideas ... so the business planning ... rigour ... testing it ... allocating resources ... and 

then evaluating it has been really useful.”  (A1/Int.2/L.307-313).  A1 did not fully 

attribute the organisational change to Plus highlighting it emerged “from discussions 

in the boardroom ... the business plan before Profitnet [and] some company ideas... 

but certainly Profitnet has had an influence on each of them.”  (A1/Int.2/L.337-341).  

Discussing organisational changes from Plus A1 said “... there hasn’t been a lot 

directly ... on how I manage, how I work ... [but it] had an influence on each of them.”  

(A1/Int.2/L.330-331, L.340-341).   

 

A15(F) did not observe any organisational changes made by A1 saying “I don’t have 

the measure of him as I might have of others within that group.”  (A15/Int.2/L.352-

354).  A15(F) also said at A1’s firm she felt “he is also not really the decision maker 
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...”. (A15/Int.2/L.126-130). A16(PM) was also unable to identify organisational 

changes developed by A1.  (A16/Int.2/L.321-323, L.327-328).   

 

6.3.4.3 Innovation 

 

A1’s understanding of innovation was limited before joining the programme and is 

encapsulated here: 

“I suppose personally my idea of innovation was along the lines of invention ... 
innovation was some newness; it was producing an electric car or whatever... 
prior to joining Profitnet I just wasn’t interested in business structures, 
processes.” (A1/Int.1/L.527-537, L. 667-669). 
 

Although the firm’s previous innovation capability and capacities may not have been 

planned in advance but emergent, A1 argued in practice “this firm’s history of 

innovation is pretty good” citing incremental innovations prior to Plus as: 

 

 Position Innovation – external networking focus, market segmentation and 
market positioning in comparison to more traditional law firms 

 Process Innovation and change – weekly whole team meetings and lack of 
secretarial and administration functions producing low overheads 

 Product and Position Innovation – a periodic internal networking event for 
clients (A1/Int.1/L.567-652) 

 

Previous unsuccessful incremental innovations centred on product innovations and 

market positioning and attempts “to communicate some of our legal services...our 

employment Help Desk Scheme” and more traditional prospective clients had 

occasionally been deterred by the firm’s informal culture in dress code, first name 

terms and no secretaries.  (A1/Int.1/L.567-652).  Product innovations prior to Plus 

described by A1 as successful in attracting new clients were a free legal MOT and 

initial meeting and fixed rate fees thereafter. An unsuccessful radical innovation was 

developing their “biggest market venture” of creating a new large “multi-disciplinary 
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business of lawyers, accountants and business consultants” which was halted by the 

legal regulator.  (A1/Int.1/L.542-549, L.580-588).   

 

At the end of Plus A1 confirmed his personal understanding of innovation had not 

progressed significantly, but noted his original idea “innovation was along the lines of 

invention” had been refined so it was “more to do with the way things are...more sort 

of processes.” (A1/Int.1/L.527-537). A1 said network meetings had “been good for 

ideas and testing ideas” about online legal services, but no specific innovation 

capabilities or projects had been developed.  Apart from briefly testing A2’s software 

package, A1 had not collaborated with other members on innovation projects outside 

the network.  (A1/Int.2/L.544-555).  A15(F) and A16(PM) were unable to give 

examples of A1’s enhanced understanding or development of innovation.  

 

6.3.5 Links Between Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation and 

the Participant’s Innovation Journey Through the Programme  

 

A1 explained the Plus programme developed his personal self confidence in dealing 

with staff disciplinary issues, understanding his firm’s clients better and potential for 

online legal services.  Such personal changes had not led A1 to make organisational 

changes or innovations as a result.  

 

Despite not developing organisational changes and innovations in Plus, A1 did 

appreciate the opportunity for their development as a result of network participation:  

“I think once you have tested an idea in Profitnet then you have a bit more 
confidence to propose it and you have a bit more strength in your argument 
because ... you have done a special round of preparation before you bring it 
to the board ... or a group meeting ... [it] is a major plus ... having that kind of 
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asset to test it with people who are sophisticated, run their own businesses, it 
is rare you get that opportunity ... a proper objective take on it.”  
(A1/Int.2/L.370-375). 
  

 

6.3.6 Summary of Evidence for Case A1 

 

A Summary of Evidence for Case Study A1 is shown in Table 6.6 in  

Appendix I. 

 

6.4 Case Study A2  

 

6.4.1 Background Information for A2  

 

A2 was Managing Director of a number of businesses at the time of his first interview 

but questions focused on two businesses he was developing during his Plus 

participation.  A1’s original business specialised in the manufacture and supply of 

cables and the more recent enterprise was developing a new software accounting 

package primarily for SMEs.  (A2/Int.2/L.6-108).    

  

A2 has a varied background in business as a professional musician for the last  

forty two years, doing “lots of stuff and it all basically stemmed from my being a 

musician...”.  It led A2 into his “ first foray into business ... setting up an 

entertainment agency ... running a music shop ... been an author ...  technical author 

... computer programmer [and]... General Secretary of a National Trade Association.”  

(A2/Int.1/L.6-15).  A2 described the emergent way the manufacturing business was 

established in 1999 when a fellow musician said, “... look, you’ve got the skills, you 
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can build a website ... I’ll get loads of cables together and we will split the profit.”  Six 

weeks later his business partner left and A2 thought “well it’s only a few cables a 

week, I’ll just let it run and it kind of grew until it took over virtually everything I do.”  

(A2/Int.2/L.19-31).   

 

The cable business’s main market is business to business, with some dealings with 

the general public.  A2 argued the firm is unique as “we supply things that no one 

else can do ...” and even though the “vast majority” of the firm’s products are 

“bespoke work”, it carries “every mains cable in the world... which... you can’t get 

anywhere else in the UK.”  (A2/Int.2/L.130-146).  A2 discussed the technical nature 

of the firm’s capabilities and capacities noting he was “technically qualified [and] the 

main guys that work in the warehouse have been trained by us.” Highlighting the 

problems involved, A2 said his team “have a lot of knowledge ... but I am really the 

key technical person ... if I fell off the face of the earth there might be a problem or 

two ...”.  (A2/Int.1/L162-176).   

 

Questioned about challenges and opportunities facing the manufacturing business, 

A2 was concerned about stock levels and the impact of technical innovations on his 

customers.  A2 cited the example of a new “USB stick ... overnight the price 

collapsed ... if we had a huge stock we would have been in deep shtook.”  

(A2/Int.1/L.258-263).  Opportunities centred on customer service as “we will do one 

of something if that is what they want ... key for people who are doing design 

work...”.  (A2/Int.2/L.244-246).   
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The software firm was established in 2007 when A2 became frustrated with the 

accounting software for his manufacturing business.  A2 again describes the 

emergent nature of this business’s development saying he “... had computer 

software over the world running [his musical] agencies, we thought oh well, we’ll 

write a new one ourselves...a year later I’d joined Profitnet and they said, go back to 

the drawing board and start again.”  (A2/Int.1/L.52-56).  At the start of Plus, A2 said 

he was using it to push the business “forward and bringing the product to market.”  

(A2/Int.1/l.106-108).  A2 believed the product was unique as it “can include 

customised business functionality as well as the accounting ... it’s suitable to go from 

the window cleaner ... up to hundreds of users...”. (A2/Int.1/L.181-190).     

 

Opportunities for the software business were “a product that is better than anything 

else on the market, does things that other things can’t do and is sufficiently flexible.”  

Key challenges were the significant capability and agility pressures facing A2’s 

business: “...if one of the big companies really wanted ... they could throw a few 

million quid and fifty programmers at it and ...what it has taken us three years ... they 

might be able to do it as well, or possibly even better.”  (A2/Int.2/L.295-302).   

 

Table 6.7 summarises A2’s manufacturing and software businesses at the start and 

end of Plus covering his role, turnover and number of employees.  A2 noted the 

impact of the recession on manufacturing turnover and staff reductions through more 

efficient processes.  The business “built up to eleven staff and half a millionish 

turnover at which point the latest downturn started ... we are [now] down to four plus 

me and turnover is a quarter of a million or so.”  (A2/Int.2./L.35-37).  A2’s software 

business had no turnover “it is all paying out at the moment ... we are in the 
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development stage ...”.  Apart from A2 “one other developer” was working on the 

software and “he is very part-time but hugely highly qualified.”  (A2/Int.1/L.96).  

 

Case Study A2 Role Turnover Permanent 
Employees 

Employee 
Details 

At Start Managing 
Director 

£250,000 5 5 F/T 

Manufacturing 

Software 0 1 1 P/T 

At End Managing 
Director 

£300,000 3 3 F/T 

Manufacturing 

Software 0 1 1 P/T 

 

Table 6.7: Summary of Case Study A2’s Role, Turnover and Number of 

Employees at the Start and End of Profitnet Participation 

 

At the end of Plus manufacturing turnover had increased “up over £300,000 for the 

period” and employees had declined by two following a redundancy and resignation 

as “people were too limited in their abilities to change.”  (A2/Int.2/L.49-57, L.65-66, 

L.87-89).  The software business continued its testing phase with no turnover and 

one software developer.  (A2/Int.2/L.95-108).   

 

6.4.2 How A2 Felt About the Programme – Expectations and Experiences 

 

During his two interviews A2 described significant differences and benefits gained 

from Plus compared to his previous Profitnet participation and business networks he 

knew.  At the start of Plus A2 was a member of “a couple of business networking 

groups ... mainly [for] the insurance and legal cover ...”.  (A2/Int.1/L.589-593).  By the 

end of Plus, A2 was a member of two Chambers of Commerce and two sales referral 
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networks seeing them all as “sales related in one way of another.”  (A2/Int.2/L.495-

496).  A2 argued in business networks he could not discuss sensitive issues or 

“negatives or problems you are facing” as it might reflect poorly on your sales.  A2 

concluded “no other business networks compare with Profitnet Plus [and] the ability 

to know ... nothing is going outside the room ... to go over stuff you may not even 

think of talking about with other people ... without  people necessarily judging you [or] 

pinch[ing] ... your latest brilliant business idea ...”.  (A2/Int.2/L.485-493, L.470-476).   

 

A2 argued “the difference between Profitnet and Profitnet Plus is huge” seeing Plus 

as “far more valuable [due to] a lot of people with a lot of skills [and] views they are 

not afraid to put them forward ... enabl[ing] you to see things across a wider 

perspective.”  (A2/Int.2/L.286, L.300-310).  Superior feedback from Plus was due to 

members’ “overall skill set ... and attitude ... only people who really want to get 

ahead go for Plus ... people who ... didn’t really commit in Profitnet haven’t gone into 

Plus.”  (A2/Int.2/L.290-293).   

 

A2’s initial expectations for Plus were very limited and he joined as “I had nothing to 

lose ... other than my time, didn’t have particularly high expectations anyway ...”.  

Reflecting on his Plus experience, A2 had “found it useful so that is why I have 

continued all the way through.” A2 was hoping to have completed a greater “depth of 

work” on his software business, but was not possible as the network “generated 

more stuff we had to do before we could go forward ...”.  A2 had no “failed 

expectations or hopes ... it has been a really good experience overall.”  

(A2/Int.2/L.615-629).  
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A2 ranked structural elements of Plus important in developing change and innovation 

as Action Learning, Business Planning and lastly Creative Workshops.  A2 felt action 

learning was “one of the best bits” but acknowledged he “didn’t have to need” to 

raise issues himself.  (A2/Int.2/L.532-534).  A2 argued participating in other’s action 

learning developed his experiential learning and sense of sharing problems within 

the group: “it makes you think because you want to return some valuable input, 

people have been helping you, you want to help them ... that often helps you look at 

your own problems ...”.  (A2/Int.2/L.562-565).  A2 was critical of Business Planning, 

finding “it extremely difficult to do more than go through the process ... I see people 

... plucking figures out of the air ... I really struggle with that.”  (A2/Int.2/L.536-540).  

Some Creative Workshops were “fairly poor”, but A2 reflected they “gave me the 

opportunity to think about it again and take the views ... into consideration.”  

(A2/Int.2/L.521-526). 

 

A2 saw the strength of Plus compared to Profitnet was members tended not to be 

sole traders and had “a bit more get up and go” with more opportunities to “help 

them expand ...”.  (A2/Int.2/L.630-635).  Despite his “very strong group” weaknesses 

even in Plus were “people haven’t committed as they should ...”. (A2/Int.2/L.310-

315).   

 

6.4.2.1 Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Developing Personal and 

Organisational Change and Innovation  

 

The Plus Consultant supported A2 in personally changing by giving him a greater 

appreciation that he may not always be right which was one of A2’s initial personal 
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challenges.  A2 cited examples of working with the consultant on the Profitnet Plus 

Diagnostic Tool: “I rated myself high ... but when it was explained... and we reviewed 

those with my consultant ... I could see the difference ... we were able to get a more 

realistic view.”  It enabled A2 to realise “thinking I’m always right in everything is not 

always right” and the consultant placed him “in a more realistic position relative to 

where you thought you were.”  (A2/Int.2/L.362-375).  

 

A2 acknowledged he found completing the Business Plan template very frustrating, 

but had chosen his “consultant because he had run the previous Profitnet so he 

knew a lot about me and my business.”  A2 argued organisationally this “made it 

easier for [the consultant] to give really on the button suggestions and information”. 

(A2/Int.2/L.578-590).  A2 “chose a marketing based consultant simply because it is 

not something I am hugely good at.”  (A2/Int.2/L.576-577).  A2 provided examples of 

incremental marketing process innovations new to his firm developed as a result:  

“We did stuff about market segmentation and other stuff ... he came up with a 
pile of processes for us to go through which we have been doing ... like a full 
detailed evaluation of current competitors and competing products ... 
formalising it into an action to be taken forward, made it kind of clearer.”  
(A2/Int.2/L.599-604). 
  

 

Asked whether his relationship with the consultant would continue beyond Plus, A2 

said “I am sure the relationship will continue, but in what capacity I don’t know.”  

(A2/Int.2/L.608-609).  
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6.4.3 A2’s Participation in the Programme 

 

A1’s % attendance during the programme was above the group average shown in 

Table 6.8, missing only two meetings due to his wife’s medical condition.  

 

Participant Meetings 
Attended 

Apologies % 
Attendance 

Months 
Absent 

A2 14 2 87.5% October 2010 
May 2011  

Group 
Average 

- - 84.0%  

 

Table 6.8: A2’s Level of Attendance at Profitnet Meetings 

 

By his own admission A2’s participation and contribution to network meetings was 

not as strong on the Plus programme as it had been during his previous Profitnet 

participation. Initially A2 seemed overawed by the increased skill sets of his new 

group, but as his confidence grew, his participation started to improved. The 

contribution of Plus to any changes and innovations was difficult to gauge purely 

from analysis of his network participation. A2’s second interview confirmed he 

believed he had changed as a result of the network’s experiential learning process.  

 

Analysis of observational protocols in Table 6.9 shows A2’s network participation 

was the most subdued of the four case studies.  A2 asked other members only one 

question in their sessions in six observed meetings, although the number of 

suggestions gradually increased over the last three meetings. A view shared by 

A15(F). (A15/Int.2/L.133-137).  This is consistent with A2’s own self-awareness 

during his second interview: “in Profitnet I was certainly one of the ... biggest 
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contributors, in the new one I am one of the lowest contributors because there are so 

many other people with big skill sets ... [who] in some cases have more skills to offer 

than I do.”  (A2/Int.2/L.286-289).  Analysis of Table 6.9 indicates A2’s experiential 

learning from the group improved over time through the number of suggestions he 

made.    

 

Date  A2’s Own 
Sessions 

No. of Questions to 
Others 

No. of Suggestions to 
others  

22/7/10  
 
23/9/10  
 
25/11/10 
 
14/12/10 
 
27/1/11 
 
24/2/11 
 

- 
 
- 
 
- 
 
- 
 
- 
 
BPF 

0 
 
0 
 
0 
 
1 
 
0 
 
0 

1 
 
3 
 
2 
 
2 
 
3 
 
6 
 

Total  1 17 

Key BP   = Business Plan                    AL    = Action Learning 
BPF = Business Plan Feedback   ALF  = Action Learning Feedback 

 

Table 6.9: A2’s Number of Interventions During Other Members’ Action 

Learning and Business Plan Sessions 

 

Table 6.10 highlights A2’s confidence to participate started to increase after each 

member gave a session on their “Top Tips for 2011” in January 2011.  A2 suggested 

the group make three process innovations illustrating his depth of business 

knowledge to the group. A2’s session was well received by members with the only 

spontaneous round of applause.  
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A2’s Business Plan Update session in February 2011 focussed on his software 

business and the steps he was taking to launch it and several members, including 

A3, offered to help draw up a marketing plan to launch the product. A2 grew in 

confidence after the presentation, making six suggestions during other members’ 

sessions; the most interventions he had made.  By participating later in Plus A2 

limited the group’s ability to improve his new business and further develop his 

experiential learning.  

 

Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

22/7/10  None made.   None made.   

23/9/10  General Business Update 
At the start of the meeting A2 said he 
had presented the new software  
package to two government 
departments and A1’s legal firm.  A2 
had made an employee redundant in his 
manufacturing business.  A2 described 
the continuing medical problems of his 
partner.   
No action learning issues raised.   

None made.   

25/11/10 General Business Update  
A2 reported his manufacturing business 
had just filed their Annual Accounts and 
made a £30,000 profit for the first time in 
years.  A2 asked the group to email him 
potential new testers for his software 
package.   
No action learning issues raised.   

None made.  

14/12/10  None made.   None made.   

27/1/11 Group Session on Top Tips for 2011 
A2 suggested the group make three 
process innovations in: categorising          
their good and bad debt payers, 
surveying competitors' prices and 
streamlining processes in their despatch 
departments. 
Facilitator prompted A2 twice to raise 
action learning issues, but none raised.   

None made.   

24/2/11 Business Plan Feedback 
A2 presented his Business Plan update  

None made.   
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Date of 
Meeting 

 Issues Raised Feedback Sessions 

24/2/11 cont’d to the group following his initial 
presentation in June 2010.  Comments 
as follows re his software business: 
Developing Customers 
Clients are impressed with the product 
but nobody committing until product 
development finalised.   
Outsourcing Programming 
A2 having difficulty finding programmers 
and trainers who are good enough.  
Financing the Project 
Concerned SEEDA and Business Link 
disappearing who might have supported 
him in developing financial investment 
for the launch.   
Testing  
Companies testing the product often get 
deflected by other issues, so A2 still 
spending money with no financial return.   
Marketing Plan 
Seeking niche markets to launch his 
product in the first instance.  Still 
identifying particular segments.  “Not my 
area of expertise.”   
Conclusion 
Working hard to launch a basic version 
of the software at end of this quarter 
after three years of investment.  Group 
gave A2 29 feedback suggestions such 
as: stop testing and start selling, 
simplifying the product and how to 
undertake the launch.  Several ideas for 
product launch with A3 offering to help 
develop a marketing plan.   

 

 

Table 6.10: A2’s Action Learning and Other Sessions Undertaken 
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6.4.4 Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change 

and Innovation  

 

6.4.4.1 Personal Change  

 

At his first interview A2 was asked about personal challenges he had faced in his 

business prior to Plus and said these centred on changing his personal style and 

behaviours to interact more effectively and sensitively with his team, avoiding past 

staffing difficulties.  

 

A2 said “well change is always difficult”, and following the death of his mother he 

“had to move into employing people and that is a huge minefield and you learn a lot 

about it, but it cost me thousands...”.  A2 explained the business issues involved and 

the impact it had saying “we couldn’t get any replacement people... it took a lot of 

sorting out and getting to the current state ... where we have actually got a sensible 

team...that was awful to be honest.”  The entwined personal and organisational 

changes involved had a major impact on company stock levels and processes for 

some time as A2 was “still finding problems coming up with suppliers and customers 

... two years later ... that was absolute murder.” (A2/Int.1/L.333-351, L.364-369).   

 

A2 described how losing his mother had been a significant personal change for him 

as they were “very close [and] worked together all the time... that was a big hit for 

me.”  Losing such a relationship touched on issues of personal reflection, self 

confidence, skills development and loneliness at the start of Plus.  A2 said he “could 

always rely on her ... if I was wrong she would jolly well tell me ... then you get to a 
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situation when there is nobody to tell you when you are in the wrong and you need 

that sometimes.”  (A2/Int.1/L.374-382).   

 

Prior to Plus, A2 discussed his attitude to people and reflected on the need to 

personally change his behaviours and capabilities towards them.  A2 admitted “I do 

struggle even now with understanding that other people aren’t like me ... things for 

me are very black or white and I am quite happy to have an argument ... I don’t take 

it personally.”  A2 reflected on his relationship with two members of his team saying 

“trying to adjust myself to suit other people to get the best out of them I find really 

tough.”  A2 gave an example of looking at information on computer screens and how 

“other people will have to go through the screen five or six times before they get it.” 

(A2/Int.1/L.414-432,L.470-479).   

 

At his final interview A2 believed he had personally changed as a result of Plus as he 

had “been trying to adapt my personal style and the way I interact with other people 

to better suit their personalities rather than force mine on them”.  A2 acknowledged 

this was work in progress as “I still struggle with it but at least I recognise it and try.”  

(A2/Int.2/L.252-255).  A2 believed his Plus participation had been an “enabler” of the 

personal changes, citing as an example the experiential learning the network 

provided through “a wide range of people to interact with ... which helps you 

effectively practise your skills outside the work place by interacting with other people 

in the group.”  A key element of Plus was it is “an enabler for making you think... 

bringing other things ... to your attention, to other people’s point of view ...”.  This 

reflective process may explain A2’s initial lack of network participation as compared 

to Profitnet, Plus members had “big skill sets ... in some cases ... more skills to offer 
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than I do.”  (A2/Int.2/L.279-289).  A2 felt he developed personal changes as a result 

of “self confidence [and] reflective ability” supporting him “keep the motivation up” in 

developing his software business, as explaining the project to other people “helps 

me to see ... there is still light at the end of the tunnel.”  (A2/Int.2/L.328-341).  

 

A2 acknowledged the depth of personal support his network had given him during 

his partner’s illness with cancer, describing it as “quite amazing”.  A2 said “I was 

offered so much support ... knowing the support is there ... really helps when you are 

having to deal with something horrible ... run a business and do Profitnet ...”.  

(A2/Int.2/L.391-394).  

 

A15(F)’s view on A2’s personal changes was “he is not in the committing phase ... 

he is still exploring, he is still in his test phase really and he just needs to kick himself 

out of it ...”.  (A15/Int.2/L.130-133).  A15(F) believed his network participation 

developed during Plus saying “he participates more ... at the beginning he really 

didn’t say very much and couldn’t see ways ... he could contribute ... generally he 

has something to add.”  She suggested A2 had been learning despite an initial lack 

of participation saying “maybe he has been able to look at other people’s businesses 

and evaluated [them] so it has made him stand back a little ...”.  (A15/Int.2/L.133-

137).  A16(PM)’s view was A2 “has grown in stature through his advice.”  

(A16/Int.2/L.334-335).   
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6.4.4.2 Organisational Change 

 

A2 had experience of making successful planned organisational changes and 

improvements to his routines and processes prior to joining Plus, but created the 

sense such changes would have been more successful if he had been able to 

consider views other than his own and his behaviours towards people. In his 

manufacturing business A2 executed a large planned organisational change in 2007 

moving from several dispersed units in one town to purpose built premises on an 

industrial estate in another.  A2 explained “... we used to work out of my house which 

is on four floors with two outbuildings out the back and we took three lock ups rented 

from the council and spent our lives driving round ... picking up and dropping off 

boxes and not being able to find stuff.”  Moving the business “enabled us to have 

everything in one place, make it more efficient and enabled us to allow a little bit of 

further staff reduction.”  The business experienced several emergent organisational 

changes prior to Plus to develop growth, with A2 explaining  “... things like going 

from no staff ... up to eleven is a huge set of changes and it took a lot of work ... and 

it wasn’t always a raging success.”  (A2/Int.1/L.117-124) 

 

According to A2 the manufacturing business developed continuous organisational 

changes since its inception to “... instil new processes to trap idiocies”, citing the 

“example ... any order ... made by one person, cannot be tested by the same person 

... they will never be able to pick it and check it ... it eradicated wrong orders being 

sent to customers and errors on the stock inventory...”.  Such organisational changes 

and process innovations were “the sort of changes that growth brings... you have 
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more people to make mistakes...then you ... bring in new ways of stopping those 

mistakes happening ...”.  (A2/Int.1/L.537-572).   

 

In contrast, A2 said there had been only one major emergent organisational change 

since starting his new software business through recruiting a part-time programmer.  

It addressed skills development, capacity and capability issues as previously only A2 

was working on the project.  (A2/Int.1/L.486-496).  The testing phase of the software 

package prior to Plus was presenting organisational challenges and capacity issues 

in recruiting testers as “we’ve had a few testers... but... had to sack a load ... they 

weren’t actually using the product.”  A2 admitted part of the problem lay in his need 

to personally change: “we are going back to my people skills in a way, or lack 

thereof...  picking the right people is always difficult ... building a company ethos if 

you like.”  (A2/Int.1/L.571-576, L.525-527).   

 

At the end of Plus A2 confirmed the network “definitely” contributed to organisational 

changes “by enabling the effective review of current circumstances [so] it is easier to 

innovate and change.”  The level of support provided was high with members giving 

“free or reduced rate help and support to other members ...”.  (A2/Int.2/L.384-389).  

Asked to provide specific examples A2 said it had changed “the direction of the 

business ... the dumping of a business ... because it is loss making ...”.  

(A2/Int.2/L.422-424).  A2 had also “dumped a whole lot of responsibility [as] I was 

spread too thin ... so as well as dumping the [music] agency ... I was also General 

Secretary of a national trade body ... and I have dumped all that.”  It enabled A2 to 

“concentrate on dealing” with his remaining manufacturing and software businesses.  

(A2/Int.2/L.256-262). 



  

326 
 

A2 believed “input from the Profitnet people in things we are doing is helping to 

stimulate change and innovation.”  A2’s example of this was “changing the way we 

work to introduce more efficiency, to train people to do other work so we can reduce 

the number of staff ... to make a profit in difficult times.”  (A2/Int.2/L.424-432).  In 

connecting his personal and organisational changes A2 had “handled the 

redundancy” stemming from the efficiencies “far more sensitively” as a result of his 

Plus participation, “than I perhaps might have done.”  (A2/Int.2/L.456-458).  

 

A15(F) confirmed the organisational changes believing Plus “has given him some 

focus and some home truths about actually you just need to pull your finger out and 

get on with it ... so it has contributed to him being more focussed about what he is 

doing.”  (A15/Int.2/L349-352).  A16(PM) supported this in relation to A2’s 

manufacturing business because “he has had to make changes ... because clients 

have come and gone ... and different people have different product requirements.”  

(A16/Int.2/L.616-625).   

 

6.4.4.3 Innovation  

 

A2 described his firm’s approach and ability to manage innovation prior to joining 

Plus as they “were always doing innovation, but not doing it well ... we were having 

new products and new ideas, a lot of it was accidental and it was certainly not 

planned and ... managed...so the innovation thing is once you know the process it 

becomes easier... that’s the thing I find about external input...it forces you to think 

and makes a huge difference.” (A2/Int.1/L.664-671).   



  

327 
 

In his manufacturing business A2 described unsuccessful and successful 

innovations prior to Plus.  Two unsuccessful incremental process innovations both 

concerned his website, one being “a huge change” to its configuration and they 

“bought in ... a full time web designer and that cost piles of money.”  The second was 

a process innovation made to the website lowered their Google search rankings, so 

they “ripped it all out ...”.  A successful incremental process innovation occurred 

when “we discovered that we were spending 50% of our time on servicing customer 

orders for things for less than 5% of our total turnover and were losing money on 

every single ... transaction...” . Eventually a large carriage charge was imposed on 

small orders, and “that change enabled us to get rid of two members of staff... saved 

us money ... so that was a huge innovation we managed.”  (A2/Int.1/L.678-704).   

In his software business, A2 paid tribute to the feedback from the network at the start 

of Plus to recruit additional part-time programming support.   A2 argued his new 

“product would not be where it is without input from Profitnet because it was them 

who said go back ... and start again ... I would have struggled on trying to do it on my 

own and that’s a big innovation... because it cost me 25% of the company to get this 

person in ...”. (A2/Int.2/L.730-740).   

 

At the end of Plus A2’s knowledge of innovation had been developed by “having to 

go through lots of ... other people’s innovation and helping them to innovate in their 

businesses and hearing what everyone else is doing gives you a lot of insight into 

innovation.”  A2 felt this was important as “normally ... you are just struggling on your 

own bit [rather than] hearing how someone else dealt with the issue.”  Sharing the 

network’s knowledge of innovation increased A2’s capacity for innovation in 

developing his software business.  (A2/Int.2/L.704-709).   
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A2 confirmed Plus’s practical support in developing his product innovation as 

“several of the members have been working with [me] ... introducing me to people 

who may become users of the software ...”. (A2/Int.2/L.680-688).  Other Profitnet 

members outside his network not only acted as testers but also requested user 

innovations. A2 gave an example of a member requesting a link on the accounting 

package for an “online mapping service” as they operated a handyman business and 

wanted to see properties on Google Street View they were working on from their 

office.  The incremental product innovation was developed within twenty-four hours 

and the “quick innovation ... would never have occurred to me without the input of a 

Profitnet member.”  (A2/Int.2/L.729-741, L.748-753).  

 

6.4.5 Links Between Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation and 

the Participant’s Innovation Journey through the Programme  

 

Despite analysis of A2’s participation in the programme revealing he did not 

undertake any action learning sessions, other empirical evidence revealed A2 

personally changed his behaviours to interact more effectively with people and used 

the network’s experiential learning process and Plus consultant to develop other 

emergent and planned organisational changes and innovations.  A2’s case is an 

example where a lack of visible participation in action learning at network meetings 

does not indicate personal and organisational changes and innovations are not 

happening as a result in the micro-enterprise.  A2 was able to give examples of ways 

his innovation journey had been enabled by Plus in developing a series of new 

product and process innovations that were new to his firm. 
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6.4.6 Summary of Evidence for Case A2 

 

A summary of evidence for Case Study A2 is shown in Table 6.11 in  

Appendix I.   

 

6.5 Case Study A3 

 

6.5.1 Background Information for A3 

 

A3 established his enterprise as a sole trader in 2002 specialising in public relations 

and journalism.  A third stream had developed delivering training in media, public 

relations and communication skills.  Prior to this A3 had been a public relations 

director of a dot com start up and before that a journalist on radio and television 

news programmes.  (A3/Int.1/L.6-29).   

 

A3 believed his micro-enterprise was unique in the “combination [of] public relations 

and being an active journalist.”  A3 said his training business had developed 

“because I understand both what the journalist ... and the PR agency or client want 

out of the interview and that is a very unusual combination.”  (A3/Int.1/L.84-88).  

Determining which markets to address in each of these three strands was “one of the 

things I have struggled with and it’s one of the things I have used Profitnet for”.  A3’s 

PR work was in the cosmetic surgery sector and as a journalist for the gay and 

gardening press.  A3’s training market was diverse, spread over media and PR skills 

training.  (A3/Int.1/L.91-101).   
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Questioned about the challenges he was facing A3 mentioned his concerns 

surrounding his business capacities as a sole trader and his personal morale and 

motivation.  A3 felt “being a sole trader there is always going to be a very limited 

capacity.”  A greater challenge for A3 was “around motivation and enthusiasm, 

boredom actually... last year in particular I began to struggle when things went very 

quiet, I just wasn’t in the right place mentally ... to build for the future ...”.  

Opportunities centred on creating a new gardening products business and A3 

wanted “to start developing a whole new business idea ... really big challenges ... in 

terms of how I change” and hoped to use Profitnet Plus to “look into the whole 

business ...”.  (A3/Int.1/L.111-121).   

 

Table 6.12 shows at the start of Plus, A3’s turnover was £82,000, with previous 

years standing at £90,000 and £75,000 with declines caused by the recession.  A3 

said client’s budgets “completely dried up [and] a lot of journalists were made 

redundant ... so the freelance market became saturated.”  (A3/Int.1/L.44-46, L.54-

57).  By the end of Plus A3’s turnover had increased by “about 60%.”  (A3/Int.2/L.30-

32).  Throughout Plus A3 remained a sole trader as having previously employed two 

associates he “had no desire to employ people ... I am a good leader, I am not a 

good manager ... I know that much about myself ... I don’t want to employ people.”  

(A3/Int.1/L.72-77). 
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Case Study A3 Role Turnover Permanent 
Employees 

Employee 
Details 

At Start Director and Sole 
Trader  

 

£82,000 - 1 F/T  

At End Director and Sole 
Trader  

 

£131,200  - 1 F/T 

 

Table 6.12: Summary of Case Study A3’s Role, Turnover and Number of 

Employees at the Start and End of Profitnet Participation 

 

6.5.2 How A3 Felt About the Programme – Expectations and Experiences  

 

During his Plus participation A3 was a member of three business networks: a “gay 

high end” networking organisation, a business club and Chamber of Commerce.  A3 

saw Profitnet as “a business support network...it is not about networking, it is about 

business support and working closely with a small group of businesses ... the same 

group of people ... it is a structured environment.”  At other networks A3 argued 

everyone says “things are going really well ... whereas you can go to Profitnet and 

say I am having a really shit time.”  A3 believed there was an honesty in Plus not 

found elsewhere, and was for “businesses who are established and of a certain level 

of experience.”  (A3/Int.2/L.271-293,L.441-448).  

 

Asked to define his initial expectations for Plus A3 acknowledged these were not 

clear: “I am not sure I was looking for anything in particular because I didn’t really 

understand what it was.” (A3/Int.1/L.539-548).  A3’s limited expectations illustrate the 

initially emergent nature of subsequent changes and innovations.  At the end of Plus, 

A3 said having “a much stronger group [means] I really enjoy it ... I will miss it ... 
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when the group ends ... [appreciating the] strong personalities” and finding it “more 

engaging ... challenging and entertaining ... more fun.”  (A3/Int.2/L.433-452).   

 

A3 identified structural elements of Plus important in developing change and 

innovation, ranking them in order of effectiveness: Action Learning, Business 

Planning and Creative Workshops.  Action learning was “certainly the most important 

element because there is such scope for hearing from everybody else’s action 

learning ... has certainly been learning for me.”  (A3/Int.2/L.305-306).   A3 argued the 

wide scope of the Business Planning presentation meant feedback was not as 

focussed as in action learning.  (A3/Int.2/L.325-330). Creative Workshop content was 

too generalised with not enough time allowed and difficulties finding “topics the 

whole group are interested in.”  (A3/Int.2/L.336 -343).  

 

A3 said Plus strengths were “the ability to go and say help ... I’ve got a problem and 

immediately get feedback and support”, meeting people with similar business 

experience and making contact with businesses outside Brighton.  A3 argued the 

facilitator “makes it work ... you have to have somebody in control ... otherwise it just 

becomes a free for all and certain characters dominate.”  (A3/Int.2/L.456-464, L.475-

483).  Weaknesses centred on “limited time” for meetings which were “sometimes 

too structured”.  (A3/Int.2/L.465-470).  
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6.5.2.1 Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Developing Personal and 

Organisational Change and Innovation 

 

A3 confirmed the Plus consultant supported him in developing a “whole new 

business idea,” but felt the structure of the consultancy process could be improved.  

A3’s first meeting with the consultant “certainly contributed [to] a whole new business 

idea ... he was really really positive.”  (A3/Int.2/L.399-401).  Asked what part the 

consultant played, A3 said “he just prodded me I think ... asked the right questions 

and talked to me about what was firing me up.”  A3 believed without the consultant’s 

support his innovation would “probably” not have developed “in the form it did ... I am 

not sure I would have seen it as doable as a realistic idea had I just come up with it 

sat at my kitchen table.”  (A3/Int.2/L.418-426).  At their second meeting the 

consultant “was much more questioning and critical which at the time was a bit hard 

to take”. A3 acknowledged this “was exactly the right thing” as he was “just getting 

carried away with the whole thing.” In contrast the consultant wanted “to get to the 

nitty gritty.”  (A3/Int.2/L.401-405).  

 

A3 “struggled” with the format of the consultancy process as “two two hour sessions 

... four or five months apart ... is very hard.”  A3 did not know the consultant well “so 

you spend half that time building up rapport and catching up and just sharing enough 

knowledge ... to have a structured conversation.”  (A3/Int.2/L.312-316).  The format 

meant A3 found it difficult to decide on his business model and whether he was 

commissioning, manufacturing or importing his garden products and it was “too big a 

question” for action learning. A3 suggested the consultancy process would be 
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improved by meeting the consultant for “an hour a month for five months ...”.  

(A3/Int.2/L.408-414).   

 

6.5.3 A3’s Participation in the Programme 

 

A3 displayed a high motivation to participate in Plus, missing only one network 

meeting.  A3’s personal attendance rate in Table 6.13 was well above the group 

average. 

 

Participant Meetings 
Attended 

Apologies % 
Attendance 

Months Absent 

A3 15 1 93.4% September 
2010 

Group 
Average 

- - 84.0%   

 

Table 6.13: A3’s Level of Attendance at Profitnet Meetings 

 

Table 6.14 shows A3’s participation in the network was consistently strong, asking 

questions and making numerous suggestions, indicating a potentially high level of 

experiential learning. 

 

Table 6.15 shows A3 used the network to undertake business planning, action 

learning and feedback at virtually every observed meeting.  At his Business Plan 

presentation in July 2010, A3 asked his group for feedback about his existing firm 

and the new business idea for garden products developed with his consultant.     
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Date  A3’s Own 
Sessions 

No. of Questions to 
Others 

No. of Suggestions to 
others  

22/7/10 
 
28/10/10 
 
25/11/10 
 
14/12/10 
 
27/1/11 
 
24/2/11 
 
26/5/11 
 

BP 
 
BPF/AL 
 
ALF 
 
AL 
 
ALF 
 
BPF 
 
- 

0   
 
2 
 
2 
 
1 
 
1 
 
2 
 
4 

2 
 
7 
 
8 
 
6 
 
4 
 
6 
 
7 

Total   12 
 

40 

Key BP   = Business Plan                       AL = Action Learning  
BPF = Business Plan Feedback    ALF = Action Learning Feedback  

 

Table 6.14: A3’s Number of Interventions During Other Members’ Action 

Learning and Business Plan Sessions 

 

Feedback mostly focussed on his existing business’s marketing, pricing and whether 

to re-name it and suggestions for the new firm centred on a smaller number of 

product ideas.  Subsequent action learning sessions were devoted to the 

development of both businesses.   

 

At his Business Plan feedback session in February 2011, A3 highlighted some of the 

difficulties he was having in developing both businesses with the capacity issues of a 

sole trader.  A3’s questions for the group were devoted to the most appropriate 

business model for his new firm.   

 

 



  

336 
 

Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

22/7/10  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Business Plan Presentation 
A3 presented his Business Plan to 
the group outlining his Key 
Question at the start: “Do I change 
my business name refocusing the 
current business to concentrate on 
training and developing a new 
business idea?” 
Introduction  
Turnover about £75K and business 
split PR 62%, Training 18% and 
Journalism and Presenting 20%. 
SWOT Analysis – Strengths  
Background, experience, lean 
operation and good customer care. 
SWOT Analysis – Weaknesses 
One person business, low capacity 
... bored with current offering, no 
marketing except networking, web 
site shocking, but kept myself in 
work over 8 years. 
SWOT Analysis – Opportunities  
Developed PR and training – 
perhaps I should put my prices up? 
SWOT Analysis – Threats 
Redundancies producing lots of 
new competitors and clients’ 
budgets being cut.  No continual 
personal development for himself. 
The Major Projects 
Existing Business = re-brand or not 
– develop web site – draw up 
training packages.   
New Business = Develop plan for  
online/mail order gardening 
business – gap in market for mid 
price ornaments – need to 
research mail order set up, get 
trained on web, write business 
plan, test on EBay, get finance and 
research suppliers.   
Group Feedback  
Group gave A3 41 feedback 
suggestions.  Group’s main focus 
was on marketing and pricing 
suggestions for his existing 
business and whether to re-name 
it.  Group voted 8 to 3 to keep his  

None made.   
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 

 

Feedback Sessions 

22/7/10 cont’d existing brand name. Some 
product ideas mentioned for his 
new business.     

 

28/10/10  General Business Update 
Up and down business wise, 
recently lost a monthly journalism 
contract and agency client 
reducing work.  Cash flow meant 
not enough funds to re-vamp web 
site.   
New Action Learning 
A3’s issue: Redundancies are 
growing.  How do I sell a course for 
those impacted on presentation 
skills and making a good first 
impression?  Group gave A3 10 
generally negative suggestions re 
how he might build on the existing 
idea of targeting intermediary 
organisations who interface with 
redundant staff.   

Business Plan Feedback 
From July Meeting 
No money currently to 
change his existing business 
name to his personal name.  
A3 had not developed ideas 
re training course packages 
yet.  New Gardening 
Business: A12 had  
expressed an interest in 
being a business partner.  
Met A8 to gain her ideas re 
mail order and regulations.   

25/11/10 None made. Action Learning Feedback 
from Last Month 
Re redundancy training for 
those concerned – had 
focussed on CV writing, but 
not much work done.  A3 still 
needed to do agreed actions 
and see A10 for one to one 
feedback.   

14/12/10 New Action Learning Re new 
gardening business idea – will 
come back to group in New Year 
about this.   
A3’s Issue: Should I start blogging 
about it to potential customers on 
setting it up?   Group gave A3 10 
feedback suggestions.  One 
member was against doing it – 
other suggestions were how to 
develop A3’s approach to blogging 
with new groups and other social 
media.   

None made.   

27/1/11 None made.   Action Learning Feedback 
From Last Month 
Re blogging new gardening 
business.  A3 hadn’t enacted 



  

338 
 

Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 

 

Feedback Sessions 

27/1/11 cont’d  suggestions because current 
business going well and 
focussing on that.  Meeting a 
good contact tomorrow re 
the new idea.   

24/2/11 Business Plan Feedback 
A3 presented his Business Plan 
update following his initial 
presentation in July 2010. 
Update on Projects from July 2010 
Existing Business: Now keeping 
both existing brands, tendering his 
web site with 40 potential providers 
to update it.  Developing his 
training business and slowly 
getting new clients.  Developed 
first PR training course but poor 
client response.  Generally PR 
stream very busy.   
New Gardening Business:  
Developed a working name and 
bought web URLs.  Talking to A8 
and A12 for their expertise re mail 
order and funding.   Despatch will 
be out sourced.  Starting to look at 
new product ranges.   
Business Model: Looking at 
whether to be an agent, 
commission or licence the product 
range.  
Feedback Needed From Group: 
What do I do next?  How do I 
decide on a business model?  Do I 
need a retail partner?  Should I 
seek finance or self-fund?   
How do I develop the new 
business while running the existing 
one?  Group gave A3 31 feedback 
suggestions.  Most of the feedback 
suggestions centred on initial 
name, approach to up market 
product range, pricing and danger 
of not managing his business well.   

None made. 

26/5/11  New Action Learning 
A3 requested a new action 
learning session at the start of the 
meeting as he had so much going 
on and needed it for clarity.   

None made.   
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 

 

Feedback Sessions 

26/5/11 cont’d Unfortunately the meeting ran out 
of time for A3’s session.   

 

 

Table 6.15: A3’s Action Learning and Other Sessions Undertaken 

 

6.5.4 Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change 

and Innovation  

 

6.5.4.1 Personal Change  

 

A3 described a range of personal change challenges he encountered in establishing 

his business prior to his Plus participation.  A3 was made redundant from his 

previous dot com employer and no other permanent employment was available at 

A3’s previous seniority so “it was not a conscious decision to go freelance ... in 

2002”.  (A3/Int.1/L.11-14).  A3 felt this “was a real challenge [as he] wasn’t actually 

terribly interested in running my own business.”  It was difficult for A3 to establish his 

firm as he had no previous experience in business and business support for sole 

traders was weak. (A3/Int.1/L.152-157). 

 

The lack of support meant A2 “got very lonely ... and could go for two or three days 

without seeing anybody ... purely talking to people on the phone.”  A3 found this a 

“real issue” and addressed it by “finding business events to go to ... finding ways of 

working with people ... making sure I was getting out ...”.  (A3/Int.1/L.161- 168).  A3’s 

motivation was “... purely generating cash, rather than something I value ... can grow 

and enjoy and build.”  (A3/Int.1/L.180-185).  At “other times” A3 asked himself “how 



  

340 
 

can I build my own self confidence and my skills ...”.  (A3/Int.1/L.191-193).  A3 

argued an “awful lot of people in Brighton ... lack self confidence to really get out 

there and promote their businesses ... and see Brighton as their ... market.”  

(A3/Int.1/L.247-256). 

   

At the end of Plus A3 believed he was “certainly ... much more willing to think about 

running a larger organisation than ... ever before”. A3 attributed the change to 

benchmarking himself against network members as this year: “it is full of people who 

are running slightly larger businesses, whereas previous groups ... have been mainly 

sole traders.”  It enabled A3 to “look at other people who are succeeding to a greater 

or lesser extent ... it certainly encouraged me to think bigger.”  (A3/Int.2/L.81-89). 

 

A3 explained “on a personal level [participation] has encouraged me to detach 

myself from the business and view it more critically.”  A3 gave an example of the way 

critical reflection takes place during meetings saying “there are almost times when I 

sit and do action learning on my own if you like and generate ideas and things like 

that.”  (A3/Int.2/L.107-115).  The network contributed to A3’s reflective process: “it is 

a really useful way to step back and look at the business just for half a day a month.”  

(A3/Int.2/L.597-598). 

 

Benchmarking himself against others A3 noticed “there are two or three people who 

are very good at listening ... then moving the discussion forward by picking up on 

several people’s points.”  A3 had “tried to do this as well rather than just coming up 

with this idea, that idea ... I am probably less talkative than I was.”  Despite high 
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levels of participation during observations, A3’s interventions never dominated 

discussions.  (A3/Int.2/L.122-128). 

 

Given his previous loneliness as a sole trader, A3 believed Plus has been “a huge 

support network ... through action learning there is the opportunity for people to say I 

need help” particularly when in business “we are constantly encouraged to say I am 

really successful.”  (A3/Int.2/L.140-150).  Social benefits of participation for A3 were 

“I have made friends out of it ... the sessions are a lot of fun, there is a lot of laughter 

... as the year progresses, as the group gels and bonds.”  (A3/Int.2/L.599-602). 

 

A15(F) and A16(PM) commented on any personal changes they had seen A3 

develop.  A15(F) said past discussions had taken place regarding “A3’s personal 

survival ... at the ...middle of last year in the programme ... what he gets out of the 

group ... is a reality check and ... honest constructive support ... he is one of the first 

to offer people support so I suspect that is reciprocated.”  (A15/Int.2/L.140-145).  

A16(PM) thought A3 “is a very confident member ... I don’t think you could grow A3 

personally actually” which was contrary to A3’s deeper reflections in both interviews 

regarding his initial personal change challenges.  

 

6.5.4.2 Organisational Change 

 

Before joining the programme A3 felt he “had fallen into losing sight of ... how I could 

grow the business ... I wasn’t good at looking for new opportunities.”  A2 had “got 

very set” in his thinking believing the narrower his product niche the more money he 

would make. (A3/Int.1/L.293-305).  A3 noted challenges in keeping the business 
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going against stepping back and thinking about its future: “I think it is tough when 

you are a sole trader, the capacity to make changes, all you do is service clients the 

whole time ... and it’s finding the capacity to step outside ... and think about what is 

best for the business.”  One of his “weaknesses [was] not always thinking ahead” so 

when busy periods ended he “hadn’t done any business development ... that sort of 

organisational stuff is tough.”  (A3/Int.1/L.324-337).  

 

The “biggest organisational change” before Plus for A3 was engaging two associate 

members of staff and at the time it “would have been a God send to have someone I 

could actually go to and say help ... I had never written a contract  ... never 

negotiated one ... because it all ended up going pear shaped.”  A3 explained it would 

have been useful to have Plus then “for feedback on a specific problem.”  

(A3/Int.1/L.317-323).  

 

The planned organisational change of becoming a limited company was managed by 

A3’s accountant and “the bigger change is going VAT registered”  and 

“psychologically” focussed A3 on how “I managed finances and ... cash flow and 

things.”  (A3/Int.1/L.350-354).  It meant he “felt like a proper business, not just ... a 

freelancer ... I had financial responsibilities and I had to manage.”  (A3/Int.1/L.379-

388).   

 

At his second interview at the end of Plus, A3 believed participation had led him to 

consider a “huge” planned organisational change in developing a completely new 

business in a new product area with the support of his Plus consultant and network.  

A3 said Plus “influenced me by showing me examples of other businesses that are 
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succeeding at a larger level than my own, where previously I tended to be 

surrounded by other freelancers and sole traders.”  Additionally his group provided “a 

resource to go back to say, help me through each step of that growth ... like ... a 

Board of Directors ... to guide ... support ... to check up.”  (A3/Int.2/L.166-177).   

 

A3’s plans to broaden his existing business offer to include media training were 

discussed and developed during business planning and “was partially financially 

driven because last year was very quiet.”  The work developed following an 

approach from a Profitnet member in another network after A3 delivered a creative 

workshop and since broadening his offering the client is “probably the main plank of 

my business working strategy at the moment.”  (A3/Int.2/L.188-202).  

 

A15(F)  observed A3 making organisational changes to develop his existing 

business saying “I think he had started to lose sight of where he was at and where 

he was going, he has reverted to strength ... what he knows he is very good at ...”.  

(A15/Int.2/L.347-349).  A16(PM) commented on organisational changes raised by A3 

in action learning, highlighting “one of the things A3 is keen on ... is to change the 

name of his company and the group were completely split on that ... he decided to 

stay as he is.”  A16(PM) also mentioned A3 putting his website out to tender and 

“that is now happening.”  (A16/Int.2/L.631-635).  

 

6.5.4.3 Innovation 

 

Before joining Plus A3 described his weak innovation capabilities saying “I don’t think 

I really understood innovation before I joined ... I can’t say it was something I was 
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struggling with, because it was something I didn’t even know I had to do.”  A3 said 

he “always assumed that innovation had to be an invention.”  (A3/Int.1/L.608-615).  

A3 believed since those days “Profitnet had really worked for me” developing his 

understanding of “Big I” and “Little I” innovation. (A3/Int.1/L.654-660).  

 

Unsuccessful innovations undertaken by A3 prior to Plus were trying to develop two 

incremental product innovations in developing cosmetic surgery PR in Brighton 

instead of London and undertaking PR for businesses wanting “to exploit the gay 

market.”  A3 had used software products for a process innovation to try and manage 

his time more effectively to avoid “procrastination [and] being distracted very easily” 

when he had conflicting PR and press deadlines.  A3 confirmed this was something 

“I have tried and failed to introduce innovation on.”  (A3/Int.1/L.676-680, L.685-705, 

L.717-718).   

 

At his second interview A3 confirmed his new firm and product innovation came from 

his Plus participation and work with the consultant, saying “it is 100% Profitnet 

because it came out of my sessions with the business consultant ... that is absolutely 

Profitnet.”  However, running one business and developing another was leading to 

capacity issues for A3 in developing the innovation: “I am actually at capacity with 

client work, so finding the capacity to develop new business or ... planning for 

organisational change I find really problematic ...”. A3 said “I think I actively need to 

start looking for a business partner if I am to grow the PR ... or new business”,  and 

was a result of A3’s earlier personal change from Plus, of being more confident and 

prepared to recruit new staff to develop his innovation.  (A3/Int.2/L.219-220, L.236-

239, L.258-259). 
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A3 argued Plus widened his definition of innovation saying “I had always associated 

the word innovation with [being] entrepreneurial and a new product or service, so the 

idea that innovation can be in process as well as product was quite important for 

me.”  A3 believed larger innovations would take “time to develop...” and it may not be 

possible to create new “business in sixteen months of Plus”.  (A3/Int.2/L.540-543, 

L.560-565).  

 

Asked for examples of other innovations introduced during Plus A3 said the network 

“made me much more aware of the need for a website that was working more 

effectively... it certainly guided me through the process of tendering for a new 

website ...”. (A3/Int.2/L.572-574).  A3 confirmed he also “met with most of the group 

members ... outside the meeting” to talk about projects “or potentially working 

together.”  A3 cited as an example talking to several members about “the way they 

present their businesses [giving them] more tailored advice”.  (A3/Int.2/L.514-520).   

 

Both A16(PM) and A15(F) had observed A3’s new business and product innovation 

develop during Plus.  (A16/Int.2/L.342-346; A15/Int.2/L.137-140).  A16(PM)  stressed 

A3 was “always very giving in his support and really works quite a lot with other 

members of the group.”  (A16/Int.2/L.340-341).   

 

6.5.5 Links Between Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation and 

the Participant’s Innovation Journey through the Programme  

 

Asked to describe links between personal and organisational change A3 found this 

hard to assess because as a “one person organisation it is very difficult to define 
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where I have made personal change into organisational change ... and that is as 

much about the nature of my organisation as anything else.”  (A3/Int.2/L.2498-252). 

 

A3 used the learning network and combination of his active participation in the 

experiential learning process with Plus members, action learning and the Plus 

consultant to develop both his existing and new business.  The support of his group 

and A3’s ability to benchmark himself against other members and critically reflect on 

his own business enabled A3 to develop the new media training business and 

organisationally change his existing firm.  During Plus A3 broadened his 

understanding and definition of innovation and the network helped A3 develop an 

incremental marketing innovation new to his firm in using a tendering process to 

improve his website.  The Plus consultant’s work with A3 initiated the development of 

a new business and product innovation in a completely different area to his existing 

business.  Even though the innovation had not been completed it is classified as one 

according to the OECD’s (2005, p.59) definition as “innovation activities in the period 

under review without having actually implemented [the] innovation ... [being] 

ongoing, for work in progress”. The product innovation is so totally different to A3’s 

existing business it could be termed radical even if similar gardening products are 

available elsewhere and categorised by Francis and Bessant (2005, p.179) as a 

“product/service innovation [and] change in what is offered.”  If developed to 

completion, A3 may find the innovation so personally radical it becomes an example 

of Francis and Bessant’s (2005, pp.176-177) paradigm innovation. 
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6.5.6 Summary of Evidence for Case A3 

 

A summary of evidence for Case Study A3 is shown in Table 6.16 in Appendix I.   

 

6.6 Case Study A4 

 

6.6.1 Background Information for A4 

 

A4 and his business partner are founding directors of their firm which designs 

websites and builds bespoke software.  The two friends established the business in 

2004 and it became a limited company in 2008.  Previously A4 had been technical 

director of another software company but left when he “thought I could do a better 

job running a similar business.”  A4 described the emergent way his firm was 

established saying “a friend of mine was in the industry ... so we both thought why 

don’t we just start our own business together?”  After leaving university A4 initially 

considered an academic career having completed a PhD in Physics but realised “I 

love the technical challenge ... life as an academic was not suited to me ... I quite like 

short term [projects] with quick rewards.”  (A4/Int.1/L.8-27).  

 

Asked about his firm’s main market and uniqueness A4 said “this is the problem we 

are trying to tackle at the moment, trying to define our market.”  A4 confirmed most 

of their business “comes from SMEs or start ups”, but had not focussed on particular 

sectors as “the service we offer can be transferred to any business that wants to get 

online.”  Services include designing websites, building online commerce systems, 

customer relations management and other bespoke software.  A4’s firm was unique 
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from “our approach... we are keen on making things very simple.”  In their customer 

relationships A4 argued they were “very honest ... understanding their requirements 

... questioning their reservations for the business ... [supported by their] key unique 

selling point ... that my partner and I have very complimentary skills.”  A4 covers 

development programming and his partner the design element: “we look at solutions 

in a very holistic way.”  (A4/Int.1/L.61-79).  

 

Opportunities for the firm centred on “looking to grow and take advantage of the 

rapidly changing technological environment, web industry and business online” as 

A4 felt they were “small, lean and agile” and responsive to customers’  “changing 

requirements”.  A4 defined challenges as “trying to grow, trying to build a sustainable 

model of growth, defining ourselves [and] selling our unique selling points ... [and] 

putting together long and short term strategies.”  (A4/Int.1/L.84-90).  

 

At the start of Plus A4’s firm turnover was £120,000 having grown from £80,000 to 

£100,000 over previous years.  The number of employees had been increased by a 

new programmer making a total of three.  (A4/Int.1/L.33-35).  By the end of Plus 

turnover had grown to £150,000 and number of employees risen to four as they were 

“picking up quite a lot more work”.  The new employee gave A4 more time to develop 

new business, but meant they were “less flexible with regards to cash flow ... do[ing] 

more planning and looking further ahead.”  (A3/Int.2/L.14-16, L.33-35, L.55-58).  

Table 6.17 summarises the position before and after Plus.  
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Case Study A4 Role Turnover Permanent 
Employees 

Employee 
Details 

At Start Director  
 

£120,000  3 3 F/T 

At End Director  
 

£150,000  4 4 F/T 

 

Table 6.17: Summary of Case Study A4’s Role, Turnover and Number of 

Employees at the Start and End of Profitnet Participation 

 

6.6.2 How A4 Felt About the Programme – Expectations and Experiences 

 

Comparing Plus to business networks he knew A4 said they had been in the 

Chamber of Commerce, but had left as “we didn’t find it useful ... we are not very 

good networking type people ... we don’t like serial networking events held in 

Brighton ... you meet the same people again and again ... talking about the same 

stuff.”  (A4/Int.1/L.218-222).  At his final interview A4 had not joined a business 

network arguing “Profitnet has its definite advantages, mainly down to the 

consistency of contact ... getting together with the same group ... you can develop 

trust and friendship.”  Plus participation led A4 to adopt “a different view of how to 

tackle networking events ... and will probably seek out more events that I will enjoy... 

[it has] given us more awareness of what groups are out there.”  (A4/Int.2/l.225-237, 

L245-246).   

 

A4 had few expectations for Plus at the start, confirming he “didn’t really have any 

expectations when we started off ... it was an experiment in networking because we 

are not very good at it.”  A4 hoped it “might spur us into action because we were 

promising to do things for other people rather than just ourselves ... it is a useful 
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framework.”  (A4/Int.1/L.237-243).  On concluding Plus A4 said “it has in a sense 

exceeded my expectations ... I got a lot more out of it than I thought I would.”  A4 

made comparisons between Profitnet and Profitnet Plus, arguing Plus “was definitely 

a better experience ... the group dynamic was better ... I got more information, I 

learnt more, I progressed more, I developed my ideas a bit more ...”.  

(A4/Int.2/L.289-298).   

 

A4 ranked structural elements of Plus important in developing change and 

innovation, with Action Learning first, followed by Business Planning and Creative 

Workshops.  A4 found action learning “the most useful part, being able to discuss 

ideas and get feedback ... about how these changes went.”  (A4/Int.2/L.254-256).  

Business Planning helped “clarify your own ideas and also learn how other people 

try to run their businesses” while Creative Workshops needed “better quality 

speakers [and] more discussion ...”. (A4/Int.2./L.320-322, L.304-306).   

 

The strengths and weaknesses of the programme for A4 were action learning and 

the creative workshops respectively.  Another strength was being able to “discuss 

things openly with people you think are respectful and also want to discuss things 

openly... to be able to say something without feeling stupid or judged and keeping 

things within the group.”  (A4/Int.2/L.406-410).   

 

6.6.2.1 Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Developing Personal and 

Organisational Change and Innovation  

 

A4 reflected “I don’t feel I can describe any benefit in having the consultant”  
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explaining “the process of talking to the consultant and identifying opportunities for 

change ... I didn’t think it was particularly useful.”  A4 said the “process ... made us 

think of ... areas that we should be focussing on or concentrating on [but couldn’t] 

think of anything the consultant did that made me think this was a very good 

opportunity.”  (A4/Int.2/L.272-277).  

 

6.6.3 A4’s Participation in the Programme 

 

A4 was highly motivated to participate in the network, maintaining 100% attendance 

throughout Plus in Table 6.18.  

 

Participant Meetings 
Attended 

Apologies % 
Attendance 

Months 
Absent 

A4 16 0 100% NIL  

Group 
Average 

   
84.0%  

 

 

Table 6.18: A4’s Level of Attendance at Profitnet Meetings 

 

In Table 6.19 A4’s level of participation and experiential learning from his interaction 

with other members was high, making the most interventions of all four case studies.  

A4 averaged three questions and eight suggestions at each meeting and in February 

2011 asked five questions and made thirteen suggestions.  This combined with A4’s 

multiple action learning sessions at some meetings shows his high engagement with 

the network’s learning process, entering the learning cycle with ease.   
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Date  A4’s Own 
Sessions 

No. of Questions to 
Others 

No. of Suggestions to 
others  

22/7/10  
 
23/9/10  
 
28/10/10 
 
25/11/10  
 
14/12/10  
 
27/1/11 
 
24/2/11 
 
26/5/11 
 

BP 
 
BPF 
 
AL 
 
ALF/AL x 2  
 
ALF 
 
- 
 
- 
 
ALF/AL 
 

1 
 
2 
 
1 
 
4 
 
5 
 
5 
 
5 
 
5 

2 
 
10 
 
7 
 
10 
 
9 
 
7 
 
13 
 
7 
 

Total  28 
 

65 
 

Key BP   = Business Plan                    AL    = Action Learning 
BPF = Business Plan Feedback   ALF  = Action Learning Feedback 

 

Table 6.19: A4’s Number of Interventions During Other Members’ Action 

Learning and Business Plan Sessions 

 

The number and focus of A4’s action learning and feedback sessions are analysed 

in Table 6.20.  A4 presented his Business Plan in July 2010, confirming the capacity 

issues in dealing with current workload, no marketing plans or financial forecasts and 

the founding partners were not great networkers.  A4 identified innovation 

opportunities as building a marketing and financial strategy, developing a project 

handbook and technology partnerships.  The group gave A4 forty-one feedback 

suggestions. Two members felt A4 limited his capacity for change by excluding new 

ideas or had already decided not to follow up on suggestions as they were not 

completely compatible with how A4 and his partner wanted to run the business.  A4 

reported on progress with his Business Plan in September 2010, and having 
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reflected on the changes, was finding them personally uncomfortable: “we want to be 

designers not business owners ... become a growing business, but needs to tie in 

with our personalities, so thinking about that ...”.  (Observational Protocol, Profitnet 

Plus Group A, September 2010). 

 

A4’s action learning sessions exposed issues he was encountering in managing his 

firm’s capacities and projects.  The network provided strong support with his 

marketing and financial projects following his Business Plan and although he met the 

members concerned, did not report back in great detail on any actions taken.  A4 

identified developing a marketing strategy and plan as a major weakness for his 

business and yet in December 2010 dispensed with the intern that had developed 

this work as they did not have the capacity to enact it.  At the same time, A4 was 

using other interns to work on new ideas and projects for an SME social media site 

and an online gift catalogue, which had not progressed by the end of Plus.  At the 

heart of the situation one sensed was A4’s initial feedback after his business plan 

that he and his partner “want to be designers not business owners ...”. (A4, Business 

Plan Feedback, September 2010).   

 

Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

22/7/10  
 

Business Plan Presentation 
A4 presented his Business Plan to 
the group saying “I deviated from 
template as I didn’t like it very 
much.”   
About Us 
Met his business partner at school 
in 1981 and eventually established 
a business together. 
SWOT Analysis  - Strengths 
Long term friends and comparable 
strengths and weaknesses with 

None made. 
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

22/7/10 cont’d 
 
 
 
 
 

partner.  Profitable long term client 
relationships.  Strong service 
delivery and project management.  
Always done work ourselves but 
“now we are reaching capacity and 
need to look at employing others.”  
SWOT Analysis – Weaknesses 
Dependence on two partners and 
limited time spent on business 
development.  Both partners “risk 
averse and cautious ... no 
marketing plan or financial 
forecasting ... not great 
networkers.”   
SWOT Analysis – Threats 
Hard to plan and have more work 
than we can comfortably manage.  
Close to capacity.  Cash flow to 
pay employees.  Keeping up with 
new technology. 
SWOT Analysis – Opportunities 
Developing long term relationships 
rather than dropping projects when 
completed.  Finding time to keep 
up with things that are changing.  
Form strategic alliances – raise 
profile.   
Innovation Opportunities 
Build marketing strategy and 
project handbook.  Develop 
technology partnerships and 
financial strategy. 
Group Feedback 
A12 said “huge amount of limiting 
ideas in your head ... you seem to 
have limited yourself mentally.”  A3 
and A10 offered to facilitate his 
strategic vision and marketing 
plan.  A11 offered to spend time 
with A4 on his financial strategy.  
A5 commented: “busy creating a  
good job for yourself ... start lot of 
sentences with we don’t  ... start 
with a more positive can do 
attitude.”  Group gave A4 41 
feedback suggestions. 
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

23/9/10 None made.   Business Plan Feedback 
from July Meeting 
A4 said “we want to be 
designers not business 
owners ... become a growing 
business, but needs to tie in 
with our personalities so 
thinking about that.”  
Marketing: got graduate 
intern to help with marketing 
and met with A10 to discuss 
marketing strategies.   
Pricing: talking to A12 re 
pricing strategy. 
Financials: met A11 re 
financial targets and used to 
put ideas into action.   
Now holding a weekly staff 
business meeting. 

28/10/10  New Action Learning 
Following up from Business Plan 
A4’s issue to group: going through 
re-branding process.  Put together 
a customer questionnaire ... what 
is the best way of getting them to 
answer it?  Group gave A4 10 
feedback suggestions re how he 
might engage with clients in ways 
other than questionnaire – 
telephone calls, focus groups, 3rd  
party interviews and one to one 
meetings.   

None made.   

25/11/10 General Business Update 
A4 said they now had 3 interns 
working on their Business Plans as 
they didn’t want to pay lots of 
money for people.  
New Action Learning – Session 1 
A4’s Issue: We’re doing work for 
an American company, do we 
charge VAT?  Group gave A4  
6 suggestions re their views and 
where to seek more formal advice. 
New Action Learning – Session 2 
A4’s Issue: Embryonic idea of a 
niche social networking site for 
small businesses.  Key question: 
would people find a networking site 

Action Learning Feedback 
From Last Month 
Customer research update: 
intern has been working on 
this and A4’s partner had  
been phoning customers for 
feedback.  Did tick box 
questionnaire with 7 out of 
15 replies.   
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

25/11/10 cont’d useful and engage with it?  Group 
gave A4 15 feedback suggestions, 
which focussed on the potential 
challenges and alluded to  
similar sites already in existence.   

 

14/12/10 General Business Update 
A4 said they had let an intern go 
who had done lots of the marketing 
work.  Experienced time pressures 
because they didn’t have the 
resources to email out the 
marketing work they had done.  
Taken on a new intern who is 
working on a new idea creating a 
personal list of gifts relatives can 
buy you.  Testing it with his 
relatives.   

Action Learning Feedback 
From Last Month 
Re Session No 2 about 
social network site for small 
business – still work in 
progress and testing it out.   
 

27/1/11 None made.   None made.   

24/2/11 None made.  None made.  

26/5/11 New Action Learning 
A4 explained his issue: We have 
project management software for 
our clients but they don’t use it – 
how do we incentivise them to do 
so and change their behaviour?  
Group gave A4 9 feedback 
suggestions.  A8 said A4 should 
change his behaviour not the 
clients’ and rest of group agreed.  
Others suggested alternative 
technical solutions.   

Action Learning Feedback 
From Multiple Previous 
Sessions 
Now thinking and developing 
talks and putting content on 
a blog instead of small 
business website.   

 

Table 6.20: A4’s Action Learning and Other Sessions Undertaken 
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6.6.4 Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change 

and Innovation 

 

6.6.4.1 Personal Change  

 

A4 said his personal ethos at the start of Plus was “I am very keen and very 

enthusiastic... always trying to improve and develop yourself ... whether it is in a 

business or personally... there is always room for improvement and change.”  

(A4/Int.1/L.155-158).  Conversely A4 said he was “a creature of habit ... so I think I 

do find change quite difficult [need to] get out of my comfort zone [and] force myself 

to try and take it on.”  (A4/Int.1/L.121-124).  A4’s attitude provides links to his 

“weaknesses ... the idea of being slightly risk adverse, being quite cautious.”  As a 

result A4 said “personally I like to know all the potential options ... before I actually 

make a decision, researching all the possible pitfalls and upsides of any decision ...”.  

(A4/Int.1/L.146-149).  A4 believed a personal strength was he “never had problems 

talking in front of people and discussing issues... I am not shy in voicing my opinion.”  

(A4/Int.1/L.144-146).  This was in contrast to comments that he and his partner were 

“not very good networking type people ... either we don’t feel comfortable with it or 

we just haven’t met the right group.”  (A4/Int.1/L.218-223)./  

 

At the end of Plus A4 said his participation had “definitely ... given me more 

confidence to talk about our business and discuss business issues with other 

business owners and other people.”  Plus had “broadened my understanding and 

view of how various businesses are run and how they compare to how we run our 

own business.”  A4 concluded “I have definitely gained more confidence in our own 
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abilities to run a business.” A4 had benchmarked himself against Plus members “to a 

very superficial subconscious degree yes ... looking at how you compare and 

compete.”  (A4/Int.2/L.71-82).  Plus made A4 reflect on the “many different ways to 

run a business [it’s] what you want personally out of the business rather than how 

you should run a business ...”.  The network made A4 “more aware [of] not being 

sure about what to do with the business wasn’t unique to us” and was consistent with 

comments made at his Business Plan feedback session.  (A4/Int.2/L.83-93).  

 

A4 argued his personal changes on Plus came from “talking to people more ... [and] 

contributed more to any personal changes than any kind of formal pursuit.”  A4 

concluded he had “changed slightly [thinking] it is mainly the confidence thing.”  A4 

was “less intimidated to approach other people now in working situations and 

business events.”  (A4/Int.2/L.114-116).  A4 had “developed a different view of how 

to tackle networking events ... and will probably seek out events ...”.  (A4/Int.2/L.235-

237).  This was a personal change for A4 given his attitude to networking at the start 

of Plus. (A4/Int.1/L.218-223)  

 

A15(F) and A16(PM) confirmed personal changes made by A4 during Plus with 

A15(F) saying “A4 seems to me probably out of those four [case studies] who has 

grown the most ... he is getting better at communicating ... I think that is probably 

one thing that he needed to develop ... that is happening...”.  (A15/Int.2/L.338-346).  

A16(PM) observed A4 “comes up with actions at least every other meeting ... A4 will 

... always get the maximum out of everything ... he is quite forceful [but] not in a 

pushy way ...”.  A16 (PM) noted “A4 was the only person from his old Profitnet group 
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[to] join Plus, so he came in not knowing what to expect but he has very much 

established his place and role in the group.”  (A16/Int.2/L.380-382).  

 

6.6.4.2 Organisational Change  

 

Before joining Plus, A4 said their decision to form a limited company in 2008, with his 

partner was “one of the biggest changes to that point.”  Instead of being “two 

freelancers working together [they had to] look at ourselves as a company who will 

potentially be employing people [being] a bit more serious as an entity” for clients.  

(A4/Int.1/L.105-108).  To address the organisational change challenges A4 had used 

experiences gained as a director at his previous employer, admitting “more things 

needed to be formalised” to run the firm and be “less haphazard.”  (A4/Int.1/L.112-

116).   

 

A recent organisational change prior to Plus had been to recruit A4’s first permanent 

employee, feeling the process was made easier by having two business owners. 

They were “quite strong in making decisions ... quite quickly [and were] quite geared 

up to be able to manage and push forward change”. (A4/Int.1/L.165-170, L.177-187).  

Discussing decisions with his partner meant they took “slightly longer than if you’re 

on your own ... but the benefits outweigh any kind of disadvantage.”  (A1/Int.1/L.194-

202). 

 

At his second Interview A4 discussed organisational changes taken as a result of 

Plus saying “I think Profitnet has kind of accelerated the process by giving us some 

defined goals and then having to report back on progress has given us an incentive 



  

360 
 

to get things done quicker.”  The process enabled A4’s “better understanding of how 

we run our projects, how much we spend on them, how our cash flow is running, 

getting through our marketing strategy.”  The programme resulted in “a better 

understanding of who we are as a company and what we want to do in the short to 

medium term.”  A4 confirmed organisational changes “have been planned ... 

Profitnet helped with the execution ... it spurred us on to actually do things.”  

(A4/Int.2/L.143-151).   

 

Asked for examples of organisational changes, A4 said “having gone through a 

process of developing a marketing strategy it is easier to understand more about our 

business, how we would like to progress, what are our core values ... how we would 

like to develop ...”.  (A4/Int.2/L.170-173).  A4 also mentioned organisational 

“processes” and a new “Monday morning meeting” for the team to discuss business 

issues, and was a new to firm incremental process innovation discussed in the 

innovation section.  (A2/Int.2/L.189-199).  Questioned about difficulties encountered 

making organisational changes A4 highlighted “time and capacity [issues and] trying 

to implement a change while keeping up with current workloads.”  A4 added “we are 

small enough to implement change quite easily; it is first planning for it and putting in 

the process.”  (A4/Int.2/L.204-207).  

 

A16(PM) noted “A4 works very closely with his business partner ... he takes back 

what he has learnt at meetings ... and decide together what things ... my Plus group 

have advised us to do.”  (A16/Int.2/L.367-372).  A15(F) concluded A4 “has an 

intelligent approach to growth ...[he] has found ways through the internship 

programme ... to tap into resources and ... tested a few new ideas.”  
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(A15/Int.2/L.339, L.145-148).  A16(PM) concluded A4 “probably works under more 

structure now ... he has learnt how to give people very clear guidance ... he has 

learnt that from the group ...”.  (A16/Int.2/L.635-642).  

  

6.6.4.3 Innovation 

 

Prior to joining the programme A4 described two successful process innovations his 

firm had undertaken, having “over time created our own business process for 

developing websites for clients.”  The process innovation created a framework for A4 

to “run multiple projects ... without getting lost in detail.”  The benefits were “key to us 

being profitable and successful ... keeping clients happy and running projects on 

schedule and to budget.”  (A4/Int.1/L.250-256).  Another bigger process innovation 

was to “design our own software for managing content on websites” and when 

implemented “was refined more and more with each client.”  (A4/Int.1/L.270-274).  

A4 described innovation efforts prior to Plus as “more an evolution of things rather 

than a conscious design to innovate in a particular way...has always been a case of 

tweaking things or revisiting processes.”  (A4/Int.1/L.270-277) 

 

At his second interview A4 was asked whether Plus had developed his 

understanding of innovation or his firm’s ability use it and he replied “no ... in terms of 

innovation, I don’t think I have learnt anything more about or anything particular 

about innovation ... it hasn’t taken on any different meaning as a result of the 

Profitnet Plus Programme.”  Despite this clear statement A4’s remarks reflect some 

confusion about the nature of process innovation as he noted “it may in terms of 

changing how we do things rather than first inventing something.”  (A4/Int.2/L.350-
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353).  Asked about some of the changes he had previously described and whether 

these were incremental or small innovations. A4 confirmed they were “more 

incremental, lot of small changes rather than anything radical ... more a case of 

tweaking what we were doing ... rather than overhauling the whole thing.”  

(A4/Int.2/L.361-368) 

 

An example of an incremental process innovation undertaken was discussed at A4’s 

Business Plan feedback session where he said he had started a new Monday 

morning whole team business meeting.  At his second interview A4 confirmed on 

“processes ... we have started a Monday morning meeting which is essentially our 

planning meeting for the week, [it] has allowed us to keep track of who is doing what, 

keeping an eye on prospects, discussing financials ... and any issues or plans we 

have with employees.”  (A4/Int.2/L.189-192).  A4 said the process innovation came 

from Plus: “we needed to think about KPIs and progress and cash flow and 

benchmarking our business ... those ideas came from Profitnet action learning 

meetings ...”.  (A2/Int.2/L.197-199).  

 

Observational protocols in July and September 2010 confirm several members met 

and supported A4 regarding his changes and innovations to develop his financial 

awareness (A11), marketing strategies (A10) and pricing (A12).  Asked at his second 

interview whether Plus members had helped him on change or innovation projects 

A4 said “no ... there wasn’t anyone in the group that we felt we really needed help 

from or we could work together with on any particular project.”  This confusion may 

again confirm A4’s view of innovation centred on “new projects” rather than ongoing 

incremental processes.  (A2/Int.2/L.339-344).  A4 confirmed “a marketing consultant 
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came in to help me with our marketing strategy” but this was not mentioned at Plus 

meetings and was someone A4 met when a Profitnet member.  (A4/Int.2/L.373-375). 

 

6.6.5 Links Between Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation and 

the Participant’s Innovation Journey through the Programme 

 

During his final interview A4 confirmed the personal changes he had made as a 

result of Plus participation supported planned organisational changes he made at his 

firm, noting “yes, to a certain level it has done”.  A4 cited the example of: “having 

more confidence and understanding and general business management and how 

other people own their businesses ... has given me a better understanding of how to 

manage change ... what potential issues can arise and a few things to think about.”  

(A4/Int.2/L.214-218).  

 

A4 was an extremely active network participant, using the experiential learning 

process of asking questions and making suggestions in members’ sessions and 

undertaking extensive action learning himself.  At times A4 had up to three interns 

working on various projects in his business, although in December 2010 he 

dispensed with one of them who was working on his marketing plan. At the time he 

engaged others to work on new projects for SMEs using social media and an online 

gift business.  Neither of these projects developed further by the end of Plus and 

there was a sense at times A4 focussed his innovation journey and resources on 

developing new projects at the expense of his core business plan and existing 

innovations.  Certainly in A4’s action learning there was often a focus on new 

projects, rather than keeping the group updated for example about his marketing and 
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financial strategies. A4 used an external marketing consultant to support this work 

having not engaged with his Plus consultant.   

 

6.6.6 Summary of Case Study A4 

 

A summary of evidence for Case Study A4 is shown in Table 6.21 in Appendix I.   

 

6.7 Introduction of Profitnet Plus Learning Network B  

 

All fifteen network participants agreed to take part in the research, allowing 

observation and recording of network meetings and documents.  Members B1 to B4 

volunteered to become case studies, taking part in interviews at the start and end of 

Plus.  Chapter Four gave details of economic sectors and locations of network 

members and Table 6.22 summarises the sectors of Group B participants.  Network 

meetings were held in Worthing and case studies B1, B2 and B3 and all other 

participants were located in West Sussex and B4 in Brighton and Hove.   

 

The Profitnet team described the challenging and highly supportive nature of Group 

B.  B18(PM) explained at the start of Plus the network “had a lot of old guard in it ... 

people who had done Profitnet Plus for two or three rounds [who] could have been a 

bit more welcoming” towards new members.  B18(PM) believed “they are the most 

challenging group from every aspect ... B16(F) and I quite often finish the meetings 

absolutely drained ... they are very hard to control.”  She argued some members 

were “extremely forceful and can dominate if not managed properly” and new  
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members “felt quite uncomfortable about that.”  (B18/Int.2/L.388-405).  B16(F) 

observed in the network “bullshit doesn’t wash actually ... you have to be robust 

and... be accountable ... there is that level of critical friend ... to step up to that 

challenge ...”.  B16(F)’s view was “without proper facilitation that could have fallen 

apart and been a right old mess [they] are more self monitoring now.”  

(B16/Int.2/L.199-206).   

 

Profitnet Plus Learning Network B 

Code Sector 

Case Studies 

B1 Hospitality  

B2 Marketing 

B3 Social Care  

B4 Marketing  

Other Participants 

B5 Social Enterprise  

B6 Exterior Design 

B7 Sales  

B8 Engineering 

B9 Training  

B10 Catering  

B11 Cosmetics  

B2 Web Design 

B13 Events Management  

B14 Hospitality 

B15  Property 

 

Table 6.22: Enterprise Sectors of Case Study and Other Members in Profitnet 

Plus Learning Network B 

 

B16(F) said her “main observation” without making “a big issue around gender, but 

the women and particularly the women you have been working with, I have seen a 

sort of step change in those people.”  B16 (F) reflected on what Group B contributed 

to this concluding, it was “a high degree of accountability ... people want to punch 
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above their weight ... to show they are doing well ... there is a bit of showing off in 

that group.”  (B16/Int.2/L.80-96).   

 

B18(PM) confirmed by the end of Plus “they are incredibly supportive of each other, 

there is a lot of work and collaboration ... they have all without exception I think 

grown ... it is a happy group ...”.  (B18/Int.2/L.401-405).  B16(F) said they were now 

“more adaptable and looking for other opportunities ... you could probably look at 

everybody and see they had made some changes.”  (B16/Int.2/L.88-96).  B16(F) 

believed the group gives “a bit of confidence, a bit of support ... there are immediate 

resources or people” made available for projects and “generally people who are 

willing to change and to move their businesses forward are applauded ...”.  

(B16/Int.2/L.101-109).  A17(DM) confirmed “B12, B10, B14 and B13 have done a lot 

of collaborative work in the previous years ... at least £140,000 worth of business 

outside the group “.  (A17/Int.2/L.771-775, L.781-784).  Overall B16(F) believed “it is 

not a talking shop ... people seem to be prepared to put their money where their 

mouth is.”  (B16/Int.2/L.605-619).   

 

6.8 Case Study B1 

 

6.8.1 Background Information for B1 

 

Since 1995 B1 has been Managing Director of her family owned hospitality business 

which had traded for thirty years.  The firm is a wholesaler and distributor of teas and 

coffees, providing equipment, consultancy and product training. B1 described it as a 

“one stop shop for everything that relates to tea and coffee.”  B1 previously worked 
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in sales for a recruitment firm and as an account handler for an advertising company.  

(B1/Int.1/L.6-22).  

 

B1’s firm supplies customers on a business to business basis, serving a range of 

different markets such as hotels, catering outlets, academic institutions, the leisure 

market, hospitals and offices.  (B1/Int.1/L.17-26).  B1 found her firm’s uniqueness 

“hard to define” as they operated in a “very crowded marketplace” with many 

competitors offering similar products and services.  B1 argued the firms’ qualities 

were: expertise and impartiality, time in the marketplace, broad range of services 

and customer service.  B1 maintained “customer service is superlative ... we always 

aim to go the extra mile ... what we do is excellent.”  (B1/Int.1/L.48-56).   

 

Questioned about the firm’s opportunities B1 said “there is a requirement in the 

market for our expertise and training and range of services [as] we are becoming a 

café culture ...” with new customers entering the market with “no knowledge and 

need our back up ... to actually survive and thrive.”  Challenges for B1’s firm were 

local and national competitors delivering the same services and the considerable 

financial investment needed to offer free equipment to win large contracts.  B1 had to 

“weigh up the benefits” of new customers against the “investment and risk that 

involves.”  (B1/Int.1/L.61-77).   

 

Table 6.23 shows at the start of Plus turnover was £400,000 and number of 

employees had grown from four to seven over the last three years, split between full 

and part-time staff.  (B1/Int.1/L.26-29).  At the end of Plus B1 confirmed “turnover 

has gone up by about 15%, overall we have moved up by about 40% in the last two 
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years.”  Staff numbers remained at seven although B1 said “we are struggling to 

even cope with that number, we are in a growth phase.”  (B1/Int.2/L.24-27).  Product 

commodity prices had “risen by about 40% in the last six months [with] margins 

being squeezed [and] competitors discounting to keep business.”  (B1/Int.2/L.7-18).  

 

Case Study B1 Role Turnover Permanent 
Employees 

Employee 
Details 

At Start Managing Director  
 
 

£400,000 7  Split of F/T 
and P/T staff  

At End Managing Director  
 
 

£460,000  7  Split of F/T 
and P/T staff  

 

Table 6.23: Summary of Case Study B1’s Role, Turnover and Number of 

Employees at the Start and End of Profitnet Participation 

 

6.8.2 How B1 Felt About the Programme – Expectations and Experiences 

 

Comparing Profitnet to business networks she knew B1 said she was on a trade 

association executive and network for business women, acknowledging “I am not 

really a network type.” B1 felt networks easily become “wishy washy” and was 

attracted to Profitnet because “it is very structured, you know where you are in 

advance. “  B1 said she “liked building relationships ... seeing people 

regularly...understanding what makes them tick” compared to business networks 

where “you tend to meet ... lots of different people and it is a bit hit and miss.”  

(B1/Int.1/L.229-246).  At the end of Plus B1 argued it had “built up this momentum of 

knowledge and understanding between ourselves ... you know the animal you are 

dealing with ...[liking] the regular commitment I have to go to.”  (B1/Int.2/L.229-239).  
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B1’s initial expectations for Plus centred on “the idea of coming from a small 

business to talk to other people ... not from related businesses, but [who] have the 

same problems.”  (B1/Int.1/L.254-256).  In her second interview B1 said she joined 

with no particular expectations and an attitude of giving it a go and had not been 

disappointed by her experience. 

 

B1 ranked structural elements of Plus important in developing change and innovation 

as Business Planning first, then Action Learning and lastly Creative Workshops.  The 

development of her Business Plan “was valuable and allowed me to first take a 

snapshot of my business and see where we were going and where our weaknesses 

and strengths were.”  Action Learning worked for B1 in “understanding that other 

people have the same challenges and issues and being able to learn ... from them to 

maybe give me advice that was of value.”  Creative Workshops were “great”, but not 

effective as “they chuck a whole lot of stuff back at you that you end up never doing 

... I don’t have the time.”  (B1/Int.2/L.261-266, L.273-276, L.253-257). 

 

The strength of the programme for B1 centred on her interaction with her Profitnet 

Plus Consultant.  (B1/Int.2/L.284-300).  Weaknesses were finding the time to commit 

four hours a month to the network. (B1/Int.2/L.319-328).  

 

6.8.2.1 Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Developing Personal and 

Organisational Change and Innovation  

 

B1 described the impact of her consultant on change and innovation, rating it as 

“nine and a half out of ten [and] hugely, hugely valuable,” attributing this to two 
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factors: “it allowed me to really look at my business in detail [and] because I was 

able to chose the consultant I wanted, I think that was key.”  B1 argued it was 

important she “was able to look at the consultant’s skills and say this is what I need.”  

(B1/Int.2/L.284-288).  B1 established a link between developing her personal skills 

and changes and undertaking the organisational changes needed to grow her 

business by working with the consultant.  B1 confirmed “I was able to look at the 

skills and what the consultant can do and probably subconsciously realised that I 

needed help with someone who was skilled in that area if I was going to grow my 

business”. (B1/Int.2/L.290-293).  Towards the end of Plus B1 was considering a 

major acquisition and said they were “working together on the acquisition model that 

we’ve got because it is his area of expertise.”  B1 argued “developing the initial plan 

was an absolute key to seeing where I was and what my potential was ...”.  B1 

thought the relationship would continue “certainly for this project ... and obviously I’m 

paying for that.”  (B1/Int.2/L.289-290, L.298-304).  

 

6.8.3 B1’s Participation in the Programme 

 

B1 maintained a strong % attendance record throughout the programme above the 

group average shown in Table 6.24, missing only two meetings due to a potential 

acquisition. 

Participant Meetings 
Attended 

Apologies % 
Attendance 

Months 
Absent 

B1 14 2 87.5% April, June 
2011 

Group 
Average 

  87.0%   

 

Table 6.24: B1’s Level of Attendance at Profitnet Meetings 
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Table 6.25 highlights B1 maintained a strong and consistent level of participation 

throughout Plus asking questions and making a high number of suggestions 

indicating enhanced levels of experiential learning.  B1’s suggestions to other 

members were often direct but always constructive.  In her comments to B14, B12 

and B13 in September and November 2010 and January 2011, B1 was prepared to 

be very challenging to improve their outcomes. 

 

Date  B1’s Own 
Sessions 

No. of Questions to 
Others 

No. of Suggestions to 
others  

28/7/10 
 
22/9/10  
 
27/10/10  
 
24/11/10  
 
15/12/10  
 
26/1/11 
 
23/2/11 
 
25/5/11 
 

BPF 
 
- 
 
AL 
 
ALF 
 
- 
 
- 
 
BPF 
 
BPF  
 

2 
 
4 
 
2 
 
2 
 
2 
 
2 
 
1 
 
6  

4 
 
8 
 
6 
 
7 
 
2 
 
8 
 
3 
 
5 
 

Total  21 
 

43 
 

Key BP   = Business Plan                    AL    = Action Learning 
BPF = Business Plan Feedback   ALF  = Action Learning Feedback 

 

Table 6.25: B1’s Number of Interventions During Other Members’ Action 

Learning and Business Plan Sessions 

 

One of B1’s initial organisational challenges had been to make her business more 

efficient by reducing its overhead costs and substantially increasing its scale. Table 

6.26 shows B1 used her action learning sessions to introduce potential product and 
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process innovations new to her firm to develop income streams through retailing and 

an E commerce site to grow the business. B1 was responsive to network feedback.  

The acquisition was a potentially bigger organisational change and innovation that 

was not eventually taken forward, but B1 used the network to augment the work 

already undertaken with the Plus consultant.  The group’s feedback focused on work 

life balance and financial planning issues that B1 saw as challenges at the start of 

the programme, giving her increased support to decide whether to proceed with the 

planned personal and organisational changes and innovations inherent in the 

acquisition. 

 

Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

28/7/10  
 
 
 
 

None made.   Business Plan Feedback from 
June Meeting  
B1 confirmed she was 
continuing to work on her action 
points. 
 

22/9/10 None made None made.   

27/10/10 New Action Learning  
B1’s issue: currently a 
wholesaler but wanted to 
develop a retail brand and get 
advice on the do’s and don’ts.  
Group gave B1 16 feedback 
suggestions covering: building 
brand via business contacts, 
web presence for direct sales, 
partnerships with retailers and 
packaging products for retail 
markets 
 

None made.   

24/11/10  None made.   Action Learning Feedback 
From Last Month 
B1 made 3 commitments from 
the group’s feedback:  

 Using existing customers 
to build premium quality  
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

24/11/10 cont’d  brand.  

 Been in contact with 
marketing agency for 
their retail contacts 

 Ask group for contact 
details of a retail 
specialist 

15/12/10 Christmas lunch meeting: no 
action learning sessions 
undertaken by the group.   

None made. 

26/1/11 General Business Update 
Big commodity price pressure 
for her business and lots of 
customers under pressure.  
Competitor suppliers looking for 
other customers.  No action 
learning undertaken this month.   
 

None made.  

23/2/11 None made Business Plan Feedback from 
June 2010 Meeting reviewed 
previous business plan – 
developed products, further 
sales growth of 15% but 
profitability down due to higher 
staff costs. 
Two Opportunities 

 No 1 – develop E 
commerce element to 
her website. Approached 
by delicatessen re 
product and retail 
partnership 

 No 2 – looking at 
opportunity to acquire 
another substantial 
competitor 

Main Challenges re No 2 
Can existing staff  manage 
double the business, how to 
raise finance and integrate the 
two businesses. 
Feedback: Group gave B1 30 
feedback suggestions re 
assessing the capacity issues, 
deciding on very high growth or 
a more gradual approach, 
finance/cash flow issues, 
impact on B1’s work/life 
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

23/2/11 cont’d  balance and managing 
potentially 3 businesses at 
once. 

25/5/11 
 

General Business Update 
Potential acquisition – decided 
to withdraw and concentrate on 
developing her E commerce 
website and her business No 2 
to make firm more capable for 
thefuture. 
No new action learning 
undertaken feedback. 

Further Business Plan  
Feedback from Last Month 
Acquisition: had learnt a lot re 
due diligence from aborted 
takeover.  Bringing on or 
changing her No 2.   
Now focussing on website with 
new brand name and low cost 
product range.     

 

Table 6.26: B1’s Action Learning and Other Sessions Undertaken 

 

6.8.4 Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change 

and Innovation  

 

6.8.4.1 Personal Change  

Outlining her personal change challenges at the start of Plus, B1 said “the main 

defining characteristic of myself is I’m a working mother” and as her four children 

grew “the requirements and needs of the family have had to be balanced out with my 

business.”  B1 concluded personal change “is generally forced on me by 

circumstances.”  The situation improved last year with her children growing up and 

B1 was now able “to grow the business [and] take on the challenges associated with 

this”. (B1/Int.1/L.92-102). 

 

B1 felt challenged by her lack of “business management skills [and no] formal 

training” in the area, which was “going to be necessary to manage and profit from the 

growth that is actually happening.”  B1 explained she was “multi-tasking and I 
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struggle occasionally with the budgets or forecasting and I bring in expertise ... and 

ensure I get the right results  ... I find that quite stressful sometimes.”  

(B1/Int.1/L.107-110, L.121-124).  

 

B1 acknowledged the loneliness and responsibility of being a micro-enterprise 

owner: “it’s a lonely business running your own business,” explaining although she 

gains “expertise and help” from her husband, she had “no partner to share ideas with 

... and say let’s get this business really growing.”  (B1/Int.1/L.111-115).  B1 described 

her “great need to do justice to my business ... to make it grow [and being] quite a 

pragmatist” was motivated to “make it happen.”  (B1/Int.1/L.129-134).  B1 

appreciated that as “I run my business from home... I know I need to make the leap 

from home to another area in order to really grow my business.”  B1 had the 

motivation to do this but “possibly I lack a bit of self confidence ...[as] I would have to 

borrow to do that.” (B1/Int.1/L.143-146). 

 

During her second interview at the end of Plus B1 discussed the contribution it had 

made to her personal changes, saying the “opportunity to talk in a ... very 

confidential environment through issues ... of great significance for my business has 

been very valuable.”  The combination of confidentiality and “having twelve heads 

round a table saying have you thought of this ...” enabled B1 to experientially “learn 

about other people’s challenges and how they deal with them.”  It gave B1 “a greater 

perspective of ... business strategy and how to manage change, how to grow my 

business.”  (B1/Int.2/L.90-99).  

 

B1 said benchmarking herself against network members had given her greater self 
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confidence to make further changes:  “I have been able to benchmark myself against 

other people and realise actually I am not doing a bad job.”  B1 highlighted the 

significance of this saying “when you are running your own business ... you don’t 

know where you are in relation to other people.”  The benchmarking and learning 

was supported by honesty in the network as nobody was “pretending everything is 

great ... it is an honest environment where people say I am having challenges ...”.  

Questioned whether benchmarking had supported her personal changes B1 said 

“yes, no question of it ... I am quite a pragmatist so I like to see things and if that is 

going to work... how it works for other people gives me the confidence to say fine, I 

will give it a go.”  (B1/Int.2/L.108-118).  

 

Both B16(F) and B18(PM) confirmed the personal changes they had seen in B1’s 

self confidence and ability to address business issues in a robust learning network.  

B16(F) believed all four case studies in Group B had grown in confidence, but “the 

one who is outstanding for me is B1 [as she] developed in confidence ... more 

serious ... more gravitas and authority ... I’m going to buy this other business, I am 

going to make this work.”  (B16/Int.2/L.163-167, L.172-175).  B18(PM) shared these 

views saying B1 was new to Plus and had “fitted in very well... developed with 

confidence, she has become a lot more confident ... the group has definitely taken 

on her advice ... definitely grown.”  (B18/Int.2/L.491-501).  

 

6.8.4.2 Organisational Change 

 

The organisational challenges facing B1 at the start of Plus were generated by the 

rapid growth of the business over the past eighteen months.  B1 believed “we have 
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always been a very small business, so we have always been able to move very 

swiftly and very nimbly and that has been a huge benefit to us.”  Now the business 

was growing and almost doubled its staff numbers, B1 said “I am suddenly realising 

now ... all our processes and systems are starting to come under strain.”  

Organisationally B1’s firm had “always been highly efficient and very administratively 

effective ... bring[ing] our cash in on time, keep[ing] our stock low [but were now] 

“struggling ... to implement systems that are too time consuming or onerous ...”.  

Business pressures gave little time “to test the market with new systems and 

processes.”  (B1/Int.1/L.160-170).  Her firm’s relatively low unit sale of £100 and 

expanding sales performance increased their “administration time”. B1 appreciated 

“we have to go for larger chunks of business in order to make ourselves more 

efficient [but the] change is quite slow and quite a painful one.”  (B1/Int.1/L.174-185). 

 

Prior to Plus B1 found “taking on more staff has been a big change for me ...I am 

having to learn how to delegate, how to let people take responsibility ... and not 

micro-mange ...”.  B1 was managing this with some success “mainly because it is 

forced on me, I don’t have time to micro-manage.”  Time pressures meant B1 was 

managing the dynamics of her family and business life: “the frustration of seeing a 

business that could easily do well and not having the resource or space in my brain 

to actually make it happen ...”.  (B1/Int.1/L.220-224). Against these organisational 

challenges B1 had recently undertaken a very successful planned organisational 

change of moving “from a small office in my house where four of us were working” to 

a purpose built suite of offices in her garden.  B1 project managed the organisational 

change and build which had “transformed our business.”  (B1/Int.1/L.200-207).  

At the end of Plus B1 was considering a challenging organisational change of 
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acquiring another business, and “managing that doubling of size.”  B1 appreciated 

she would need “to bring in a second in command ... work out processes and 

operations, space issues ... integrate two businesses ... clarify job descriptions ... 

some significant changes ... will have to be addressed.” B1 discussed this with the 

network, eventually deciding not to proceed.  (B1/Int.2/L.77-82). 

 

B1 confirmed Plus was “a tool that has actually helped me to manage change.”  

Although B1 said she was “planning to grow and change anyway” the network 

helped her “have another feather to my arrow, another tool to manage that growth.”  

(B1/Int.2/L.153-157).  B1 observed her organisational changes were often generated 

as a result of her business’s growth and “we just haven’t been [able] to manage in 

the same format.”  This had led to her working collaboratively with her staff and Plus 

to gather their advice about “what is the way we do this?”  (B1/Int.2/L.165-171).  B1’s 

biggest organisational challenge had been the “acceptance that by growing I have to 

invest a lot of money in the business and you don’t see a lot for it to start with.”  The 

learning network gave B1 the motivation to “keep going even if our profits are being 

hit by extra overheads” and confidence to take these “tough decisions.”  

(B1/Int.2/L.186-200).  

 

B16(F) confirmed organisational changes made by B1 and linked them to her 

increased self confidence, saying “I have seen a sort of step change in some of 

these people, the likes of B1.”  B16(F) explained “when B1 was in Profitnet a couple 

of years ago ... she was working on the business ... but there was no perception of 

any growth ... whereas this time round she has definitely stepped up her game.”  The 

facilitator cited the example of B1 “looking at acquiring this other business, she has 
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diversified her business, taken on staff, she has gained in confidence.”  

(B16/Int.2/L.83-88).  B18(PM) said “B1 has taken on more staff and has approached 

it more strategically.” Her “big thing has always been delegation ... she needed a 

number two ... she has learnt how she needs to delegate ... trusting them to do it 

really.”  (B18/Int.2/L.306-310, L.646-652).  

 

6.8.4.3 Innovation  

 

Before joining Plus B1 confirmed her “understanding of innovation was nil really [but] 

we were innovating the whole time, but it was more to meet customer demand rather 

than to actually bring something to the market place.”  The nature of B1’s beverage 

business meant “bringing new products onto the market is not what we are about ... 

we are a service industry ...[so] never thought of innovation as a concept in itself.”  

(B1/Int.1/L.275-280).  Past innovation projects had been small in scope as B1 was 

“not a risk taker ... I have in the past made mistakes in taking on something that has 

actually taken my focus away.”  B1’s past experience “told me it is a very dangerous 

concept sometimes” spending time developing new products rather than the 

“discipline of actually sticking to your core strengths and capabilities.”  B1 concluded 

“I will still innovate [but] not brave enough to say let’s really go for this ... although 

that is just starting to happen now.”  B1 thought “that is probably why I find it all quite 

stressful.”  (B1/Int.1/L.297-307). 

 

Questioned about the contribution of Plus to innovation at the end of the programme 

B1 cited the example of an incremental product innovation developed as a result of 

the network where B1 had talked with B5 about roasting her own coffee.  B5 offered 
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to collaborate on the project and this gave her “the impetus to say right I’m going to 

do this ... a key change for us as a business ... a direct result of Profitnet.”  Network 

participants supported the innovation saying “yes, that’s a good idea, why don’t you 

do it?”  B5 eventually dropped the project due to government cut backs at his 

enterprise, but B1 developed and launched the new product.  (B1/Int.2/L.168-180). 

 

B1 confirmed Plus enhanced her innovation capability, but was “tempered by the 

classic problem ... the lack of resources.”  B1 had lots of new business ideas and the 

network “helped me to recognise I need outside help and assistance in areas ... to 

actually put what I want to do into practice.”  The programme made her “much more 

committed to the whole process of rebranding ourselves and putting our website 

together.”  Such incremental market positioning innovations new to B1’s firm had 

been enabled by Plus improving her “understanding of the innovation process” and 

her Plus consultant helping her appreciate “the crucial importance of innovation.”  

(B1/Int.2/L.369-375).  B18(PM) confirmed B1 “worked collaboratively with two or 

three members of the group...” on their innovations.  (B18/Int.2/L.499-500).  

 

6.8.5 Links Between Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation and 

the Participant’s Innovation Journey through the Programme 

 

During her final interview B1 argued “there is a direct link” between her personal and 

more planned organisational changes and innovations and network participation.  B1 

attributed this mainly to “the confidence to take those quite tough decisions [for] the 

change ... so having the confidence with other people saying it’s a good idea ... this 

will work for you ... has been a very key part of what has happened.”  B1 felt 
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although “a lot of change happens anyway and you just run with it [the] sense of 

approval” from her network saying “you are doing the right thing” supported her 

changes and innovations.  (B1/Int.2/L.199-206).  

 

B1 attributed the development of new incremental product and marketing innovations 

for her coffee products, firm’s branding and website to her Plus participation.  B1’s 

innovation capabilities were improved by her interaction with her Plus consultant, 

confirming the importance of innovation and developing her appreciation of the need 

for external resources at times to develop it.  Even though the proposed acquisition 

of a competitor did not proceed, it was clear the consultant played a critical part in 

supporting B1’s change and innovation journey, not least by augmenting her 

financial planning skills.   

 

6.8.6 Summary of Case Study B1  

 

A summary of evidence for Case Study B1 is shown in Table 6.27 in Appendix I.   

 

6.9 Case Study B2  

 

6.9.1 Background Information for B2  

 

Prior to launching her micro-enterprise, B2 developed her career in marketing 

communications for thirteen years working for small businesses in the travel and 

tourism industry.  B2 moved from London to West Sussex intending to find a similar 

marketing role but could not find a position and realised she had “an opportunity to 
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start a business.” B2 launched her firm in January 2007 as Managing Director 

providing marketing consultancy, training in marketing and strategic planning 

services.  (B2/Int.1/L.5-25). 

 

Firm turnover in year one was £65,000 but during the recession declined to £25,000 

for the two years prior to Plus.  B2 is a sole trader although her husband initially 

supported her sales strategies and she occasionally used freelancers and work 

experience students on specific projects.  At the start of Plus B2’s declining turnover 

was “very frustrating” and she needed “... to make sure ... I am giving myself the 

same advice I give my clients.”  (B2/Int.1/L.32-45).  By the end of B2’s Plus 

participation turnover had “increased by about ... 50%” with changes in the “split 

between strategic work, retainer [roles], marketing support and training.”  B2 

attributed the increased turnover to changing the location of her office from home to 

a town centre. Table 6.28 summarises this information.(B2/Int.2/L.28-38). 

Case Study B2 Role Turnover Permanent 
Employees 

Employee 
Details 

 
At Start 

 
Managing Director  

 

 
£25,000 

 
1 

Occasionally 
used 
freelancers 
and students 
for projects 

 
At End 

 
Managing Director  

 

£37,500   
1 

Occasionally 
used 
freelancers 
and students 
for projects 

 

Table 6.28: Summary of Case Study B2’s Role, Turnover and Number of 

Employees at the Start and End of Profitnet Participation 
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B2 said her main market was “working with small and medium businesses that have 

a vision” and were owned by someone with “an entrepreneurial spirit.” It was 

important clients were “able to afford to put the plans into place”; finding in the past 

smaller firms didn’t have funding to do so. B2 said her firm was unique in offering 

“strategic planning and strategic marketing services” while most competitors only 

delivered marketing support.  (B2/Int.1/L.73-105).  

 

Future opportunities for B2’s firm rested on finding “a new target market” and new 

clients who “might be closer to seven or eight years of trading [with] a couple of 

marketing people to help implement the activity.”  (B2/Int.1/L.113-125).  Challenges 

centred on B2’s financial constraints and loneliness of working from home.  On 

establishing her business B2 “didn’t have personal reserves” and found the financial 

difficulties “exceedingly frustrating [and an] ongoing challenge.”  (B2/Int.1/L.129-

135). B2 was considering taking offices in a nearby town to address the challenge of 

the loneliness and “being depressed, feeling de-motivated in my own little silo.”  B2 

knew this would add to her financial challenges but saw “it as an opportunity ... 

hoping that it will help me create my own life ...”.  (B2/Int.1/L.138-146). 

 

6.9.2 How B2 Felt About the Programme – Expectations and Experiences 

 

At the start and throughout the Plus programme B2 was a member of her local 

Chamber of Commerce and a designer network.  (B2/Int.1/L.312-316).  B2 saw 

these business networks “as completely different” to Plus, which she argued was a 

“business growth opportunity.”  Plus was “a training and development vehicle,” 

whereas her business networks were “lead generation opportunities.”  B2 said Plus 
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was “far more intense [and] you absolutely have to be ready to embrace whatever 

the group says to you.”  (B2/Int.2/L.482-496).  

 

B2 joined the network “expecting support, to not feel so alone in running a business 

... to help motivate me as a small business owner.”  (B2/Int.1/L.333-336).  At her 

second interview B2 said her initial expectations had been exceeded, and “didn’t 

realise how much my personal confidence and abilities would improve”. 

(B2/Int.2/L.615-618).   

 

Ranking structural elements of the programme important to change and innovation, 

B2 placed Action Learning first, describing the process as “absolutely fundamental.” 

B2 found sharing experiences “really quite overwhelming,” being encouraged by its 

“concept of honesty and candour.”  (B2/Int.2/L.508-515).  B2 placed coffee breaks 

between sessions second, arguing it was where members “get the chance to catch 

up ... pick up conversations [developed] between meetings.” Creative Workshops 

were third as it was “difficult to find a subject that absolutely everyone is 100% 

interested in ...”.  (B2/Int.2/L.538-543).  Business Planning was fourth as B2 felt 

“there was a lot of pressure ... very early on in the year about an innovation in our 

company [instead of] helping each other find the innovation”.  (B2/Int.2/L.556-561). 

 

The strength of Plus was the quality of participants in B2’s network and their ability to 

give and receive feedback. B2 said the programme could be “an intense and raw 

experience” and knowing people who left Profitnet, felt this should be emphasised to 

new members.  (B2/Int.2/L.618-621, L.703-709).   
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6.9.2.1 Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Developing Personal and 

Organisational Change and Innovation 

 

B2 initially chose a consultant “who was interested in the holistic approach to 

business rather than just the balance sheet or ... business plan ...”.  B2 said “he 

helped me recognise and believe in my own abilities” explaining her “veneer [of] 

competence is not from within.”  The consultant encouraged B2 to understand she 

did not “need approval from everybody” to make changes or to always collaborate 

with others on projects. The personal and organisational changes the consultant 

supported are highlighted by B2 confirming it led to “a really fundamental change to 

my personal attitude and ... it made me feel more independent about my business 

and also in my relationship with my husband.”  (B2/Int.2/L.573-599).  B2 confirmed 

she was staying “in touch” with her consultant beyond Plus.  

 

6.9.3 B2’s Participation in the Programme 

 

B2 was highly motivated to participate in the network and Table 6.29 shows she 

maintained full attendance throughout Plus. 

Participant Meetings 
Attended 

Apologies % 
Attendance 

Months 
Absent 

B2 16 0 100%  Nil  

Group 
Average 

  87.0%   

 

Table 6.29: B2’s Level of Attendance at Profitnet Meetings 
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Table 6.30 confirms B2 maintained a high level of participation in other members’ 

sessions throughout Plus, indicating the potential for a high level of experiential 

learning.  The observational protocols show the number of suggestions made by B2 

during the programme are understated, as in making single interventions, B2 often 

wove in multiple suggestions within them.  

 

Date  B2’s Own 
Sessions 

No. of Questions to 
Others 

No. of Suggestions to 
others  

28/7/10  
 
22/9/10  
 
27/10/10  
 
24/11/10  
 
15/12/10  
 
26/1/11 
 
23/2/11 
 
23/5/11 
 

- 
 
- 
 
- 
 
AL  
 
BP  
 
BPF 
 
AL 
 
ALF 
 

3 
 
1 
 
6 
 
5 
 
0 
 
1 
 
3 
 
4 

6 
 
5 
 
9 
 
5 
 
2 
 
9 
 
4 
 
5 
 

Total  23 
 

45 
 

Key BP   = Business Plan                    AL    = Action Learning 
BPF = Business Plan Feedback   ALF  = Action Learning Feedback 

 

Table 6.30: B2’s Number of Interventions During Other Members’ Action 

Learning and Business Plan Sessions 

 

Table 6.31 shows B2’s General Business Update in July 2010 highlighted her 

serious financial and cash flow problems, which was one of her challenges on 

starting Plus. The theme of financial difficulties continued during Business Updates 

in November and December 2010 and February 2011 suggesting the issue had not 
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improved despite B2’s time in the network.  B2’s action learning sessions in 

November 2010 and February 2011 were related to financial negotiations with clients 

and pricing and pitching for work.   

 

B2’s Business Plan Presentation in December 2010 did not focus on her existing 

core business, but whether she should purchase a licence from Profitnet to run a 

programme herself in certain geographic areas.  Given B2’s financial difficulties 

throughout Plus and confirmation when discussing the proposed licencing project 

that “I have no money”, it is surprising she missed the opportunity for group feedback 

on of her existing business.  From the observation of learning network meetings it 

was apparent B2’s personal challenges in the area of her financial capabilities and 

negotiation skills were deep seated.  Despite extensive feedback suggestions and 

experiential learning provided by the network, B2 had difficulty in entering the 

learning cycle and implementing changes in these areas.  Successful personal, 

organisational and innovative changes had occurred when B2 was supported by B15 

in moving from her home office to an office in her local town.   

 

Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

28/7/10  
 
 
 
 
 
 

General Business Update 
B2 updated the group that “cash 
flow non existent ... got to a point 
where I don’t have enough money 
to keep going ... not sure if my 
health will last  ... not a fun time ... 
looking for another job.”   
No action learning undertaken this 
month.   
 

None made.   

22/9/10  General Business Update 
“Exceedingly busy ... taking on 
maternity contract as PR 
consultant ... so money in from  
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

None made.   

22/9/10 cont’d October.”   
No action learning undertaken this 
month. 

 

27/10/10  General Business Update 
B2 not ready to present her 
Business Plan as planned and will 
now do so in November or 
December.  Work from maternity 
cover going well.  B2 moving her 
office from home to town centre 
offices with help from B15 who 
negotiated lease.  Giving B2 a 
motivational boost, and had met 
B7 and B14 re other projects.   
No action learning undertaken this 
month.   

None made.  

24/11/10 General Business Update 
Cash flow concerning and need to 
get sales pipeline full.  Move to 
new office really helpful and made 
B2 think about hours she is billing.   
New Action Learning 
B2’s question to group was “When 
do I stop flogging a dead horse, 
when do I stop jumping through 
hoops, when do I stop losing my 
dignity?”  In context of trying to get 
someone to commit to marketing 
work with her.  Group gave B2 20 
feedback suggestions with a range 
of strategies for her to engage with  
the client to generate further 
contact and a decision.   
General Business Update 
First 6 weeks in new offices – a 
crap day can now be less crap.  
Two pitches this month, one via 
A17(PM).  Money still in a 
desperate state – but new office 
changed B2’s attitude to work – 
more fun.   
 

None made.   

15/12/10 
 

Business Plan Presentation  
Innovation Profile 
B2 discussed her profile and 
said“…crap at generating business 
for myself and good at getting it for  
others.”   

None made.   
Christmas Lunch meeting: 
no new action learning or 
feedback sessions.   
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions  

15/12/10 cont’d 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Today 
B2 said group may not be  
expecting this but she loved 
Profitnet, so looking at whether I 
should purchase a licence for 
Profitnet and from your knowledge 
of me, whether I’m the right person 
to do that?  
SWOT Analysis B2’s SWOT 
analysis was primarily devoted to 
the context of the new business 
suggestion, rather than on her 
existing business.  Key highlights 
below.   
Strengths: B2 flexible and cost 
effective.  Good local contacts.   
Weaknesses: Financial situation, “I 
have no money.”  Didn’t know if it 
would be commercially viable. 
Financials: Awaiting costs from 
Profitnet team. 
Questions from B2 to Group 

 If money no object, go it 
alone or in partnership?  

 If partnering – how do I 
retain level of control? 

How will small businesses evaluate 
it?   
Feedback from Group to B2 
Group gave B2 30 feedback 
suggestions about how she might 
progress negotiations with 
Profitnet, financial risks, how to 
approach potential small business 
members and likely difficulties.   

  

26/1/11 None made.   Business Plan Feedback 
from December Meeting 
Thanked group for their 
support and honesty.  Had 
figures from A18(BDM) and 
having had conversations 
was putting the idea on hold 
until B2 finishes this round of 
Profitnet. Now realised lots 
of people already using 
action learning.  B2 to 
concentrate on existing 
business. 
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

23/2/11 
 

General Business Update 
Very busy month – flying by seat of 
pants – not keeping deadlines as 
so hectic.  
New Action Learning 
B2 had been supporting a client re  
branding and delivering strategy  
through workshops and peer 
support.  Question for group: How 
do I package, pitch and charge for 
this work?  Group gave B2 17 
feedback suggestions covering 
how to work out her pricing 
strategy and rates she could 
charge. 

None made.   

25/5/11 None made.   Action Learning Feedback 
from Last Month 
B 2 did not refer back to last 
month’s issue re charging a 
client – but advised group 
she was talking to a couple 
of web developers and 
working on a brief for a new 
website.  

 

Table 6.31: B2’s Action Learning and Other Sessions Undertaken 

 

6.9.4 Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change 

and Innovation  

 

6.9.4.1 Personal Change  

 

B2’s biggest personal change before establishing her firm was when she and her 

husband moved abroad to manage a tourist resort, describing it as a “huge personal 

change [which] taught me to value my skills and expertise.”  (B2/Int.1/L.164-172).  

Prior to Plus B2’s challenges centred on issues surrounding starting her new 
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business, developing stronger negotiation and financial planning skills and finding 

her self confidence suffered at times.  (B2/Int.1/164-261).  Establishing her firm 

meant B2 found “suddenly when you find yourself flying solo, all sorts of doubts and 

esteem issues creep in.”  At the start of Plus B2 appreciated she needed to develop 

her personal skills in “how to pitch my pricing”, and improve her negotiation, sales, 

personal budgeting and financial planning skills.  (B2/Int.1/L.173-192).  B2 felt she 

possessed strong personal qualities in motivation and enthusiasm and that “nothing 

is insurmountable [but at times] there is a wobble on the confidence front”.  B2 cited 

examples of this happening when undertaking financial planning, personal budgeting 

and her initial “naive” expectations about levels of business when starting her firm. 

(B2/Int.1/L.217-242).   

 

At the end of Plus B2 gave four examples of where the programme contributed to 

her personal changes. Firstly when B2 moved from her home office to a town centre 

office, with the support of B15. B2 described this “as a key personal change” that not 

only improved her business situation “but has had an impact on my personal life as 

well.”  (B2/Int.2/L.106-119). Secondly, B2 argued “the nurturing sense of the group, it 

has really increased my confidence about my own abilities,” enabling her to reduce 

the personal “expectations of my company.” B2 summarised the network’s support in 

developing her self confidence saying “I have always needed somebody’s approval 

... so in a way, every month someone in the group ... gives me a pat on the back ... 

says actually ... that is alright ... this real feeling of confirmation and affirmation ... the 

sense we are all in this together ...”. (B2/Int.2/L.137-143, L.153-159).  
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Thirdly, B2 argued Plus “helped me with decision making ... I am able to evaluate ... 

and reach a decision quicker ... have a lot more faith in my own decision making.”  It 

was particularly important to B2 as “there was a period last year [when I] really did 

depend on other people to tell me whether something was a good idea or not 

[particularly when] running out of ideas as to how I could keep control of the 

business.”  (B2/Int.2/L.183-194).  

 

Finally, B2 was clear working with her Plus consultant led to “substantial” personal 

changes in improving her belief “in my own abilities [resulting in] really fundamental 

change to my personal attitude ... it made me feel more independent about my 

business and also in my relationship with my husband.”  The personal change was 

“a bit of a wakeup call.”  (B2/Int.2/L.573-587).   

 

B16(F) and B18(PM) had difficulty identifying personal changes B2 made as a result 

of Plus. B16(F) said “I still struggle with [B2] because I am not sure what her 

business is ... she lays it all out there every month and that is one of the challenges... 

identifying where she is developing”.  (B16/Int.2/L.168-170).  She argued B2 needed 

“to be presenting herself very differently ...”.  (B16/Int.2/L.177-181).  B18(PM) found 

B2 “very supportive [with] lots of great ideas” in network meetings.  (B18/Int.2/L.457-

488).   

 

6.9.4.2 Organisational Change  

 

B2’s organisational challenges prior to Plus centred on recruiting and managing 

freelance staff for projects. B2 felt the recruitment process could have been 
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managed more effectively.  Having spoken “to a lot of people” and raised their 

expectations, she found “they may not have been right for the project.”  

(B2/Int.1/L.285-291).  Once B2 recruited her freelance support she then encountered 

challenges in managing and delegating to them effectively, as she “sometimes had a 

tendency to try and leave the freelancer just to get on with certain things” while she 

ran the business and found new clients.  (B2/Int.1/L.292-303).  

 

At her final interview B2 believed “the main organisational change” from Plus had 

been “to diminish the size of the corporate vision.”  Previously, B2 “used to have a 

chip on my shoulder about lifestyle businesses ...  I never used to think they were 

proper businesses.”  B2 confirmed “it was actually my Profitnet Plus consultant who 

made me see the other side of the coin” making B2 appreciate “people who run 

lifestyle businesses are probably a lot happier ... than people ... on the treadmill.”  B2 

appreciated she “didn’t have to take over all the marketing agencies” in her area. 

(B2/Int.2/L.234-246).   

 

The change in B2’s vision for her business changed her views on addressing staffing 

and capacity issues, acknowledging “in terms of capacity ... my attitude has 

changed, I am actually in a better position to identify where I can bring in temporary 

resource...”.  B2 argued she had been “so fixated on trying to build the company” it 

had caused some of her financial problems. She was “a lot more relaxed about it 

now which is a bit weird... less precious about my business.”  (B2/Int.2/L.234-257).   

 

B2 cited her office move from her home to a nearby town as an example of a 

successful planned organisational change.  B2 confirmed B15 “had directly helped 
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me in terms of the sort of office space” she was looking for.  B2 and B15 worked 

collaboratively to undertake the organisational change with B2 noting “we have had a 

skill swop and I helped him with some marketing and strategic planning and he has 

helped me go through my lease ... I had never rented an office before.”  

(B2/Int.2/L.311-320).  The successful organisational change experience and B15’s 

support led B2 to reflect on past changes: “through the Profitnet programme I have 

actually worked out what you do is ask for help ... it taught me to ask for help.”  

(B2/Int.2/L.327-331).   

 

B18(PM) confirmed B2 “is a sole trader and her business has always been in a state 

of flux,”  despite these challenges “B2 has moved out of her home environment ... 

and is now in a proper serviced office and I think she says that has made her 

considerably more organised as well.”  (B18/Int.2/L. 445-446, L.652-654).    

 

6.9.4.3  Innovation  

 

Prior to joining the programme, B2’s initial innovation challenge was she believed it 

“was invention ... I fell into that trap of ignorance where I thought I had to come up 

with a new product.”  B2 found she “was completely unable to innovate within my 

business [as] marketing is not an innovative or unique thing.”  Prior to Plus “it was 

just a no go area for me.”  (B2/Int.1/L.364-372).  The only potential innovation B2 

had developed prior to Profitnet was offering training sessions in marketing for 

clients who wanted to do the work themselves. At the time “it didn’t feel like an 

innovation ... it just felt like a necessity ... to plug the cash flow gap.” (B2/Int.1/L.386-

398). 
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At the end of Plus, B2 saw innovation as “a new way or process of doing things [and 

was] a lot more achievable.”  The network had “completely opened [her] eyes to how 

I can innovate in my business”, making B2 appreciate past work with clients had led 

them to innovate.  B2 now believed she “embrace[d] innovation ... innovation helps 

an organisation move forward ...”.  (B2/Int.2/L.650-662).  

 

B2 undertook a major planned organisational change moving from her home office to 

town centre offices and while this was a planned personal and organisational change 

there were elements of the move that were innovative.  B2 used B15 to help her 

select the site and negotiate the lease having no experience in this area which was 

an innovative use of resources. The organisational change became innovative when 

B2 moved to the new office despite B15 advising her they were “one of the more 

expensive commercial premises”. This was because the organisational change 

ultimately developed an incremental process and market positioning innovations new 

to B2’s firm.  B2 selected the office as “there was a client on the same floor as me 

[and] there was another marketing company that needed my strategic input” and she 

was “sharing the office space with an organisation I do work for as well.”  Proximity 

to her clients and suppliers led to unplanned and emergent incremental marketing 

and process innovations for B2 “because we have water cooler moments ... we are 

able to catch up on ... the other marketing company ... talk about a couple of shared 

clients.”  B2 confirmed “over lunch I sit with the other client ... and we talk through 

projects we are working on together ... so it has actually improved efficiencies and 

means ... ideas are always switched on.”  (B2/Int.2/L.346-366).   
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Asked for other examples of innovations undertaken as a result of Plus B2 said 

“innovations in my business have definitely been around my involvement with my 

financial mentor,” and this had “opened my eyes to how the finance works in my 

business and how to manage it.”  The involvement of a financial mentor was not 

previously mentioned by B2 in any of the eight observed network meetings or 

confirmed by the group’s facilitator or project manager, making the innovation difficult 

to assess.  (B2/Int.2/L.669-673).  A new incremental product innovation developed 

by B2 and mentioned in action learning was using “action learning groups within 

[client] companies” to implement strategic and marketing work versus “holding 

training sessions for individual people.”  (B2/Int.2/L.673-682).  

 

B2 confirmed she worked with members outside network meetings on change and 

innovation projects including B6 on roles and responsibilities at her firm, B15’s 

marketing strategy and with B3 on another project.  (B2/Int.2/L.633-639).    

 

6.9.5 Links Between Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation and 

the Participants’ Innovation Journey through the Programme  

 

Links between personal changes and planned organisational change and 

incremental innovations in B2’s case were generated by moving from her home 

office to new premises in a nearby town.  Prior to joining Plus, B2 said she lacked 

confidence on occasions and felt depressed and de-motivated by the loneliness of 

working from home.  By becoming more confident through the support of the learning 

network, B2 was comfortable in asking for B15’s specialist property support to select 

the new office and negotiate its lease. B2 had never made such an organisational 
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change before and this support enabled B2 to undertake this successfully.  Learning 

network participation enhanced B2’s understanding of innovation and by selecting an 

office where both clients and suppliers were located, increased the potential for 

innovation activities.  

 

Despite her network participation and extensive feedback from her group, B2’s initial 

challenges of a lack of financial planning and negotiation skills did not improve. B2 

missed an opportunity for development in this area by devoting the time for her 

business plan presentation to a new project rather than focussing on her continuing 

financial difficulties.  At her final interview B2 believed many of her financial planning 

challenges were being addressed by the support of a new financial mentor, which 

hadn’t been discussed in observed meetings. 

 

6.9.6 Summary of Evidence for Case B2 

 

A summary of evidence for Case Study B2 is shown in Table 6.32 in Appendix I.   

 

6.10 Case Study B3  

 

6.10.1 Background Information for B3 

 

B3 had developed a varied career path before establishing her own business, 

working in sales, marketing, the media and advertising industry.  B3 then changed 

career completely, training to be a mental health nurse, spending five years as a 

senior manager in the Health Service before moving abroad for a time.  On returning 
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to the UK, B3 decided “I wanted to start a business ... I’ve got quite an 

entrepreneurial streak in me and it was a real challenge to decide what to do.”  Due 

to her past career in nursing and a lack of finance, B3 invested in a franchise 

company providing care services for vulnerable people.  (B3/Int.1/L.5-32).  

 

B3’s business was established in December 2007, becoming Managing Director of 

her limited company within the franchise network, covering two geographic regions.  

Turnover in year one of £187,000 grew to £485,000 the following year and stood at 

£1 million at the start of B3’s Plus participation.  At that time the firm had twelve 

permanent employees equivalent to eight full-time staff, and sixty carers on zero 

hour contracts working with clients.  (B3/Int.1/L.38-52).  By the end of Plus, B3’s 

turnover had increased to £1.4 million, with a permanent staff equivalent to eleven 

full-time staff and eighty carers on contracts.  Details are summarised in Table 6.33.  

(B2/Int.2/L.91-101).  

 

B3 defined her firm’s market as providing “care at home for vulnerable people from 

all ages ... predominantly older people.”  Some services were provided for younger 

clients and B3 had started to assess providing care for those with learning 

difficulties.  B3 argued her firm was unique by “striving to provide excellence [trying] 

to match our carers to our clients” and having a Field Care Supervisor to visit clients 

and check on quality standards.  (B3/Int.1/L97-104).   
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Case Study B3 Role Turnover Permanent 
Employees 

Employee 
Details 

At Start Managing Director  
 
 

£1,000,000 12 4F/T 
8 P/T 

8 FTE in total  
60 carers on 
zero hours 
contracts 

 

At End Managing Director  
 

£1,400,000 16  6F/T 
10 P/T 

11 FTE in total  
80 carers on 
zero hours 
contracts 

 

 

Table 6.33: Summary of Case Study B3’s Role, Turnover and Number of 

Employees at the Start and End of Profitnet Participation 

 

At her first interview B3 was facing an opportunity and challenge in re-tendering a 

major care contract with a local authority as a result of government cutbacks.  The 

opportunity for her firm if successful was it would become the major care provider in 

her council’s area, but if unsuccessful the loss of the existing contract would lead to 

major redundancies amongst her team.  Other opportunities centred on B3 using her 

background in mental health to expand her firm’s share of the private health, learning 

difficulties and care home sectors.  The “biggest challenges” facing the business 

were “always recruitment of good quality care staff” presenting a continuing barrier to 

growth.  (B3/Int.1/L.109-116).  An additional personal and organisational challenge 

for B3 was managing a business in a highly regulated sector and being “compliant 

with the government, social services, the Care Quality Commission ... [and] the 

franchise.”  (B3/Int.1/L379-381).  
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6.10.2 How B3 Felt About the Programme – Expectations and Experiences 

 

Prior to Plus, B3 had not been a regular member of business networks near her firm 

as she did not live in the area and business referral networks did not lend 

themselves to selling care for the elderly.  B3 was convinced Plus was different to 

business networks saying it was “somewhere to learn, grow and develop whereas 

breakfast meetings and others I see as a networking and sales opportunity.”  

(B3/Int.2/L.397-406).  

  

B3’s initial expectations for Plus had been to find “time away from the business [and] 

mix with people outside of the franchise as well.”  B3 wanted to engage “with people 

that had different businesses that would be able to give me true independent 

impartial advice.”  B3 mentioned “it was the social aspect of not feeling alone” in her 

role as an owner-manager.  (B3/Itn.1/L.233-238).  At the end of Plus B3 argued 

these initial expectations had been exceeded due to “the action learning and the 

support of the group” noting it was “such a close knit group” compared to her 

previous Profitnet network.  (B3/Int.2/L.487-491).  

 

Ranking structural elements of the programme important in developing change and 

innovation, B3 placed Action Learning first saying “I get a lot out of it.”  The 

experiential learning involved was valuable with B3 explaining “it is not just when I 

have brought something, it is listening to other people’s action learning and making 

me think how I can help them.”  B3 placed Creative Workshops and Business 

Planning in joint second place, using sessions on social media to develop her own 

Facebook page. Preparation of her Business Plan “was good discipline” and B3 
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benefited from making her presentation, as “it is not something I have had to do in 

this business ... I was quite nervous.”  In contrast when B3 presented her Business 

Plan Update at the end of Plus she “was much more relaxed ... and it came a lot 

more easily ... so it developed my presentation skills.”  (B3/Int.2/L.421-444).   

 

Strengths of the programme for B3 lay in being “part of a very highly energised, 

innovative group this year” and B16(F) and B18(PM) “do a fantastic job [with a] very 

unruly group at times”.  Improvements for B3 between Profitnet and Profitnet Plus 

had been Plus developing a more “close knit group [who] have just bonded.”  

(B3/Int.2/L.570-576).   

 

6.10.2.1 Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Developing Personal and 

Organisational Change and Innovation  

 

B3 confirmed her Profitnet Plus consultant had improved her level of financial 

awareness and her appreciation of business coaching.  B3 was disappointed with 

her interaction with the consultant but acknowledged she would manage the 

relationship differently in the future. B3 felt their work “from a financial perspective 

was very helpful and it was the right person at the right time ...”.  The consultant 

helped B3 “look at the figures ... and how to know what I needed to do to make X 

amount [and] not to expand too quickly”, and appreciate “mentoring or business 

coaching is a really important thing to have.”  (B3/Int.2/L.461-470).   

 

Although B3 engaged her consultant for one more session beyond her allocated 

time, on a personal level the relationship did not appear to be a strong one.  B3 
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originally planned for the consultant to return regularly but “realised he is not the right 

person for me.”  For a continuing relationship B3 needed someone “much more 

motivating [who] would ... get me excited about the business again instead of telling 

me how little profit I was making each hour.”  (B3/Int.2./l.479-481).  B3 had learnt 

from the experience, arguing in the future she would spread their work and “be more 

careful about choosing who I was going to work with.”  (B3/Int.2/L.491-496).   

 

6.10.3 B3’s Participation in the Programme  

 

B3’s level of attendance in Table 6.34 was slightly below the group average. B3 

appeared highly engaged with the network and her absence in September 2010 was 

to attend a council meeting regarding the re-tendering process.   

 

Participant Meetings 
Attended 

Apologies % 
Attendance 

Months Absent 

B3 13 3 81.3%  May, September 
2010 

Group 
Average 

  87.0%  March 2011  

 

Table 6.34: B3’s Level of Attendance at Profitnet Meetings 

 

Table 6.35 shows B3’s sessions were concentrated in the period July to November 

2010 when she was facing a range of financial, recruitment, personal morale and 

motivation issues around being a franchisee and council re-tendering processes.  

During this difficult period B3’s level of questions and suggestions in other members’ 

sessions in October and November 2011 were lower than normal.  Once the 
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tendering was favourably resolved in December 2010 her level of confidence and 

participation increased.   

Date  B3’s Own 
Sessions 

No. of Questions to 
Others 

No. of Suggestions to 
others  

28/7/10  
 
27/10/10 
 
24/11/10 
 
15/12/10  
 
26/1/11 
 
23/2/11 
 
25/5/11 
 

BP/ALF 
 
BPF/AL  
 
ALF 
 
- 
 
- 
 
- 
 
ALF 

1 
 
0 
 
0 
 
3 
 
1 
 
0 
 
1 

3 
 
1 
 
1 
 
2 
 
4 
 
3 
 
3 

Total  6 17 

Key BP   = Business Plan                    AL    = Action Learning 
BPF = Business Plan Feedback   ALF  = Action Learning Feedback 

 

Table 6.35: B3’s Number of Interventions During Other Members’ Action 

Learning and Business Plan Sessions 

 

From B3’s General Business Update and Business Plan sessions in Table 6.36 it 

was obvious her morale and motivation were very negatively impacted by the re-

tendering process imposed by her local council.  It had serious financial implications 

for the future viability of B3’s firm with potential redundancies and raised personal 

change challenges about whether she wished to remain a franchisee or develop 

other opportunities.  B3 undertook an action learning session asking the group to 

give her honest feedback regarding her strengths and weaknesses for starting 

another business. The network was highly supportive of B3’s personal situation and 

abilities and provided positive personal feedback on continuing to improve her 

existing business.   
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By B3’s Business Plan Update in May 2011 she had undertaken a range of 

incremental financial and marketing innovations and decided to give herself until 

Autumn 2011 to decide whether to sell or continue her franchise. She planned to 

contact her Plus consultant again to support her in making the assessment, 

indicating B3 had gained some experiential learning from their previous interaction 

about using his services more effectively.  

  

Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

28/7/10 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Business Plan Presentation 
SWOT Analysis – Strengths 
“Great starter and innovator ... but  
not good finisher ... good 
relationship with council ... loyal 
office team ... strong background in 
care sector.”   
SWOT Analysis – Weaknesses 
“Lack of marketing activity ... 
financial management is not 
brilliant ... always paying other 
people before me ... working with 
B17(C) on this.”   
SWOT Analysis – Threats 
New provider in B3’s area 
“aggressive marketing campaign.”  
SWOT Analysis – Opportunities 
Expansion into adjacent areas and 
ageing population. 
Projects Capacity Issues re finding 
enough carers to complete projects 
– better recruitment and retention 
needed. 
Finances 
Just gives everything to her 
accountant.  Needs to complete  
KPIs, update procedures, improve 
time management, turnover £1m 
but small profit margin so need 
financial plan.   
Question from B3 to Group:  
Ideas for care worker recruitment  
and thinking outside the box on 
this. 

Action Learning Feedback 
From Last Month 
B3 had completed some  
actions re progressing her 
VAT registration.   
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

28/7/10 cont’d 
 

Feedback 
Group gave B3 40 feedback 
suggestions about improvements:  
recruiting from Eastern Europe, do 
exit interviews, look for mature 
staff, increase prices to increase 
staff wages, get yourself a right 
hand person, staff incentives other 
than wages and paying a loyalty 
bonus.   
 
 
 
 

27/10/10  
 

General Business Update 
“Feeling really bad.”  Good news 
we are now the biggest at home 
care provider in our area.  But 
having to re-tender our contract 
with council and big competitors 
coming in who could take business 
away.  B3 said it would be good to 
look at other business  
opportunities with the group and 
get their feedback on her skills to 
develop these.   
New Action Learning  
“Lots of you know I’ve been looking 
at starting another business versus 
being a franchisee.”   
Question From B3 to Group 
Honest feedback from group on 
her strengths and weaknesses for 
starting a new business.   
Feedback 
Group gave B3 21 feedback 
suggestions and examples of 
difficulties they had encountered in 
their start-up phase.  Four very 
supportive pieces of positive 
personal feedback to B3, three 
suggestions re improving 
marketing and other comments re 
 prioritisation and delegation to her  
team.  Generally group advised B3 
to stick with her existing business. 

Business Plan Feedback 
from July Meeting 
Apologies for September 
absence due to tendering 
process.  B3 apologised but 
motivation “down there”.  
“My staff don’t know, but if 
we don’t win tender process 
there will be lots of  
redundancies.  So we have 
been focusing on alternative 
options and business plans.”   
Progressing staff retention 
via Carer of the Month, and 
gave long serving staff a 
small bonus.  B3 said 
“overall my motivation is so 
low I’m almost avoiding 
going into the office as I’m 
finding it difficult to be jolly 
and motivated.”  B16(F) 
suggested B3 went straight 
into action learning.   
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

24/11/10 
 

General Business Update 
Feeling much better personally.  
Tendering process continuing but  
B3 calmer as she had decided 
nothing more she could do until 
announcement made by council.   
No new action learning this month.   

Action Learning Feedback 
from Last Month 
Thanked group for feedback,  
taken comments on board 
and felt better.  In care 
business, now looking at 
niche high quality areas for 
the future.  Stepped back 
and thinking about what to 
do and what drives her, for 
example property market.   

15/12/10 General Business Update 
A good month.  Council has 
dropped re-tendering process and 
changed selection criteria which 
will be better for her business in  
the longer term.   

None made.   
Christmas Lunch Meeting: 
no new action learning or 
feedback sessions 
undertaken by the group.   

26/1/11 None made.   None made. 

23/2/11 None made.   None made.   

25/5/11 None made.   
  

Feedback from Last Month’s 
Update on July 2010 
Business Plan 
Marketing: now expanding 
the business by brand 
stickers for cars, leafleting 
demographic areas, bridge 
clubs and stands at local 
boot fairs.  
Business Finances: B3 had 
developed KPIs and 
monitored finances. 
Scoping Other Businesses: 
Given herself until the 
Autumn to decide whether to 
get a manager in to run 
existing business or sell it.  
Could sell one or both 
businesses.  Will get Plus 
Consultant to help assess 
this.   

 

Table 6.36: B3’s Action Learning and Other Sessions Undertaken 
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6.10.4 Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change 

and Innovation  

 

6.10.4.1 Personal Change  

 

At the start of Plus B3 was aware her “weaknesses, my challenges over the time has 

been running the business side of it because I am not naturally a business woman.”  

(B2/Int.1/L.33-34).  B3 acknowledged initially “I didn’t have a clue what running a 

business really meant [and no] grip on the finances at all.”  This had led B3 to 

“change as a person [while] I have been running the business.”  (B3/Int.1/L.137-144).  

An example of the personal challenges were making “a redundancy in May 2008 not 

long after I had started” and resolving a disciplinary issue which ended in dismissal.  

B3 felt one of her strengths was having a “sunny disposition” and being able to talk 

to anyone, but conversely realised one of her “weaknesses is that I liked to be 

liked...” B3 said “before Profitnet I was very much more one of the team.”  

(B2/Int.2/L.139-142, L.162-166).  

 

Financial issues when B3 established her firm meant she “had to go for the safest 

route,” becoming a franchise “against my heart [and] entrepreneurial streak.”  

(B2/Int.1/L.20-24).  During B3’s first interview it was clear this personal challenge 

had not been resolved.  B3 had not wanted to “use someone else’s name” and her 

initial Plus interactions accentuated the issue.  B3 also felt negatively about 

operating her business in a regulated sector in addition to her franchisor’s 

procedures.  B3 said: “it is a real challenge for me ... I do have to battle with it ... 
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Profitnet brings it out ... I am with other entrepreneurs ... I felt a fraud ... I feel I 

shouldn’t be here ... it is not my business.”  (B2/Int.1/L.370-386). 

 

At the end of Plus B3 confirmed positive feedback from her network made her “feel a 

very active part of the group [and] helped my confidence enormously.”  She argued 

her increased self confidence had “carried through” into her business, citing very 

personal changes as an example: “I certainly act and dress like a business woman 

now, I am more conscious of what I wear and yes I internalise the business person.”  

The increased self confidence meant B3 felt more positively about running a 

franchise business. Feedback from her group that she ran “a proper business [with 

a] large turnover ... and workforce [in] a good business area” led B3 to believe she 

could be “very confident about being successful.”  The network “have raised my self 

esteem when it comes to business.”  (B3/Int.2/L.195-203, L.214-219).  

 

During the course of Plus B3 became more financially aware but there was still a 

need to improve her skills in the area.  At her second interview B3 was working with 

her accountant’s bookkeeper to improve her financial knowledge and internal 

processes.  B3 attributed the personal changes to the motivation provided by her 

network as “certain members ... always ask me exactly what percentage is this... and 

you realise I don’t know that ... so I have made sure I have a much better idea.”  

(B3/Int.2/L.335-353).   

 

Discussing her personal development “into a business woman on the programme” 

B3 said she had been “looking at some of the members and modelling myself on 

how they are.”  Benchmarking herself against others “helped [me] be more assertive 
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in the workplace and to be seen as the owner ... the Managing Director, rather than 

[being] much more informal.”  This changed B3’s attitude to her staff making her 

“more aware I have investment in the business and if you don’t like it you can leave.”  

B3 was convinced the change in behaviours “has definitely come from the group.” 

(B3/Int.2/L.382-391).  

 

B3 confirmed although her presentation skills had improved as a result of Plus, she 

was still encountering some difficulties in delegating to her team.  Following her 

Business Plan Update, B3 said “I was much more relaxed and it came a lot more 

easily, so it developed my presentation skills.”  (B3/Int.2/L.440-444).  B3 had tried to 

“delegate more” and looked at jobs taking up a lot of her time but this had not always 

been successful.  As an example, B3 said she “delegate[d] things I am not so good 

at” to her Deputy which were not always undertaken successfully.  (B3/Int.2/L.284-

295).   

 

B16(F) and B18(PM) provided strong evidence of B3’s increased self confidence as 

a result of her Plus participation.  B16(F) argued B3 “has gained in confidence” 

having been “a little timid” at the start.  B16(F) said B3 was clearer with her group 

regarding her future plans applying herself with “more direction ... more self-

discipline.”  (B16/Int.2/L.163-164, L.175-177).  B18(PM) had been “nervous” about 

B3’s transfer from Profitnet to Profitnet Plus and “how well she would fit into the 

network [and] it has become quite apparent  B3 has a lot of experience to give to the 

group, so yes she has definitely developed in confidence.”  (B18/Int.2/L.479-487).  
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6.10.4.2 Organisational Change  

 

Prior to Plus B3’s rapid business growth meant organisational challenges of staff 

management started to increase around “mainly recruiting staff ... managing them, 

delegating to them, empowering them, all of those things so I don’t have to be here 

all the time.”  (B3/Int.1/L.194-196).  Even though B3 had developed “an extremely 

loyal staff [that] have been with me from the beginning” who worked very hard, B3 

identified as the business had grown with “more people in the office there is conflict 

sometimes.”  This resulted in B3 altering people’s roles with “clear identifications as 

to who does what.”  (B3/Int.1/L.202-207).  B3 found there “were some quite 

unsettling changes” at the time, including a redundancy and becoming “more 

involved” in daily operations. (B3/Int.1/L.179-182) 

 

At her second interview B3 argued her firm’s capacity to make planned 

organisational changes had improved as a result of Plus by allowing her to observe 

other more experienced network members and “model myself on them and thinking 

what do they do.”  Many action learning sessions were relevant to her firm and B3 

realised “I can learn a lot from some of the people there.”  The experiential learning 

processes involved gave B3 “the confidence to come back to work and make those 

changes.”  (B3/Int.2/L.236-262). One example involved B3 delegating more to her 

team as a result of “listening to group members.”  This had not always been 

successful. B3 said it was a “challenge” she was still having difficulty with.  B3 was 

considering her network’s advice to replace herself with an outsider so she could 

step back and consider opportunities.  (B3/Int.2/L.284-306).  
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B3 worked with her Plus consultant to improve her understanding of financial 

processes, establish her profit margin and appreciate it was “very minimal”.  The 

network motivated her “to do something ... meeting with the franchisor” regarding her 

finances and found she should have borrowed money to launch two new offices 

rather than expand from current revenues.  (B3/Int.2/L.316-328).  

 

One of the major outcomes from B3’s Business Plan presentation had been to 

gather network ideas about addressing her staff recruitment and retention problems. 

A feedback suggestion led B3 to “work out the cost of recruiting a carer is round 

about £400” taking into account interviewing, processing and advertising costs. This 

resulted in a series of planned procedural changes and incremental innovations to 

improve staff retention. (B3/Int.2/L.359-374).  

 

B16(F) and B18(PM) confirmed B3’s organisational changes during Plus.  B16(F) 

cited as an example B3 “has identified and pushed down some responsibilities in her 

organisation.”  (B16/Int.2/L.310-311).  B18(PM) added B3 “has become more 

organised in her office on taking on work ... given her managers a lot more [and] has 

also learnt she had to focus ... and not go off at a tangent.” (B18/Int.2/L.658-622). 

 

6.10.4.3  Innovation 

  

B3 defined innovation at the start of Plus “as bringing something new in ... that adds 

value to your business or someone’s life.  (B3/Int.1/L.262-264, L.300-302). Prior to 

joining Profitnet the process and marketing innovations developed came from B3’s 

previous job in the Health Service, transferring ideas into her new business.  
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Examples were incremental process innovations with B3 saying “it sometimes may 

be in our documentation, the way we do things.”  B3 was also considering how to 

develop future “recruitment procedures and processes...”.  (B3/Int.1/L.284-287) 

 

At her second interview B3 confirmed her understanding and ability to manage 

innovation improved during Plus through “listening to other people and listening to 

what innovations they have made.”  B3 reflected on members’ feedback and started 

“thinking what can I do, what sort of changes can I bring to my business, what kind of 

innovations [now] I am feeling more confident about the ability to make those 

changes.”  B3’s remarks provide clear connection between her personal change in 

becoming more self confident and her ability to use experiential learning processes 

to develop innovation.  (B3/Int.2/L.524-531).  

 

B3 presented her Business Plan and asked for feedback on how to improve the 

recruitment and retention of carers.  Forty feedback suggestions were then used by 

B3 to develop a series of new incremental process innovations to improve her firm’s 

policies.  At B3’s subsequent feedback session she had already introduced two 

incremental process innovations new to her firm to retain staff through a “Carer of 

the Month” awarded by client votes and a loyalty bonus to longer serving carers.  

Two other examples of incremental process innovations developed from her original 

presentation were working out the financial cost of resignations and reasons for them 

during exit interviews. (B3/Int.2/L.359-372). The network suggested B3 recruit carers 

from Eastern Europe and B3 “forged a partnership with a Romanian agency” 

recruiting two staff from Romania and one from Bulgaria.  B3 said the partnership 

would “be continuing ... for some time.”  (B3/Int.2/L.172-174).  
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B3’s final incremental process innovation new to her firm was to use Facebook to 

recruit staff as a result of Creative Workshops on social media.  B3 confirmed “we 

have actually started to use Facebook for recruitment ... as a result of one of those 

Creative Workshops.”  (B3/Int.2/L.433-437).   

 

B3 worked with B2 and B15 outside network meetings on “the principles of writing a 

marketing strategy.”  At her final interview B3 was working with B11 on a PR strategy 

for her firm and providing personal contacts to B9 as leads for his training business.  

(B3/Int.2/L.501-510).  B18(PM) confirmed “B3 has definitely got good support from 

the group and she has made some good collaborations within the group as well.”  

(B18/Int.2/L.469-475).  

 

6.10.5 Links Between Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation and 

the Participants’ Innovation Journey through the Programme 

 

At her final interview B3 stressed the major link between her personal and 

organisational changes and innovations during Plus were generated by the network 

substantially developing her self confidence.  By modelling and benchmarking 

herself against other more experienced members B3 argued she had developed into 

a business woman.  This in turn made B3 extremely conscious of the financial 

investment she had in her firm and more assertive in the workplace to make further 

changes.  (B3/Int.2/L.382-392). The experiential learning process generated by B3’s 

Business Planning session enabled her to effectively use members’ feedback to 

address staff recruitment and retention issues through incremental process 

innovations new to her firm.    
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6.10.6 Summary of Evidence for Case B3 

 

A summary of evidence for Case Study B3 is shown in Table 6.37 in Appendix I.   

 

6.11 Case Study B4 

 

6.11.1 Background Information for B4 

 

Prior to establishing her business B4 worked in publishing throughout her career, 

undertaking a range of roles in smaller publishing firms and start-ups.  Eventually B4 

became frustrated at “not having control of what I was doing” and spontaneously 

decided to “up sticks” and move to Brighton with her partner with “no clear view of 

what we were going to do.”  In 2003 B4 established a “virtual” publishing company 

with two freelancers working from home but the arrangement became “an absolute 

nightmare” and the firm closed.  In 2005 B4 purchased a publishing business from 

the previous owner she had worked for as a freelancer and over time the offering 

changed into “more marketing and less publishing [undertaking] marketing for small 

companies [producing] adverts ... literature, brochures, websites ... and stationery.”  

(B4/Int.1/L.5-134).  

 

At the start of Plus B4’s turnover stood at £180,000 a year declining from a peak of 

£280,000 as she encountered a period of poor health, and was trying to increase 

profit margins rather than focussing purely on turnover.  B4’s partner worked part-

time to manage the office and financial aspects of the firm.  (B4/Int.1/L.170-191).  By 

the end of Plus B4 continued to re-balance her profitability, focussing on more 
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profitable work from SMEs.  As a result, B4 expected turnover to remain static but 

her profitability to increase by “14% to 15%.” Table 6.38 summarises the information.  

(B4/Int.2/L.126-133, L.411-417).  

 

B4’s main market was supplying her marketing and communication skills to “small to 

medium sized enterprises or businesses that are owner managed [as they] are 

people who make decisions about what they do...”.  B4 believed her firm was unique 

in understanding the various sectors her clients were drawn from, given her 

background in account management. (B4/Int.1/L.211-227).  

 

Case Study B4 Role Turnover Permanent 
Employees 

Employee 
Details 

At Start Director and  
Owner  

 
 

£180,000 2 1 F/T 
1 P/T 

At End Director and  
Owner  

 

£180,000 2 1 F/T 
1/P/T  

 

Table 6.38: Summary of Case Study B4’s Role, Turnover and Number of 

Employees at the Start and End of Profitnet Participation 

 

B4 said there were “massive opportunities” for her firm in the poor economic climate 

to “make a difference for much less cost than other organisations.” (B4/Int.2/L.334-

344).  B4’s challenges centred on developing more business leads, and replacing 

her partner with a permanent part-time member of staff with an extended range of 

duties.  B4 enjoyed working with people and wanted someone who would support 

her by giving her a “gentle push ... someone to say, yes let’s go with it.”  

(B4/Int.1/L.374-380, L.404-417).  
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6.11.2 How B4 Felt About the Programme – Expectations and Experiences 

 

Before joining Plus B4 had been a member of a SEEDA business development 

network and two breakfast clubs but left because “they just didn’t really offer my 

business much ...”.  (B4/Int.1/L.875-885).  B4 remained a member of a gay business 

network in London throughout Plus and latterly re-joined a business club.  B4 argued 

Plus was different “because you are sitting with people who have a like mind and like 

attitude to their business ... they want to succeed and grow.”  B4 said the programme 

was “very well structured and very well facilitated” in comparison to business 

networks. (B4/Int.1/L.944-956). 

   

B4 had “no expectations” for Plus at the outset, and thought “it would develop over 

time ... and then what I realised was that it wasn’t actually about it developing, it was 

about me developing.”  This led B4 to “take back the responsibility which I was 

hoping to foist onto them a bit.”  (B4/Int.1/L.962-985).  At her second interview B4 

confirmed “my hopes have been met without a doubt ...”.  (B4/Int.2/L.703-706.)  

 

Structural elements of Plus important for B4 in developing change and innovation 

were Action Learning first, Creative Workshops and Business Planning last.  B4 

confirmed action learning “is not about the questions I ask but is generally about the 

answers to the questions people ask and about the group input” indicating its 

contribution to her experiential learning.  B4 was complimentary about the impact of 

Creative Workshops on social media, but struggled with others. B4 ranked Business 

Planning last as she felt not enough time was devoted to it and the difference it 
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made was limited.  Informal conversations with members in breaks at the meeting 

were “really, really useful.”  (B4/Int.2/L.582-606, L.637-639). 

 

B4 said strengths of Plus “are definitely the learning opportunities” it presented and 

quality of facilitation.  Areas for improvement centred on being more creative and 

less structured, positioning Profitnet to access larger business networks and finding 

good speakers for Creative Workshops. (B4/Int.2/L.705-791).  

 

6.11.2.1 Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Developing Personal and 

Organisational Change and Innovation  

 

B4 confirmed at the start of the business planning process the “consultant is a very 

nice kick start to things [and] makes you have a think about your business” 

particularly for “people who are really struggling” following the demise of Business 

Link.  B4 thought the consultant was “very important at the beginning and I think you 

forget their importance because you move on so much in the twelve months.”  

(B4/Int.2/L.661-681).   

 

B4 explained her consultant “hasn’t really helped because [the time allocated] is too 

little”.  B4 enjoyed “sitting down and talking to my consultant [but was] not sure I 

wouldn’t have come to the same conclusions without the business planning and 

meeting.”  B4 questioned “how much value [the consultant] actually adds” compared 

to what she gained from action learning.  (B4/Int.2/L.611-624).  B4’s relationship with 

her consultant didn’t continue beyond Plus. (B4/Int.2/L.685-690).   
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6.11.3 B4’s Participation in the Programme  

 

B4’s % level of attendance in Table 6.39 is below the group average as B4 was 

unable to attend meetings between September and November 2010 due to major 

surgery.  B4’s motivation to attend all other meetings was high, maintaining 100% 

attendance.  

 

Participant Meetings 
Attended 

Apologies % 
Attendance 

Months Absent 

B4 13 3 81.3% September, October, 
November 2010 

Group 
Average 

  87.0%   

 

Table 6.39: B4’s Level of Attendance at Profitnet Meetings 

 

Table 6.40 shows once B4 returned to the network after illness she immediately 

presented her Business Plan reflecting her commitment to the group.  From January 

2011 onwards B4’s number of questions and suggestions remained at a high level 

for the rest of the programme, confirming she was motivated to develop her 

experiential learning.  
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Date  B4’s Own 
Sessions 

No. of Questions to 
Others 

No. of Suggestions to 
Others  

28/7/10  
 
15/12/10  
 
26/1/11 
 
23/2/11 
 
25/5/11 
 

- 
 
BP 
 
BPF/AL 
 
ALF 
 
BPF 
 

1 
 
1 
 
0 
 
5 
 
3 

3 
 
1 
 
8 
 
6 
 
7 

Total  10  
 

25 
 

Key BP   = Business Plan                    AL    = Action Learning 
BPF = Business Plan Feedback   ALF  = Action Learning Feedback 

 

Table 6.40: B4’s Number of Interventions During Other Members’ Action 

Learning and Business Plan Sessions 

 

Table 6.41 highlights B4 presented her Business Plan in December 2010 and her 

innovation profile confirmed she had no shortage of ideas but at times struggled 

turning them into action.  B4’s analysis of her firm confirmed she was trying to 

increase her firm’s profitability by concentrating on more profitable work and 

improving her marketing.  B4 asked for feedback about a proposed new magazine 

product, undertaking voluntary work and employing a new member of staff.  The 

majority of feedback concentrated on the new magazine product and potential pitfalls 

developing it.  

 

In January 2011, B4 updated the network on progress with her new magazine 

product, despite a further period of illness.  B4 had found a potential partner to work 

with on the project, was researching advertisers and trialling domain names.  B4 had 
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also acted on feedback regarding her new employee and was constructing their job 

description.   

 

At B4’s final observed session in May 2011 she updated the network on her original 

Business Plan presentation, saying her firm was suffering “growing pains” and 

needed to change if it was to grow.  B4 argued she needed to work with someone to 

increase her own motivation, despite finding the prospect and costs worrying and the 

network encouraged her to draw up a plan to find a partner.   

 

Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

28/7/10  None made. None made.   

15/12/10  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

General Business Update 
B4 said it was nice to return to the 
group following her operation.  Just 
returned to work and new projects 
pouring in, but not quite ready in 
energy terms.   
Business Plan Presentation 
Introduction 
Filled in template – but said she 
didn’t understand half of it.  
Described her firm’s history and 
marketing focus.   
Innovation Profile 
No shortage of ideas, but harder to 
commit to making them happen.  
Toughest challenge was to 
concentrate on her own marketing 
when working on other peoples’.   
SWOT Analysis – Strengths 
Good client relationships and 
reputation.  Keeps up with current 
trends and markets.   
SWOT Analysis – Weaknesses 
Secondary office location and 
meets clients in hotels etc.  Not 
good at prioritising her own 
marketing.  Current work for large 
client may end due to change in 
management. 

None made.   
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Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

15/12/10 cont’d Taken on projects in the past 
because they increased turnover 
but now shedding less profitable 
work, so turnover the same and 
profits up.  Business too 
dependent on B4.   
SWOT Analysis – Threats 
Competition becoming more 
proactive with their marketing.  
Government cutbacks a concern.   
SWOT Analysis – Opportunities 
Recruiting someone part-time 
2 days a week and potential to 
work in partnership with others.   
Projects for New Year 

 Magazine Project – 
developing a listings 
magazine for a range of 
unique products from 
blacksmiths, illustrators and 
artists, for up market 
demographic households.  
Bursary – B4 helping 
charities with marketing 
advice and mentoring. 

 Employment – part-time 
help had just started.  
Develop their role into F/T 
position.  

Group Feedback 
Group gave B4 36 feedback 
suggestions about her projects.  
Most feedback centred on the new 
magazine product with mainly 
negative comments about potential 
pitfalls.  Feedback on new P/T 
support was to clearly define their 
role, responsibilities and 
objectives.   

26/1/11 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

General Business Update 
Not been well since last meeting 
and off work over Christmas, but 
now back.  Very busy with clients, 
with no time to look at longer term 
work.  B4 settling in new P/T 
member of staff who has started. 
New Action Learning B4’s issue for  
the group: “Ideas for receiving 

Business Plan Feedback 
from December Meeting 
Re new consumer magazine 
product – partnering the idea 
with someone who produces  
an art directory.  Crossover 
with advertisers and trialling 
a domain name.  Putting 
teaser out at local festival 



  

422 
 

Date of 
Meeting 

Issues Raised 
 

Feedback Sessions 

26/1/11 cont’d people’s experiences in an on-line 
environment” so B4 can organise a 
feedback system for a client.  
Group gave B4 11 feedback 
suggestions, mainly focussing on 
how other sites like Linked-In, 
Tripadvisor and Facebook gather 
feedback.   

event later in the year.  New 
member of staff – half way 
through constructing job 
description, which will be 
ready next week.  Bursary 
idea will be progressed by 
new P/Timer.   

23/1/11 None made.   Action Learning Feedback 
from Last Month 
Apologies made by B4 as 
she had completely forgotten 
about it.  Promised to 
discuss next month.   

25/5/11 Business Plan Feedback 
B4 presented an update on her 
original Business Plan presentation 
from December 2010, giving the 
group a snapshot of where the firm 
stood.  The business was suffering 
“growing pains” re how to develop 
projects to grow the firm.  B4 said 
she knew a change was needed as 
she was seeing opportunities and 
yet couldn’t take them all up.   
Issue for Group Feedback 
“Ideas and recommendations on 
how to identify what my firm needs 
– how to find the right people and 
afford them as it scares me.”  
Advice on how B4 planned the 
change also requested.  Group 
gave B4 13 feedback suggestions 
focussing on drawing up a new 
business plan for future expansion 
and finding a new business partner 
to help develop the firm.   

None made.   

 

Table 6.41: B4’s Action Learning and Other Sessions Undertaken 
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6.11.4 Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change 

and Innovation  

 

6.11.4.1 Personal Change 

 

At the start of Plus B4 confirmed she had been “quite ill [which] knocked me quite a 

lot [and she] lost quite a lot of my confidence and ... much of my energy ... over two 

years ...”.  As a result, B4’s challenge had been to “get back on her feet ... being 

confident about walking into a room full of people again ... it was a massive issue for 

me.”  (B4/Int.2/L.385-392).  It did not make it easy for B4 to develop new business 

and motivate herself to “get off my arse” and make at least one new contact every 

day.  B4 was “not very good at going round telling people how good I am ... there is 

an emotional block about doing it ...”.  (B4/Int.2/L.374-397). 

 

Even though B4 had done various presentation courses prior to Plus she said it was 

something “I have always struggled with [having] no confidence about that.”  

(B4/Int.2/L.529-532, L.629-638).  B4 argued she was “quite capable” of making such 

personal changes but “won’t always do it in a straight line.”  B4 wanted to use her 

participation in Plus to set herself some personal goals: “I think it is something I’ve 

avoided having because I haven’t wanted to let myself down.” It would give her 

“something to measure herself against [otherwise] when you work on your own 

making changes happen can be quite an elongated process.”  (B4/Int.1/L.640-666, 

L.694-697). B4 appreciated she needed to engage with a more challenging 

networking environment seeing her membership of Plus as an opportunity to be 

“outside my comfort zone ...”. (B4/Int.1/L.682-687).  
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Asked about her motivation for personal change prior to Plus B4 had “hit a point in 

life, [where] you just carry on letting it happen to you or you just change it ...”.  She 

reminded herself sometimes if she didn’t like “the way my business is going I have to 

change it.”  B4 felt challenged by the personal changes involved, “not feeling I’ve got 

the personal resources to do it.” (B4/Int.1/L.721-732).  

 

At the end of Plus B4 felt her network participation had “built up ... a lot more 

confidence about my business” describing it as a “fantastic environment to sit in.”  B4 

remarked on her “acceptance” by people like B12, B14 and B5 “into their fold ...really 

good solid people ... with real sharp insight into stuff I didn’t understand.”  This had 

given B4 “enormous confidence because their faith in me has actually really moved 

that up”.  Overall B4 argued Plus had “a really positive effect on my self confidence”, 

particularly after being away with illness and being “accepted that I would just come 

back when I was ready ...”.  (B4/Int.2/L.247-273).  

 

Participation in Plus allowed B4 to benchmark herself against B2 running a similar 

business.  B4 explained this “made me up my game ... it has made me think” and 

reflect on B2’s business.  As a result B4 “really understood what I do differently from 

B2 and what she does far better than I do ... it has really made me look at the 

business.”  B4 believed the combination of increased confidence and the 

benchmarking “helped me with where I want to make changes [and] just a little bit 

more insight into the way organisations work.”  B4 was clear the “environment” of the 

network meant learning and personal changes didn’t come from “the big eureka 

moments” but often just chatting to someone over tea who “says something and you 

think oh God that’s brilliant.”  (B4/Int.2/L.280-292, L.381-385).  
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B4’s interaction with Plus raised her level of motivation and belief she was running a 

successful firm saying “I no longer think I am scampering around, I think I am 

actually someone.”  As an example, B4 explained “because of Profitnet I am looking 

at the business as a successful business rather than an unsuccessful [one] ... it has 

made a lot of money over the years.”  (B4/Int.2/L.341-349).  The network enabled B4 

to “modify my behaviour and even my recommendations to other clients based on 

my experience of that group,” attributing this to interacting with “a broad group, 

surprisingly relevant to the sort of people I am dealing with as clients.”  An example 

was the different feedback she received on her new magazine product from male 

and female members.  (B4/Int.2/L.341-362).  

 

B16(F) and B18(PM) spoke positively about personal changes made by B4 in 

developing her personal confidence during Plus.  B18(PM)’s said B4’s “confidence 

has grown hugely ... she is not somebody you quite know how to take ... when you 

get to know her she is of course a huge personality.”  (B18/Int.2/L.429-432).  B16(F) 

confirmed B4 “is very at home in that group ... she gets stuck in and is very 

challenging ... but ... when they wanted someone to co-ordinate the super-group 

[said] I will do that.”  (B16/Int.2/L.191-194).  B16(F) and B18(PM) observed despite 

her period of illness B4 continued her personal development and was warmly 

welcomed back into Plus by members.  

 

6.11.4.2 Organisational Change  

 

The largest organisational change undertaken by B4 before Plus was “moving from a 

home office, to a shared office, to my own office was probably the biggest 
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organisational thing I have done.”  (B4/Itn.2/L.752-754).  The move from her home 

office to shared offices “was quite shocking ... I had to talk to people and be nice to 

people and turn up relationships.”  The subsequent move to her own office meant B4 

had to deal with “all these things I had never done before ...”, citing examples of 

installing a “broadband connection, alarms and safety [issues]” and changing her 

branding and logo as she felt she “needed a new start”. The changes were “quite fun 

but also quite scary.”  (B4/Int.1/L.794-805).  

 

One of the ways B4 dealt with these planned organisational changes was to 

outsource some of her technological changes, office activities and projects 

confirming while she tried to make technology work for her, she was “very lazy with 

technology.”  (B4/Int.2/L.754-761). Similarly B4 outsourced her “book-keeping 

externally [as it was] too time consuming,” and elements of client’s project work, if 

there was “a lot of quite low ranking work” such as gathering customer deliveries.  

For this reason B4 worked with suppliers “I respect and I know [finding] everyone 

has to have the same agenda.”  (B4/Int.2/L.760-774, L.823-824).  

 

At her final interview B4 said her major planned organisational changes during Plus 

had been concentrating on more profitable work and bringing a new member of staff 

into the firm which had been supported with feedback from the network during 

presentations and updates.  B4 explained it was “more about me being more 

focussed [arguing] capacity ... has changed ... I no longer ... spend so much time on 

bits of business that will never work ... and not give me any benefit.”  (B4/Int.2/L.411-

418).  B4 said her increased capacity for organisational change had also changed 

her relationship with suppliers and customers.  B4 had become more assertive with 
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suppliers saying “this is what I want you to do ... this is what the budget is ... I have 

created a more honest dialogue with people than I did previously.”  Similarly she was 

“more honest with clients from the outset” regarding guarantees about her work.  

(B4/Int.2/L.419-431).  

 

The support of Plus had contributed to B4’s improved decision making process and 

motivation to make organisational changes.  B4 said when thinking about changes 

“her need for an end port of call will be with the Profitnet group [resulting in] action ... 

going forward with it.”  B4 said Plus gave her “confirmation [she] is not talking 

nonsense ... that is what I really appreciate in terms of the contribution from Profitnet 

and the team.”  (B4/Int.2/L.454-460).  B4 continued to benchmark her potential for 

organisational changes against B2. An example occurred when B2 talked about 

needing to change her website and B4 realised her own site had not changed. 

(B4/Int.2/L.468-475).  Previously B4 “had this slight aversion to digital on-line 

marketing” but this had changed through Plus and “now I get it...”. (B4/Int.2/L.367-

372) 

 

B16(F) confirmed “B4 took on somebody” and such organisational changes were 

supported in the network as “a large part of what happens is confidence building 

[using] expertise in the group [and] the tried and tested methodologies ...”.  

(B16/Int.2/L.311-315).  B18(PM) agreed B4 accessed “a lot of support from the 

group in terms of her business and new things she is developing ...”.  

(B18/Int.2/L.432-434).   
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6.11.4.3 Innovation 

 

Before joining the programme B4 “thought innovation was a word that wasn’t 

relevant to me because innovation I felt was very product orientated.”  B4 was 

convinced “if you were innovating effectively [you were] branching off and away from 

your core business.”  Difficulties defining innovation meant B4 “never ... thought 

innovation was about using technology to your benefit ... developing a programme of 

things for clients to take on board.”  She would not have “called those things 

innovations.”  (B4/Int.1/L.995-1004).   

 

B4 explained on occasions previous innovations had developed in an unplanned way 

saying “you start doing things almost by default.”  She cited an example of 

developing an innovative piece of work for a London Borough Council on a guide to 

their services which could have been replicated with other councils.  B4 found the 

innovation was not transferrable as she had not developed the necessary personal 

relationships with them to introduce it effectively.  (B4/Int.1/L.1050-1078).  

 

At the end of Plus B4 was convinced her “understanding of innovation has changed 

without a doubt,” understanding innovation was also about “things that you change 

within your company.”  B4 cited as an example her proposed new magazine product 

“came out of that idea of innovation and how to change a company ...”.  B4 believed 

her attitude to innovation improved, so if she thinks of “something new, I think of it in 

a new innovation perspective.”   B4 became more reflective, asking herself “does it 

fit, does it work, is it part of what we should be doing?”  Prior to this B4 “never used 

to know where to put” her new ideas.  An example of this changed approach had 
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been her attempt to increase her work with local festivals by treating them as a 

separate development area to which she devoted more time.  (B4/Int.2/L.848-863, 

L.872-888).  B4 intended to adopt the same approach to developing her new 

magazine product “having tied up with another group” to assist in its development.  

(B4/Int.2/L.946-949). 

 

B4’s personal changes in becoming more confident, assertive with suppliers and 

honest with clients in seeking more profitable work, produced an incremental 

process innovation in her initial contact with clients.  Previously B4 spent about nine 

hours working with clients to scope their work, but now charged £450 for an initial 

workshop to complete the same process.   B4 confirmed the new innovation “worked 

very well” and been developed “as a result of sitting in the group and realising stuff” 

and through an interaction with B2 when giving action learning feedback.  

(B4/Int.2/L.926-945).  

 

B4 worked collaboratively with members on their projects outside network meetings.  

B4 met with B2, B3 and B6 to compare businesses and in the case of B6 had given 

her some marketing advice in exchange for design work.  B4 was also working with 

B12 and B14 on developing Group B’s entry into the Profitnet Supergroup 

competition at the time of her final interview.  (B4/Int.2/L.798-824).  

 

B18(PM) confirmed B4 “has a new [magazine] product she is now developing ... so 

she has definitely organised herself with launching a new vehicle and seeing that 

through ...”.  (B18/Int.2/L.432-434).   
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6.11.5 Links Between Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation and 

the Participant’s Innovation Journey through the Programme  

 

At the end of Plus B4 clearly articulated her belief in the entwined links between 

personal and organisational change and the role of micro-enterprise owner-

managers, explaining: “ I mean because I am a firm, because I am an organisation, 

personal change is the key to everything effectively and organisational change can’t 

possibly happen without personal change.”  (B4/Int.2/L.517-520).  B4 argued if she 

was working in a large corporate firm she would have a “very structured job [but be] 

very unhappy and very miserable ... I wouldn’t be able to change the job to suit.”  B4 

argued the changes she had “made personally” were going to have “a huge effect 

over the next two to three years”. In her firm “I can make those changes happen.”  

(B4/Int.2/L.521-526).  

 

In B4’s case a period of illness at the start of Plus impacted negatively on her self 

confidence.  The support of her network reversed this and as B4 grew in self 

confidence she became more assertive and honest with suppliers and clients about 

completing more profitable work.  This led to an incremental process innovation 

being developed where clients were charged £450 for an initial engagement 

workshop, rather than previously extensive free exploratory meetings.  Throughout 

Plus B4 proactively used the experiential learning cycle and benchmarking herself 

against members, to motivate herself to make a range of personal and organisational 

changes by modifying her behaviours with clients, recruiting a new employee and 

developing a magazine product innovation new to her firm.   
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6.11.6 Summary of Evidence for Case B4 

 

A summary of evidence for Case Study B4 is shown in Table 6.42 in Appendix I.   

 

6.12 Chapter Conclusion 

 

The first part of the Conclusion highlights the connecting footprints of each case 

study’s personal and organisational changes and innovations and the contribution of 

their Plus participation to them from analysis of the cases and Summaries of 

Evidence in Appendix I. Each footprint is followed by an analytical commentary of my 

reflections and interpretation of each case in Groups A and B. The Chapter ends 

with an initial analysis of the patterns of changes and innovations made in the two 

Profitnet Plus learning networks. 
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6.12.1 Change and Innovation Footprint and Researcher’s Commentary for 

Case Study A1  

 

Case Study A1 

Personal Change 
 
 

Innovation  
 

x 

Innovation 
Analysis  

x 

Contribution of 
Learning Network 

 

Developed self 
confidence in 
dealing with staff 
disciplinary issues, 
understanding his 
firm’s clients and 
the potential for on 
line legal services.  

A1 said his 
personal 
understanding of 
innovation had not 
progressed.  No 
specific innovation 
projects 
developed or 
taken forward.  
Some ideas 
gained for how to 
test existing online 
legal services.   

Process                  
 
Product 
 
Position 
 
Paradigm 

Network 
contributed to 
development of self 
confidence in the 
areas noted.   
 
A1’s overall 
expectations not 
met due to narrow 
range of sectors, 
size of businesses 
represented and 
sole trader focus.  
 
Minimal impact of 
Plus Consultant 
and relationship did 
not develop further.   

Organisational 
Change  

x 

Incremental            
 
Radical 

Major 
organisational 
change was to 
recruit a P/T 
external consultant 
to assist business 
planning and 
evaluation.  This 
organisational 
change was not 
discussed at 
network sessions.  
A1 said Plus had 
“influenced” some 
decisions.   

New to Firm            
 
New to Market 
 
New to World 

Pilot 
 
Embedded             

 

The programme developed emergent personal changes for A1, improving his self 

confidence in three areas, but this did not lead to further organisational changes and 

innovations in an already innovative firm prior to Plus. A1 argued he had made more 

personal changes in his previous Profitnet participation and this year felt constrained 

by the sole trader, marketing and IT composition of his network. The network and 

project manager confirmed A1 had not developed organisational changes or 
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innovations, which combined with a lack of engagement with his Plus consultant, 

meant A1 did not complete the action and experiential learning cycles. 

 

6.12.2  Change and Innovation Footprint and Researcher’s Commentary for 

Case Study A2 

 

Case Study A2 

Personal Change 
 
 

Innovation  
 
 

Innovation 
Analysis  

 

Contribution of 
Learning Network 

 

 Changed his 
personal style and 
behaviours to 
interact more 
effectively with 
people.  Managed 
his own team with 
greater sensitivity 
as a result.   

Applied learning 
from network 
members and his 
Plus Consultant to 
support the 
development of a 
new innovative 
software product.   
 
Used Profitnet 
members to 
undertake a new 
to firm process 
innovation to test 
his software 
products and 
develop a new 
add-on product 
feature.   
 
Plus Consultant 
helped with the 
development of 
the new software 
product and 
incremental 
marketing process 
innovations new 
to A2’s firm to 
exploit it.   

Process                     
 
Product         
 
Position 
 
Paradigm 

General level of 
personal support 
from network to 
make linked 
personal and 
organisational 
changes and 
innovations.   
 
Experiential 
learning from his 
network, Profitnet 
members outside it 
and Plus 
Consultant 
supported 
development of 
new incremental 
product and 
process 
innovations.   

Organisational 
Change  
 

Incremental               
 
Radical 

Developing his self 
confidence and 
reflexivity to 
consider and apply 
views other than 
his own and make 
emergent and 
planned 
organisational 
changes to develop 
a new business 
alongside an 
existing one.   

New to Firm            
 
New to Market 
 
New to World 

Pilot 
 
Embedded             
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A2 developed emergent personal changes to adapt his personal approach and 

behaviours during the programme to interact more effectively with his firm’s business 

team and learning network colleagues. Multiple sources of empirical evidence were 

able to confirm A2 used Plus’ experiential and action learning processes and the 

consultant to then make a series of emergent and planned organisational  changes 

and new to firm incremental product and process innovations. 
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6.12.3 Change and Innovation Footprint and Researcher’s Commentary for 

Case Study A3 

 

Case Study A3 

Personal Change 
 
 

Innovation  
 
 

Innovation 
Analysis  

 

Contribution of 
Learning Network 

 

 Being less 
nervous and more 
confident in 
employing staff in 
the future as a 
result of 
benchmarking 
himself against 
others.  Developed 
an ability to ask for 
help from the 
network.   

Combination of 
support from his 
Plus Consultant 
and network 
enabled A3 to 
initiate a new 
potentially radical 
product innovation 
in a new area for 
his firm.  If 
developed to 
completion it had 
the potential to 
become an 
innovation 
paradigm 
compared to A3’s 
existing firm.   
 
Additional process 
innovation new to 
his firm, of a 
tendering process 
for a new website.   

Process                     
 
Product         
 
Position 
 
Paradigm   
(potentially)  

 Meeting new 
businesses 
particularly from 
outside Brighton 
and benchmarking 
himself against 
them.   
 
Developing an 
ability to critically 
reflect on his 
business – working 
on it rather than in 
it.   
 
Overall level of 
support – having 
fun and making 
new friends as an 
antidote to previous 
loneliness.   
 
Idea for his new 
gardening product 
innovation came 
from session with 
his Plus 
Consultant.   

Organisational 
Change  
 

Incremental               
 
Radical             

Personal capacity 
issues in running 
his existing 
business alongside 
his new business 
and organisation, 
made A3 start to 
consider a planned 
organisational 
change of 
engaging a partner 
or additional staff.   

New to Firm            
 
New to Market 
 
New to World 

Pilot                      
 
Embedded           

 

A3’s emergent personal change in becoming more confident in employing staff as a 

result of benchmarking himself against network members, was important to his 

planned organisational change of running an existing business and developing a 

new one. During Plus, A3 highlighted he also developed the skill to critically reflect 

on his businesses during network meetings. If developed to completion the new 
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business would represent a radical product innovation that was so different to A3’s 

existing firm it could potentially be categorised as a paradigm innovation according to 

Frances and Bessant (2005, pp.176-177), linking A3’s changes to his innovation 

journey through Plus. 

 

6.12.4  Change and Innovation Footprint and Researcher’s Commentary for 

Case Study A4 

 

Case Study A4 

Personal Change 
 
 

Innovation  
 
 

Innovation 
Analysis  

 

Contribution of 
Learning Network 

  

Programme gave 
A4 greater 
confidence to talk 
about his firm and 
business issues 
with others and 
personally changed 
his view of the 
benefits of 
networking.  
Broadened his 
appreciation of how 
other members ran 
their firms in 
comparison to his.   

A4 retained some 
confusion 
regarding whether 
incremental 
process changes 
were innovations.  
A4 had developed 
an incremental 
process 
innovation new to 
his firm of holding 
a weekly business 
meeting with all 
members of staff 
to manage the 
business more 
effectively.   

Process                     
 
Product         
 
Position 
 
Paradigm   
 

Taking part in open 
conversations and 
talking about other 
network members’ 
businesses in a 
confidential 
environment.   
 
Support given to 
A4 by three Plus 
members outside 
the meetings 
regarding his 
marketing, financial 
and pricing plans.   
 
A4 gained no 
benefit from his 
interaction with the 
Plus Consultant 
and their 
relationship did not 
develop further.   

Organisational 
Change  
 

Incremental               
 
Radical             

Created a better 
understanding of 
how to manage 
planned 
organisational 
change projects 
and accelerated 
the process by 
defining goals and 
reporting back on 
progress.   

New to Firm            
 
New to Market 
 
New to World 

Pilot                      
 
Embedded          
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A4’s final interview, observations during Plus and confirmatory evidence of his 

network’s facilitator and project manager confirmed connections between his 

emergent personal changes, planned organisational changes made with the support 

of his group and an incremental process innovation that was new to his firm. At times 

A4’s innovation journey through Plus focussed on developing new innovation 

projects rather than developing his core business plan and existing innovation 

projects. Even though A4 was a very active network participant he was uncertain 

whether he had developed innovations during Plus, appearing to be unclear if 

incremental innovations were categorised as such. 
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6.12.5  Change and Innovation Footprint and Researcher’s Commentary for 

Case Study B1 

 

Case Study B1 

Personal Change 
 
 

Innovation  
 
 

Innovation 
Analysis  

 

Contribution of 
Learning Network 

 

Benchmarking 
herself against and 
learning from other 
network members 
improved B1’s self 
confidence and 
skills to make 
future 
organisational 
changes.   

Enhanced B1’s 
innovation 
capabilities 
through greater 
appreciation of the 
benefits of using 
additional external 
resources to 
develop 
innovation by 
working with her 
Plus Consultant 
and learning 
network.   
 
Introduced 
incremental 
marketing/position 
and product 
innovations new 
to her firm.  
Potential for new 
to firm radical 
process 
innovations if 
acquisition was 
completed.   

Process                     
 
Product         
 
Position      
 
Paradigm   
 

Experiential 
learning from other 
network members 
improved B1’s 
business 
perspectives.   
 
Benchmarking 
against other 
members 
developed her self 
confidence to make 
organisational and 
other changes.   
 
Feedback from 
network enabled 
B1 to make difficult 
decisions around 
developing her 
business.   
 
Plus Consultant 
and network 
provided additional 
resources to 
produce marketing 
and product 
innovations.  

Organisational 
Change  
 

Incremental               
 
Radical             

Improved self 
confidence to make 
difficult 
organisational 
decisions to grow 
her firm and 
consider a major 
planned 
organisational 
change and 
acquisition.   

New to Firm            
 
New to Market 
 
New to World 

Pilot                     
 
Embedded            

 

B1 was able to point to a direct link between her emergent personal change in 

developing her self confidence through benchmarking herself against network 

members and her planned organisational change to grow her firm by making a 

potential major acquisition of a competitor. The network and her Plus consultant led 

B1 to develop her understanding of innovation and the use of external resources to 
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develop her incremental product and marketing innovations and an acquisition that 

were new to her firm. 

 

6.12.6  Change and Innovation Footprint and Researcher’s Commentary for 

Case Study B2 

 

Case Study B2 

Personal Change 
 
 

Innovation  
 
 

Innovation 
Analysis  

 

Contribution of 
Learning Network 

 

Learning network 
support developed 
emergent personal 
change in B2’s self 
confidence in 
asking for B15’s 
support in moving 
offices. It enabled 
B2 to improve her 
personal life by 
separating home 
and business 
activities.   

Learning network 
participation 
enhanced B2’s 
understanding of 
innovation.   
 
B2’s move to her 
new offices 
enabled her to 
make incremental 
marketing/position 
and process 
innovations that 
were new to her 
firm, through her 
close proximity to 
clients and 
suppliers in the 
same building.   
 
Action learning 
process 
developed an 
incremental 
product innovation 
new to her firm of 
using action 
learning in her 
work with clients.   

Process                     
 
Product         
 
Position      
 
Paradigm   
 

Network support 
improved B2’s self 
confidence, ability 
to evaluate and 
take decisions and 
ask for help.  
 
Enhanced B2’s 
understanding of 
innovation and 
what it constituted.   
 
Plus Consultant 
and network gave 
B2 the confidence 
to develop a more 
positive attitude to 
running a lifestyle 
business.   

Organisational 
Change  
 

Incremental               
 
Radical             

With B15’s support 
successfully 
undertook a major 
planned 
organisational 
change of moving 
from her home 
office to one in a 
nearby town.   

New to Firm            
 
New to Market 
 
New to World 

Pilot                     
 
Embedded            

 

B2’s established strong links between emergent personal change in developing her 

self confidence through the network’s support which enabled her to ask for B15’s 
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help in making a planned organisational change of moving offices. This led to further 

incremental marketing and process innovations as B2 selected more expensive 

offices where clients and suppliers also worked leading to the collaborations 

involved. Despite her network participation and extensive feedback from her group 

on B2’s financial challenges throughout the programme, these skills did not improve 

during the observations and B2 appeared blocked in entering the experiential and 

action learning models in this area. 
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6.12.7  Change and Innovation Footprint and Researcher’s Commentary for 

Case Study B3 

 

Case Study B3 

Personal Change 
 
 

Innovation  
 
 

Innovation 
Analysis  

 

Contribution of 
Learning Network 

 

Benchmarking 
herself against 
network members 
enabled B3 to 
develop her self 
confidence and 
personally change 
seeing herself as a 
business woman 
for the first time.   

Feedback 
suggestions from 
members during 
Business 
Planning, Action 
Learning sessions 
and Creative 
Workshops 
enabled B3 to 
introduce five 
incremental 
process 
innovations new 
to her firm to 
improve staff 
recruitment and 
retention.   

Process      x 5          
 
Product         
 
Position 
 
Paradigm   
 

Support of network 
improved B3’s self 
confidence.   
 
Network members 
built B3’s self 
esteem about her 
business and more 
positive feelings 
about running a 
franchise.  
 
Plus Consultant 
and network 
motivated B3 to 
improve her 
financial skills.  B3 
planned to use the 
consultant again to 
assess future 
disposal/retention 
opportunities.   

Organisational 
Change  
 

Incremental               
 
Radical             

Experiential 
learning from more 
experienced 
members, and B3’s 
increased self 
confidence, 
supported her 
organisational 
changes.   

New to Firm            
 
New to Market 
 
New to World 

Pilot                     
 
Embedded            

 

The major element in developing B3’s planned organisational changes and 

incremental process innovations was the personal change of developing her self 

confidence by modelling and benchmarking herself against more experienced 

members. This personal change, led to further organisational changes through B3 

developing her assertiveness, delegation skills and staff retention. Network feedback  

led to planned multiple incremental process innovations to improve staff recruitment 

and retention policies new to her firm. 
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6.12.8 Change and Innovation Footprint and Researcher’s Commentary for 

Case Study B4 

 

Case Study B4 

Personal Change 
 
 

Innovation  
 
 

Innovation 
Analysis  

 

Contribution of 
Learning Network 

 

Support from her 
network after a 
period of prolonged 
illness, enabled B4 
to become more 
self confident.   

B4 developed her 
understanding of 
innovation and 
changed her 
attitude about how 
to develop it.   
 
B4 developed a 
new to her firm 
incremental 
process 
innovation of a 
new client 
engagement 
workshop for £450 
rather than her 
previously free 
exploratory 
meetings.   
 
At the end of Plus 
B4 was in the 
process of 
developing an 
incremental 
product innovation 
new to her firm of 
a specialist 
magazine.   

Process                     
 
Product         
 
Position 
 
Paradigm  
 

Interaction with 
network developed 
B4’s confidence 
personally and 
professionally.   
 
B4 benchmarked 
herself against 
network members 
and their firm’s 
motivating her to 
make changes.   
 
Experiential 
learning from other 
members improved 
B4’s capacity and 
capability to make 
organisational 
changes.   
 
Modified her 
behaviours to her 
own clients and 
suppliers as a 
result of observing 
how network 
members 
developed their 
projects in action 
learning.   
 
B4 was unsure of 
the value of the 
Plus Consultant in 
her case, ranking 
action learning 
sessions more 
highly.    

Organisational 
Change  
 

Incremental               
 
Radical             

Increased self 
confidence and her 
observation of 
network members 
meant B4 modified 
her behaviours and 
became more 
assertive with 
clients and 
suppliers. B4 also 
instigated planned 
organisational 
changes to her 
initial engagement 
process with 
clients, all 
concentrated on 
developing more 
profitable work 

New to Firm            
 
New to Market 
 
New to World 

Pilot     Magazine      
 
Embedded        
 Client workshops    
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The support of the Plus network enabled B4 to develop her self confidence and she 

personally changed by becoming more assertive with suppliers and clients in 

delivering more profitable work. As a result B4 made planned organisational changes 

to her initial client engagement process introducing an incremental process 

innovation of a paid client engagement workshop. B4 used the network’s experiential 

learning cycle and benchmarking herself against network members to complete a 

further series of emergent personal changes and planned organisational changes 

and potential product innovation that was new to her firm. 

 

6.12.9 Patterns of Personal and Organisational Changes and Innovations in the 

Case Studies in Profitnet Plus Learning Networks A and B  

 

Analysis of the empirical data from interviews and observations, the summaries of 

evidence in Appendix I, connecting footprints and researcher’s analytical 

commentary have been used to produce the following initial patterns of personal and 

organisational changes and innovations as a result of the case studies’ participation 

in Profitnet Plus learning networks A and B.   

 

 All eight cases across the two groups personally changed as a result of their 

participation in the network and in all cases became more self confident, 

attributing this change to the Plus programme. 

 

 Case study A1 developed greater self confidence in dealing with three areas 

of his work, but did not complete the experiential and action learning cycles to 

complete further organisational changes and innovations.   
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 All seven case studies A2 to A4 and B1 to B4 completed personal changes 

that led to further emergent and planned organisational changes and 

incremental innovations new to their firms 

 

 From these cases it is clear that unless the micro-enterprise owner-manager 

personally changed, they did not make organisational changes or innovations.   

 

 Despite their previous Profitnet participation few of the participants entered 

the Plus programme with clearly defined or concrete expectations, illustrating 

the initially emergent and contingent nature of subsequent personal and 

organisational changes and innovations. 

 

 Seven out of the eight cases produced new innovations and overall, eleven 

were related to process innovations, six product innovations and two 

marketing position innovations.  One of the product innovations had the 

potential to be radical in nature when fully developed by moving into a 

significantly different product area for A3.  All other innovations were 

incremental in nature.  

 

 All innovations were categorised as “new to firm”.  In cases A2, A3 and B4 

their product innovations in software, gardening and magazine products were 

so sizeable that they were continuing to develop beyond the end of the 

network.   

 

 The Case Study Summaries in Appendix I on members’ views on the 

structural elements of the programme important in developing their changes 

and innovations, in eight out of the nine cases Action Learning was ranked as 

most important and second in the remaining case.   
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 All the cases agreed the learning network contributed to the changes and 

innovations they had made and cited the importance of: the general level of 

support, experiential learning, benchmarking and mirroring against other 

network members.  Plus motivated them to reflect, evaluate and get feedback 

on making decisions, comparing businesses and working on projects and 

sharing skills outside network meetings. Friendships and relationships based 

on trust and honesty were developed as an antidote to the loneliness some 

felt as micro-enterprise owner-managers. 

 

 Five of the cases believed the Profitnet Plus Consultant contributed to their 

personal and organisational changes and innovations on the programme, 

while A1, A4 and B4 did not believe they had added value in these areas.   

 
 

Many of these patterns will be presented and discussed in Chapter Seven and can 

already be seen to link to the key themes of the Conceptual Framework.   

 

  



  

446 
 

CHAPTER 7 

 

SYNTHESIS OF CHANGE AND INNOVATION OUTCOMES AND LEARNING 

NETWORK CONTRIBUTION 

 

7.1 Chapter Introduction  

 

The Results and Findings chapters presented the empirical evidence from the 

fourteen cases in the four learning networks and provided some initial analysis of the 

patterns of changes and innovations made by participants.  This chapter examines 

whether, and if so how, personal and organisational change and innovation in micro-

enterprises was supported through participation in a constructed learning network. 

 

The chapter enriches our understanding of the complex relationship between the 

personal and organisational change and innovation cycles and learning episodes 

experienced by micro-enterprises during network participation.  The evidence 

demonstrates that innovation does take place in non-technology based micro-

enterprises if their innovation processes are supported by the development of 

personal and organisational change in constructed learning networks like Profitnet 

and Profitnet Plus.  All fourteen case studies completed personal changes as a result 

of network participation and eleven owner-managers made further organisational 

changes and innovations enabled by the experiential and action learning processes 

provided by the networks.   

 



  

447 
 

Table 7.1 shows ten of the fourteen case studies joined their learning networks with 

no specific or concrete expectations for the programme while the remainder’s 

objectives centred on gaining knowledge and emotional support. In all cases no 

personal or organisational changes and innovations were planned prior to joining.  

Similarly the Profitnet team argued members joined the programme without fully 

understanding what they expected to gain from it, or its processes. This signifies the 

emergent nature of any subsequent changes or innovations during their network 

participation, even if they were contingent on events during it.   

 

Profitnet Cases Profitnet Plus Cases 

Cases with No Expectations for the 
Learning Network 

Cases with No Expectations for the 
Learning Network 

C1   C2   D2   D3 A1   A2   A3   A4   B1   B4 

Cases with Expectations for the 
Learning Network 

Cases with Expectations for the 
Learning Network 

D1 

 

 

D4 

 

 

 

 How business functions and how 
you can improve 

 Benchmarking yourself against 
others 
 

 Business support and knowledge 

 Meeting other people 

B2 

 

B3 

 

 

 Support and not feeling so 
alone running her firm 
 

 Mixing with people from 
different businesses 

 Gaining independent advice 

 Not feeling so alone in her 
owner-manager role 

 

Table 7.1: Summary of Case Study Expectations for the Profitnet and Profitnet 
Plus Networks at the Start of the Programmes 

 

The chapter analyses the evidence, patterns, enablers and barriers of the personal 

and organisational changes and innovations made, making links with the literature 
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and conceptual framework for the research. The chapter is organised into the 

following sections: personal and organisational change and innovation, the 

relationship between them in the networks, their various patterns and contribution of 

the Profitnet and Profitnet Plus networks and Plus consultant to the changes and 

innovations. A comparison is then made between the two networks.   

 

7.2 Personal Change  

 

7.2.1 Personal Change Challenges at the Start of the Profitnet and Profitnet 

Plus Learning Networks 

 

The personal change experiences and challenges facing the case studies at the start 

of their Profitnet and Profitnet Plus learning network participation are displayed in 

Table 7.2.  The Summaries of Evidence and Change and Innovation Footprint for 

each case in the Results and Findings chapters were analysed to ascertain how 

often each factor was mentioned as being important and what could be concluded 

from this evidence. 

 

Table 7.2 shows despite the Plus networks containing more mature micro-

enterprises whose owner-managers had previously participated in Profitnet, the most 

significant personal change challenges were virtually the same across both 

networks, signalling their enduring nature.  For Plus members their earlier Profitnet 

participation appeared not to have developed their longer term capabilities to 

address these challenges any more readily, than before. The top five initial 

challenges common to Profitnet and Plus networks were: a lack of self confidence,  



  

449 
 

developing networking skills, lack of business skills and improving team and 

delegation skills.   

 

The most significant personal change challenge for both sets of case studies was 

their lack of self confidence, which featured heavily in the empirical evidence in the 

previous two chapters.  In the personal change literature, the importance of self 

confidence to personal change is recognised relatively infrequently.  Davey and 

Arnold (2000, pp. 17-18) found personal change can be a response to an increase in 

self confidence, while O’Hara et al (1996, pp.17-18) and Reeve (1999, p.2) saw 

successful action learning underpinning such changes in self confidence through the 

recognition of previous skills and competencies.  

 

The need to improve self confidence explains the desire to raise levels of morale and 

motivation mentioned once in the Profitnet cases and three times in Plus.  Two Plus 

cases alone additionally referred to the loneliness of the micro-enterprise owner-

manager’s role and this is noted in the literature by a range of authors. (Thorpe et al, 

2005, p.263; Anderson and Gold, 2009, p.229 and Leitch et al 2009, p.245).  Such 

loneliness stimulates entrepreneurial behaviours such as participation in networking 

according to Gibb (1972, p.213).  Both groups saw the development of networking 

and other business skills as important, but challenging prior to network participation. 

Equally there are likely to be complex interactions between the personal challenges 

and processes in developing self confidence, motivation and skills development. A 

lack of self confidence may lead to a lack of motivation to learn and take action, but 

too much self confidence could also lead to a failure to reflect and again take action. 
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Profitnet Cases Profitnet Plus Cases 

Personal Change 
Challenges 

Mentioned Personal Change 
Challenges 

Mentioned 

 Lack of Self 
Confidence  
 

x 3  Lack of Self 
Confidence 

x 4  

 Developing 
Networking Skills  
 

x 3  Lack of Business Skills x 4  

 Lack of Business 
Skills  
 

x 2  Developing 
Networking Skills 

x 3  

 Role and Job 
Changes 
 

x 2  Improving Morale and 
Motivation 

x 3  

 Developing Team and 
Delegation Skills 
 

x 2  Developing Team and 
Delegation Skills 

x 2 

 Embracing 
Technology  
 

x 2  Establishing the 
Business 

x 2 

 Improving Morale and 
Motivation  
 

x 1  Loneliness of the 
Owner-Manager  

x 2 

 Being Reactive 
Rather than Proactive  
 

x 1  Changing Personal 
Style and Behaviours 

x 1 

 Balancing Work and 
family Life 

x 1  Balancing Work and 
Family Life  
 

x 1 

   Role and Job Changes  x 1  

 

Table 7.2: Summary of Previous Experience and Initial Personal Change 

Challenges at the Start of the Profitnet and Profitnet Plus Learning Network 
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The contribution of the Profitnet and Profitnet Plus learning networks for the case 

studies’ personal changes as a result of network participation are discussed in the 

following sections.  

 

7.2.2  Personal Change in the Profitnet Learning Networks  

 

All six case studies in the two Profitnet learning networks personally changed as a 

result of their network participation and Table 7.3 analyses the patterns of changes, 

barriers and enablers.  Overall, two clear patterns of personal changes are 

highlighted from the data in Table 7.3.  In the first pattern cases C1, C2, D2 and D4 

developed three elements of personal change in their self confidence, skills 

development and behaviours. In these four cases the personal changes highlighted 

increased levels of self confidence which was a key challenge for participants prior to 

Profitnet.  Participants were also motivated to change their personal behaviours and 

others improved their skills in networking, business and reflexivity.  Such personal 

changes emerged during Profitnet and are consistent with Dyer’s (2007, p.116) 

definition of personal change and “individual emergence” in section 2.4.1.  The 

nature of the personal changes developed are indicative of the behavioural, 

cognitive, motivational and emotional personal changes noted by Poole and Van de 

Ven (2004, p.35) and Cameron and Green (2009, pp.14-49).   

 

In comparison in the second pattern, cases D1 and D3’s personal changes centred 

purely on changes in their behaviours. Three out of the four cases that went on to 

develop further organisational changes and innovations in the network were drawn 

from the first type encompassing three elements of personal change. 



  

452 
 

Cases C2, D2, D3 and D4 all completed personal changes that led to contingent or 

emergent organisational changes, resulting in new innovations.  In C2’s case the 

initial motivation for the personal change was developed through his increased self 

confidence in networking, while in the three other cases the motivation centred on 

surviving emergent critical financial problems.  Cases C1 and D1 undertook initial 

personal changes but encountered barriers in their experiential and action learning 

cycles preventing further organisational changes as a result of operationalising the 

networks actions but not fully testing them or becoming stuck at the reflection stage 

respectively.   

 

From the Profitnet cases it is clear that unless the micro-enterprise owner-managers 

developed a range of positive personal changes that improved their confidence, 

skills and behaviours, they were unable to make subsequent organisational changes 

or innovations.  In the literature a range of authors stress the importance of personal 

change to organisational change and individuals going through the process of 

personal and organisational change noted in the conceptual framework: (Stuart, 

1995, p.12; French and Delahaye, 1996, p.24; Boyatzis and Akrivou, 2006, p.627; 

Hughes, 2006, p.107 and Dyer, 2007, p.117).  One of the earlier concerns for the 

conceptual framework was whether this would be the case in micro-enterprises.  The 

micro-enterprise owner-manager’s organisational learning episodes are made up of 

a range of complex and intersecting personal and organisational change cycles in 

each area and the sequence in which they occur is important if personal change is to 

support the development of organisational changes and innovations. 
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Participant Personal 
Change 

Developed 
or x 

Led to 
Organisational 

Change 

Nature of Personal Change Enablers Barriers 

Self Confidence, Skills Development and Behaviours 

C1  x  Developed self confidence in 
problem solving skills 

 Changed personal behaviours in not 
taking feedback so personally 

 Experiential learning 
and sharing with 
network members 

 Retaining personal control of his 
firm 

 Did not complete experiential 
and action learning cycles 

C2    Developed self confidence in his role 
as a director and behaviours in 
delegating 

 Increased confidence and developed 
networking skills  

 Benchmarking himself 
against network 
members  

 Lack of manufacturing 
businesses in network produced 
weak link in his learning cycle 

D2    Developed self confidence and 
business skills 

 Self confidence linked to changed 
behaviours in asking network for 
resources  

 Repeated loops of 
experiential and action 
learning  

 Initial lack of self confidence 
working with the network 

D4    Developed self confidence in 
meetings and behaviours in 
speaking up and using action 
learning skills 

 Benchmarking and 
experiential learning 
from network members 

 New to area and sole trader role 

Behaviours 

D1  x  Increased reflexivity 

 Changed personal behaviours to 
become more businesslike  

 Benchmarking himself 
against others in Action 
Learning  

 Reflective nature increased but 
became stuck in reflection and 
observation stages 

 Did not complete learning cycle 

D3    Changed personal behaviours to say 
“no” and be more assertive with 
clients 

 Action Learning and 
Creative Workshops  

 Personal resistance to HR and 
marketing suggestions meant 
D3 did not enter learning cycle 
in these areas 

 

Table 7.3: Personal Change Typologies in the Profitnet Learning Networks   
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The six Profitnet cases were clear that a combination of benchmarking themselves 

against others in the network, action learning sessions and experiential learning 

gained from other participants during their sessions were key enablers of the 

personal changes.  The enablers are also linked to the key authors and outcomes for 

personal change, action learning and learning networks noted in the conceptual 

framework.  For cases C2, D1 and D4 personal change was also enabled by 

benchmarking themselves against colleagues noted by Bessant, Tsekouras and 

Rush (2009, p.9). A contribution from this research was finding cases not only 

undertook organisational benchmarking mentioned predominantly in the literature, 

but also benchmarked themselves against other participants for personal changes 

and innovations. 

 

Cases C1 and D1 undertook changes to their personal behaviours and in C1’s case 

developed his self confidence in problem solving, but then both encountered barriers 

when making linked organisational changes.  C1 operationalised his network’s 

suggested changes but did not fully reflect or test them, due to his need to retain 

personal control of his enterprise causing difficulties in delegating effectively.  Case 

D1’s already highly reflective nature appeared to be further developed by his network 

participation and remained stuck at Kolb’s (1984, p.21) observation and reflection 

stage of the cycle preventing him from making further changes.  Both cases 

epitomised incomplete learning cycles and learning blocks identified by Bessant and 

Tsekouras (2001, p.87). D3 remained partially blocked in making HR and marketing 

changes, lacking self confidence and skills in these areas. The three cases highlight 

the limits of network interaction for ensuring barriers to learning and taking action are 

overcome.   A peer to peer learning network can be useful in raising participant’s 
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awareness of the change issues they face and provide a positive environment for 

observation and reflection. However, the network may be weaker in supporting 

members translate their reflections and observations into action and further 

organisational changes during the testing phase of Kolb’s (1984, p.21) cycle. This is 

where the blockages encountered by C1, D1 and D3 would have been further 

challenged in the Plus networks by a combination of more robust network dynamics 

amongst members and the support of an experienced Plus consultant. 

 

7.2.3  Personal Change in the Profitnet Plus Learning Networks  

 

Table 7.4 displays the personal changes, barriers and enablers of the eight cases in 

the two Plus learning networks, highlighting many of the personal changes were 

similar to those experienced by the Profitnet cases.  One pattern of personal change 

exactly matches the predominant type shown in the Profitnet networks with cases 

A2, A3, B3 and B4 developing personal changes to their self confidence, skills 

development and behaviours. Cases A1, A4 and B1’s personal change pattern 

centred on changes to their self confidence and skills development, while B2 

developed her self confidence and personal behaviour. 

 

All eight Plus cases developed their self confidence often linked to enhanced 

business skills and their ability to make further organisational changes.  Case studies 

A2, A3, B3 and B4 argued they had changed their personal behaviours, with A2 

becoming more sensitive to staff whereas B3 became more assertive with her team 

and B4 with customers.  Case A3 changed behaviours centred on listening and 
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Participant Personal 
Change 

Developed 
or x 

Led to 
Organisational 

Change 

Nature of Personal Change Enablers Barriers 

Self Confidence, Skills Development and Behaviours 

A2    Developed self confidence and 
reflexivity in considering views of 
others 

 Changed personal behaviours and 
skills in team management 

 Experiential learning 
from network members 
sessions 

 Plus consultant 

 Lack of participation in his own 
Action Learning sessions 

A3    Developed self confidence to employ 
staff in the future  

 Listening more in meetings 

 Critically reflecting on his business 

 Benchmarking himself 
against network 
members 

 Sharing and asking for 
support from members 

 Critical reflection  

 Time management and capacity 
issues in running an existing 
business and developing a new 
one 

B3    Developed self confidence and 
business skills  

 Changed personal behaviours, 
becoming more assertive  

 Improved morale and motivation in 
running a franchise   

 Support of network 
members enhanced 
B3’s self esteem  

 Benchmarking herself 
against more 
experienced network 
members 

 Plus consultant and 
network improved 
financial skills  

 Incomplete experiential learning 
cycle in area of staff delegation, 
which was still being addressed 

B4    Developed her self confidence and 
motivation after a period of illness 

 Increased reflexivity about what she 
was formally and informally learning 
from the network  

 Changed her personal behaviours 
with clients based on her experience 
with her network 
 

 Benchmarking herself 
against network 
members running 
similar firms 

 Experiential learning 
from other network 
members’ action 
learning 

 Initial incomplete learning cycle 
in using technology  
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Participant Personal 
Change 

Developed 
or x 

Led to 
Organisational 

Change 

Nature of Personal Change Enablers Barriers 

Self Confidence and Skills Development 

A1  x  Developed self confidence in three 
business areas: staff discipline, 
understanding clients and on line 
business 

 Experiential and Action 
Learning in network 

 Argued Profitnet Plus 
participation hampered by sole 
trader and marketing focus of 
network 

 Incomplete learning cycle 

A4    Developed self confidence to talk 
about his firm and business issues 

 Developed a more positive view and 
his skills for networking  

 Experiential learning 
with network members 

 Benchmarking his 
business and how it is 
run against others 

 Potential “not invented here” 
element in his learning cycle in 
not recognising support from 
three network members  

B1    Developed self confidence and skills 
to make future organisational 
changes and acquisition 

 Experiential learning 
within network improved 
business perspectives 

 Benchmarked herself 
against network 
members 

 Time management and 
personal capacities as working 
mother  

Self Confidence and Behaviours 

B2    Developed self confidence and 
ability to ask for support and 
evaluate decisions  

 Improved B2’s attitude to running a 
lifestyle business 

 Support of network and 
quality of feedback  

 Plus consultant  

 Blocked in entering the 
experiential learning cycle in 
financial matters  

 

Table 7.4: Personal Change Typologies in the Profitnet Plus Learning Networks  
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becoming more reflective, while B2 changed her attitude towards running a lifestyle 

business. 

 

In Table 7.2 the Profitnet and Profitnet Plus cases outlined the personal challenges 

they were facing at the start of the programme.  Neither networks’ cases mentioned 

the need to develop their reflective skills and Table 7.3 highlighted the Profitnet 

cases did not mention developing their reflexivity during their participation. 

Conversely in Table 7.4 in the Plus networks A2, A3 and B4 confirmed they had 

developed their reflective skills. In managing more mature micro-enterprises, it is 

argued the network enabled them to reflect on the progress of their firms and 

projects. All underpinned by the Plus programmes’ structure of monthly business 

updates, second business plan presentation and the support of the Plus consultant. 

 

Table 7.4 shows that with the exception of case A1 the other seven Plus cases used 

their combinations of personal change patterns to make further emergent and 

planned organisational changes and incremental innovations in their firms.   

 

Just as in the Profitnet network the key enablers of the personal changes in Plus 

were the experiential and action learning processes, benchmarking themselves 

against other network members and the supportive nature of the group which are 

reflected in the conceptual framework.  In cases A1, B2 and B3 the personal 

changes were also supported by their interaction with the Plus consultant.  The 

consultant helped A2 become more sensitive in staff and network relationships and 

in B2’s case developed her financial skills in both cases building on the network’s 

input in meetings. The consultant improved B2’s attitude to running a lifestyle 
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business without any direct input from the group. 

 

Barriers in making personal and further changes were encountered by the Plus 

cases and are displayed in Table 7.4.  A1’s participation beyond his initial personal 

change was blocked, arguing his learning was impaired by the weak link of too many 

sole traders and marketing firms in the network leading to a lack of practice based 

experience to draw on in his area.  Other Plus members completed initial personal 

changes but experienced partial blocks to their learning in developing certain skills 

while still completing the learning cycle in other areas to develop organisational 

changes and innovations.  The blocks and incomplete learning cycles were caused 

by a lack of confidence and skills for B2 with financial matters, B3 in staff delegation, 

B4 initially with technology and A4 in recognising the support he received from 

network members.  Cases A3 and B1 did not encounter blocks to their learning but 

found trying to manage the operational needs of their existing firm and develop plans 

for their new businesses led to time management and capacity issues.   

 

Although all eight Plus cases made personal changes as a result of network 

participation, instances of partial and complete blocks to learning occurred in four 

cases compared to two in the Profitnet cases. Arguably the greater number of Plus 

cases can be explained by the work of Gray (2002, p.64) and Gibb’s (2009, pp.213-

214) comments on general entrepreneurial and SME  owner-managers’ resistance to 

change noting they are often set in their ways or have considerable ownership of the 

way things are done.  This would be particularly reflected in the Plus cases with the 

networks’ more experienced owner-managers and mature firms.  Examples were A4 

at times adopted a “not invented here” attitude to offers of network support and A1 
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said he had his “own way of doing things...and putting anything else in place is a no” 

in declining advice from his Plus consultant. 

 

7.3  Organisational Change  

 

7.3.1 Organisational Change Challenges at the Start of the Profitnet and 

Profitnet Plus Learning Networks  

 

The organisational change experiences and challenges facing the Profitnet and 

Profitnet Plus case studies are shown in Table 7.5.  In both programmes HR issues, 

staff resources and delegation to their teams are common challenges although these 

issues were raised more often by the Plus cases. This reflects the limited resources 

of micro-enterprises and lack of HR expertise particularly amongst Profitnet sole 

traders where HR issues tended to focus on engaging their first employee. In the 

more established Plus businesses with their greater awareness of staffing issues 

their challenges centred on delegation and using their teams effectively.  

 

In the Profitnet cases, other organisational challenges reflect the relatively recent 

development of their firms in comparison to the more established Plus firms.  

Profitnet challenges are therefore focussed on survival, developing team capacities 

and capabilities, financial stability and management, new competitors and marketing.  

The impact of new government legislation on legal firms and government cutbacks 

were also imposing contingent changes on Profitnet’s social enterprises.  Such 

“tipping points” noted by Phelps et al (2007, p.12) were linked by Gibb (2009, 
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Profitnet Cases Profitnet Plus Cases 

Organisational Change Challenges Mentions Organisational Change Challenges Mentions 

 HR Issues, Staff Resources and Delegation  x 4  HR Issues, Staff Resources and Delegation x 8 

 Developing Team’s Skills, Capacities and 
Capabilities 

x 3  Growth of Business x 4 

 Financial Stability and Management  x 3  Potential Office or Business Move and 
Outsourcing 

x 3 

 Impact of Government Legislation x 3  Maintaining a Culture of Change and 
Continuous Improvement 

 

x 2 

 Growth of Business x 2  Financial Stability and Management x 2 

 New Competitors and Marketing  x 2  Using Technology x 2 

 Unplanned Way Business Established x 2  Unplanned Way Business Established x 1 

 Maintaining a Culture of Change and 
Continuous Improvement  

x 1  Developing Team’s Skills, Capacities and 
Capabilities 

x 1 

 Developing External Focus and Vision  x 1  Impact of Government Legislation x 1 

 Potential Office or Business Move and 
Outsourcing  

x 1  New Competitors and Marketing x 1 

 

Table 7.5: Summary of Previous Experience and Initial Organisational Change Challenges at the Start of the Profitnet and 

Profitnet Plus Learning Network
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pp.211-213) to micro-enterprises “struggling to survive” against their lack of 

resources and “independent smallness” causing greater degrees of organisational 

uncertainty. 

 

The organisational challenges facing the Plus cases in Table 7.5 were more 

focussed on the growth of their micro-enterprises at the start of the network.  In 

addition to their issues of staff resources and delegation other challenges were: 

growth of the business, potential office or business moves, maintaining a culture of 

change and continuous improvement and financial stability.  The challenging phases 

of firm growth and change events and tipping points associated with them provide 

links to the work of Greiner (1972), Phelps et al (2007) and Hayes (2010).  

 

7.3.2 Organisational Change in the Profitnet Learning Networks 

 

Table 7.6 shows there were two patterns of organisational change in the network, 

with cases D2, D3 and D4 moving from emergent to planned organisational changes 

while case C2 centred on emergent organisational change. Cases C1 and D1 

remained blocked in completing any changes. The four organisational changes 

made by D2, D3, D4 and C2 were all initially emergent in nature, with three of these 

cases then developing more planned organisational changes with action learning 

sessions and subsequent feedback enabling them to incubate a more planned 

approach to change. Hughes (2006, p.17) and Burnes (2009, p.157, pp.397-398) 

argue there is no consensus around a best approach to change management, and 

this research highlights Profitnet owner-managers used two approaches to  
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pragmatically manage their organisational changes and subsequent incremental 

innovations.   

 

Cases D2, D3 and D4 encountered emergent critical financial challenges and then 

used action learning sessions and the financial knowledge and learning from other 

set members to develop a range of tools and procedures to adopt a series of more 

planned organisational changes to survive these problems.  In case D3 his 

motivation to increase his profits was so strong the combination of an action learning 

session and creative workshop meant the change was implemented in a month. 

Cases D2 and D4 used repeated action learning loops to fully embed the changes, 

develop their financial processes and make improvements.  Case C2’s 

organisational changes emerged during the course of the programme by developing 

his role as a director, introducing delegation changes and improving his 

understanding of networking.  In these four cases the support and flexibility of the 

network and action learning enabled the owner-managers to move their trajectories 

of organisational change from the emergent approach of Kotter (1996) to the more 

planned changes of Lewin (1951). It highlights the potential learning dynamic 

involved in the interplay between emergent and planned change in these cases as 

they went through the experiential learning process of encountering emergent 

challenges and changes, using their network and action learning to plan something 

new to deal with the issues, and then embedding the final change that are ultimately 

a combination of both approaches. 

 

During the Profitnet programme several participants encountered imposed 

contingent organisational changes noted by Abrahamson (2000) as a result of  
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Participant Organisational 
Change 

Developed  

or x 

Led to 
Innovation 

Nature of Organisational Change Enablers Barriers 

Emergent and Planned Organisational Change 

D2    Moved from emergent financial 
problems to planned 
organisational changes in 
financial and marketing areas to 
address them 

 Repeated action and 
experiential loops to 
progress changes 

 Using resources from 
network 

 Financial problems 
acted as motivator.   

 Lack of staff and financial 
resources and previous 
business experience  

D3    Moved from emergent financial 
problems to planned 
organisational change of being 
more assertive in charging clients 
for his advice   

 Participation in action 
learning and creative 
workshop 

 Financial problems 
acted as motivator.  

 Was resistant to entering 
learning cycle in HR and 
marketing areas where he 
felt more uncomfortable   

D4    Moved from emergent to planned 
organisational changes to 
manage his cash flow 

 Experiential learning 
and repeated action 
learning loops to 
implement and 
embed changes 

 Financial problems 
acted as a motivator   
 

 Lack of resources and 
previous sole trader 
experience  

Emergent Organisational Change 

C2    Emergent organisational change 
in developing his role as director 
and improving team delegation 
and understanding of networking 

 Giving his team 
space by spending 
time attending 
network meetings.  

 Lack of similar manufacturing 
business produced a weak 
link in learning cycle for 
benchmarking 
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Participant Organisational 
Change 

Developed  

or x 

Led to 
Innovation 

Nature of Organisational Change Enablers Barriers 

Blocked for Organisational Change 

C1 x x  Focussed on incremental 
planned organisational changes 
to address staff challenges, but 
not fully implemented or 
embedded 

 Participated in two 
action learning and 
feedback sessions 

 Repeated action learning 
sessions indicate C1 able to 
operationalise actions but not 
complete learning cycle to 
test and embed them due to 
concerns re losing control by 
delegating 

D1 x x  Discussed planned organisational 
changes in marketing suggested 
in action learning, but not 
implemented 

 Participating in action 
learning and 
benchmarking himself 
and firm against 
network.  

 Got stuck at observation and 
reflection stages of learning 
cycle due to his already 
reflective nature being further 
developed by the network 

 
 
Table 7.6: Organisational Change Typologies in the Profitnet Learning Networks  
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government legislation and economic cuts impacting particularly on social enterprise 

and legal firms.  Equally cases such as D2, D3 and D4 were reacting to financial 

challenges and motivated by the need to survive the evolutionary phases of firm 

growth described by Greiner (1972, p.41) and Hayes (2010, p.109). Case D3 lacked 

similar motivation to adopt organisational changes in HR and marketing areas where 

he lacked confidence and skills.   

 

Cases C1 and D1 were more financially secure and focussed on growth suggesting 

an orientation for change but lacking the motivation of financial survival of the other 

cases to implement planned organisational changes suggested in action learning. 

 

The key enablers of cases D2, D3, D4 and C2 moving from emergent to planned 

organisational changes shown in Table 7.6 was the support provided by the 

network’s action and experiential learning processes with other participants.  In some 

cases this also involved benchmarking themselves against others or asking for 

support and specific resources.   

 

C1 and D1 did not implement suggested organisational changes, encountering a 

barrier in moving from the observation and test phases of Kolb’s (1984, p.21) 

learning model to embedded implementation.  Their learning was blocked by 

incomplete learning cycles, caused by C1’s need for control leading to difficulties 

with delegation and D1’s already reflective nature being developed to such an extent 

he became stuck.  Partial barriers for other cases who implemented successful 

organisational changes centred on the lack of staff and financial resources and 

manufacturing businesses in the network.   
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7.3.3 Organisational Change in the Profitnet Plus Learning Networks 

 

Seven out of the eight Profitnet Plus cases completed organisational changes as a 

result of their network participation with a higher proportion of planned rather than 

emergent organisational changes.  The changes are displayed in Table 7.7 and 

focus on a broader range of issues associated with the growth of their firms 

compared to the Profitnet cases, with only B2 motivated by financial survival issues. 

Overall four main patterns of organisational changes can be seen in Table 7.7, 

namely a combination of emergent and planned organisational changes undertaken 

by A2, B2 and B4 compared to the purely planned organisational changes of A3, B1 

and B3. Case A4 gained a better understanding of organisational changes while A4 

remained blocked in making changes. 

 

Table 7.7 confirms a total of eight planned organisational changes were made 

across the cases in the Plus networks, compared to three other emergent changes 

made during the course of the programme.  In the planned change group cases A3, 

B1 and B3 had a clear perspective on the organisational changes they needed to 

plan to engage staff and develop new businesses enabled by the knowledge and 

experience of other network members.  

 

In the emergent and planned change group cases A2, B2 and B4 displayed an ability 

to manage and use a combination of both emergent and planned organisational 

changes, enabled by the experiential learning gained from observing other members, 

specialist advice and benchmarking provided by the network.  In all three cases the 

emergent organisational changes were focussed on improving their existing  



 

468 
 

Participant Organisational 
Change 

Developed  

or x 

Led to 
Innovation 

 

Nature of Organisational 
Change 

Enablers Barriers 

Emergent and Planned Organisational Change 

A2    Emergent organisational 
changes led to business 
disposals 

 Planned HR changes in 
redundancy and 
recruitment process 

 Managing his existing 
firm and planning a new 
business  
 

 Experiential learning from observing 
network members in action learning  

 Support of Plus consultant, 
particularly with marketing the new 
software product 

 Needed to enact personal 
changes first  

 Capacity issue in running 
two firms  

B2    Emergent organisational 
changes in addressing 
capacity issues through 
recruitment and asking 
for support  

 Planned organisational 
change of moving offices  
 
 

 Network support through member 
with specialist advice  

 Plus consultant changed her attitude 
to her firm and running a lifestyle 
business 

 Did not enter experiential 
learning cycle in area of 
financial organisational 
changes  

B4    Emergent organisational 
change of becoming 
more assertive with 
clients and suppliers 

 Planned organisational 
change of concentrating 
on more profitable work 
 
 

 Benchmarking herself against B2 
motivated her decision making and 
desire for change 

 Experiential learning from network  

 Capacity issues in 
managing existing business 
and new project  

 Periods of ill health 
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Participant Organisational 
Change 

Developed  

or x 

Led to 
Innovation 

Nature of Organisational 
Change 

Enablers Barriers 

Planned Organisational Change 

A3    Became more confident 
and planned to engage 
staff to support growth of 
two businesses 

 Planned organisational 
change of developing a 
new business  
 

 Experiential and action learning 
loops with network to develop 
existing and new business  

 Benchmarking his firm against the 
network  

 Support of Plus consultant in 
developing the new firm 

 Capacity issue in 
developing two firms as a 
sole trader  

 Previous problems 
engaging staff  

B1    Planned organisational 
change to grow her firm 
through an acquisition  

 Network provided resources and 
support in making difficult decisions  

 Plus consultant supported due 
diligence on acquisition 

 Capacity issues in running 
one business and acquiring 
another 

 Balancing work and family 
life  

B3    Planned organisational 
changes to address staff 
recruitment and 
retention issues 

 Experiential learning in network by 
observing and modelling herself 
against more experienced members 

 Plus consultant reviewed financial 
processes  

 Retained a weak link in 
learning cycle in area of 
staff delegation  

Better Understanding of Planned Change 

A4    Created a better 
understanding of 
managing planned 
organisational changes 

 Process of organisational change 
accelerated by defining goals and 
reporting back during action learning  

 Awareness of additional resources 
through internships 

 Confidential nature of experiential 
learning in the network  

 Did not engage with Plus 
consultant 

 Sometimes focussed on a 
new project at expense of 
existing ones.   
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Participant Organisational 
Change 

Developed  

or x 

Led to 
Innovation 

Nature of Organisational 
Change 

Enablers Barriers 

Blocked for Organisational Change 

A1 x x  Planned organisational 
changes were not 
developed in the 
network 

 A1’s firm had undertaken previous 
organisational process changes  

 Did not enter experiential 
learning cycles  

 No engagement with, and 
resistant to Plus consultant 

 

Table 7.7: Organisational Change Typologies in the Profitnet Plus Learning Networks  



 

471 
 

business in areas such as business disposals, capacity issues and being more 

assertive with customers. The planned changes were centred on future actions they 

were going to take to ensure the growth of their firms by addressing HR issues, 

moving offices and concentrating on more profitable work. 

 

In five of the cases the Plus consultant supported changes made by A2, A3, B1, B2 

and B3 and is discussed further in Section 7.7.1.  The planned organisational 

changes focussed on HR issues in two cases, and developing a new business or 

moving offices in three cases.  Two of the emergent organisational changes also 

involved HR developments and the focus on changes in this area is consistent with 

the organisational challenges in HR, staff resources and delegation issues faced by 

the cases prior to Plus in Table 7.5.   

 

The main barrier in making organisational changes for cases A2, A3, B1 and B4 

centred on the personal capacity issues of the owner-manager in running their 

existing firm while developing a new business or product. The networks played two 

roles in helping them diminish the issue by planning the changes more effectively 

and helping alleviate capacity issues by providing some of the knowledge, tools and 

resources they lacked.  Case A4’s focus on developing new organisational changes 

was sometimes at the expense of completing existing ones already under 

development.  Only case A1 did not enter the learning cycle to make organisational 

changes, being blocked by the sole trader and marketing focus of businesses in the 

network.  Cases B2 and B3 remained partially blocked in their learning cycles for 

financial and delegation changes due to their lack of confidence and skills in these 

areas, but completed changes in other areas.  Apart from case A1, the other seven 
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cases were not resistant in making their organisational changes.  

 

7.4 Innovation  

 

7.4.1 Innovation Challenges at the Start of the Profitnet and Profitnet Plus 

Learning Networks 

 

Table 7.8 confirms that prior to their Profitnet and Profitnet Plus participation, cases 

in all four learning networks had difficultly defining innovation and shared a limited 

understanding and capability in developing it. 

 

Some Profitnet cases had previously implemented successful incremental 

innovations for outsourcing administration, telephone answering and marketing.  The 

innovations had been unplanned and in some instances the cases only appreciated 

these had been innovations as their understanding of the process developed during 

Profitnet.  This signals how a better understanding of innovation can potentially help 

generate a more directed approach to innovation management in micro-enterprises. 

Case C2’s larger SME and manufacturing business alone had the necessary 

resources and capability to develop a sophisticated approach to innovation prior to 

Profitnet using R and D, external resources and culture of continuous improvement. 

 

Profitnet Plus cases were able to identify previously successful incremental 

innovations that could be categorised as position, process or product innovations 

according to Francis and Bessant’s (2005, p.179) and Tidd and Bessant’s (2009, 
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Profitnet Cases Profitnet Plus Cases 

Innovation Challenges Mentions Innovation Challenges  Mentions 

 Limited understanding and capability for 
innovation  

x 4   Limited understanding and capability for 
innovation 

x 7 

 Unplanned but previously successful 
incremental innovation projects for 
outsourcing, processes and marketing  

x 4  Previously successful incremental position, 
process and product innovation projects 

x 4 

 Keeping up to date with technology and 
social media innovations  

x 1  Previously unplanned and accidental 
approach to innovation  

x 3  

 Sophisticated use of innovation and R and 
D, external resources and continuous 
innovation improvement culture in 
manufacturing SME  

x 1  Unsuccessful examples of incremental and 
radical product and process innovations  

x 3 

   Keeping up to date with technology and 
social media innovations  

x 1  

   Innovation projects potentially a deflection 
from core business  

x 1 

 

Table 7.8: Summary of Previous Experience and Initial Innovation Challenges at the Start of the Profitnet and Profitnet 

Plus Learning Networks 
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p.22) frameworks.  Three cases also described previously unplanned and accidental 

approaches to innovation, where like the Profitnet cases they only appreciated these 

had been innovations after the event, citing examples of incremental and radical 

product and process innovations that had been unsuccessful. 

 

The innovation challenges facing the micro-enterprises taking part in this research in 

Table 7.8 and their initial lack of understanding of the process, arguably makes 

research in this area difficult to accomplish.  It accords with Simonetti et al’s (1995, 

p.77) view that the lack of clarity in categorising definitions of innovation is often due 

to the manager’s or researcher’s subjective understanding of the terms involved. 

Such issues are exacerbated for micro-enterprises as much of the literature on 

innovation is written from the large firm perspective, with a lack of research on 

innovation in micro-enterprises according to Hoffman et al (1998, p.29), 

Andriopolous and Dawson (2009, p.7), Tidd and Bessant (2009,  p.514) and Storey 

and Greene (2010, p.83, p.302).  Given these past difficulties in researching 

innovation in micro-enterprises a combination of theories and tools were needed 

from the literature to understand and analyse the innovations taking place in the 

cases, including Francis and Bessant’s (2005, p.179) 4Ps framework, Francis and 

Bessant’s (2006, pp.214-225) classification of incremental or radical innovations and 

the OECD’s (2005, p.58) categories of whether innovations were new to the firm, 

market or the world.   
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7.4.2 Innovation in the Profitnet Learning Networks 

 

Table 7.9 uses a range of innovation tools and theories from the conceptual 

framework noted in the previous section, to analyse the innovations made by the 

cases in the Profitnet learning networks.  The table confirms four out of six cases 

developed innovations that were new to their firm as a result of network participation.  

Cases C1 and D1 did not develop innovations in their networks as they did not fully 

implement organisational changes suggested by other participants and were unable 

to complete their experiential learning cycles.  Both had developed incremental 

innovations in the past, in D1’s case during a previous Profitnet participation. 

 

Observations of the cases in network meetings, supporting evidence from the 

Profitnet team and the nature of their organisational changes and innovations were 

used to assess whether the cases had a strategic orientation of growth or survival, 

and whether each in their different ways can act as a stimulus for innovation. 

Paradoxically, growth orientated micro-enterprises may have more resources and 

experience to undertake innovation but lack the motivation to do so, while survival 

orientated firms lack the resources but are highly motivated to make innovations. 

Both traits raise issues about how learning networks can be constructed to use the 

flexibility of their learning cycles and processes to support different innovation 

pathways.  Cases C1, C2 and D1 were more established and financially stable 

businesses and exhibited a growth orientation with cases C1 and D1 being seen to 

either raise their innovation awareness or being blocked for innovation respectively, 

lacking the motivation to innovate. Case C2’s firm was highly growth orientated and 

he implemented a new process innovation.   
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In the larger critical innovation solutions to critical problems group cases D2, D3 and 

D4 were newer businesses encountering critical financial problems leading to a 

survival orientation. Their survival orientation and financial issues led to a 

“management crisis” described by Greiner (1972, p.37) or “tipping point” noted by 

Phelps et at (2007, p.12) motivating all three cases to make three process and one 

product innovations to improve their finances.  

 

The four cases in the two networks developed a total of four incremental process 

innovations and an incremental product innovation.  C2’s firm was growing rapidly 

and needed to make staff changes to address capability issues so he made a more 

limited contribution to innovation by implementing a process innovation new to his 

firm of using HR compromise agreements in staff termination procedures.  Cases 

D2, D3 and D4 developed financial process innovations new to their firm to improve 

financial performance and control. In D2’s case, she also developed a new 

promotional video product to encourage potential financial sponsors.  The OECD’s 

(2005, p.51) work was useful in showing all the incremental process innovations 

were “new to firm”, but not the market or world and were already in use in other firms 

elsewhere.   Network observations, case interviews and Profitnet team highlighted all 

five innovations were embedded in the case firms. Table 7.9 highlights their most 

distinguishing features of the innovation to emerge from this analysis.  
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Participant Strategic 
Orientation  

Innovation 
Outcome  

Incremental 
or Radical  

New to Firm, 
Market or 
World 

Pilot or 
Embedded 

Most Distinguishing 
Feature  

Enablers Barriers  

Critical Innovation Solutions to Critical Problems 

D2 Survival Product 
innovation  

Process 
innovation  

Incremental  

 

Incremental  

New to firm 

 

New to firm 

Embedded 

 

Embedded 

Motivation to develop 
promotional video was 
linked to fundraising 
for financial survival, 
as was process 
innovation to re-
negotiate a contract 

Worked with 
network outside 
meetings to 
develop her 
product innovation 

As self confidence 
developed asked 
network for 
resources 

Initial financial and 
marketing problems 
were a barrier but 
used experiential 
and action learning 
in repeated loops to 
address these 
issues 

D3 Survival  Process 
innovation  

Incremental  New to firm Embedded A poor set of financial 
accounts led D3 to 
charge clients a fee 
for advice and use 
credit card processing 
that was new to firm 

Action learning 
session and 
creative workshop 
addressed his 
financial issues  

D3 was reluctant to 
enter learning cycles 
in HR and marketing 
areas 

D4 Survival  Process 
innovation  

Incremental  New to firm  Embedded  Financial crisis led D4 
to develop process 
innovations to improve 
financial controls and 
cash flow 

Network provided 
solutions to 
address his 
financial problems 
in action learning 
through feedback 
suggestions, 
experiential 
learning and 
creative 
workshops 

Lack of previous 
experience in 
establishing a 
business as sole 
trader 

Limited Contribution to Innovation 

C2 Growth Process 
innovation 

Incremental New to firm Embedded HR compromise 
agreement new to firm 
used for first time  

Raised awareness 
of innovation  

Recognised 
benefits of  

Lack of 
manufacturing firms 
in network to discuss 
innovation projects 
with 
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Participant Strategic 
Orientatio
n  

Innovation 
Outcome  

Incrementa
l or Radical  

New to 
Firm, 
Market or 
World 

Pilot or 
Embedded 

Most Distinguishing 
Feature  

Enablers Barriers  

       networking for 
innovation 

 

Improved Innovation Awareness 
 

C1 Growth Raised 
innovation 
awareness 

- - - - Small incremental 
innovations 
undertaken prior to 
Profitnet 

No embedded 
organisational 
changes 

Learning cycle not 
completed due to 
need to retain 
control  and not 
delegate 

Blocked for Innovation 

D1 Growth No 
innovations 
made 

- - - - Consolidated some 
incremental 
process 
innovations from 
previous Profitnet 

Did not enact 
suggested 
organisational 
changes  

Learning cycle not 
completed  due to 
reflective nature 
being developed 
further and 
becoming stuck 

 

Table 7.9: Innovation Typologies in the Profitnet Learning Networks 
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Key enablers supporting the development of innovation in cases C2 and D2 were 

their appreciation of the resources provided by the network outside the meetings to 

develop process and product innovations.   Cases D2, D3 and D4 used a 

combination of action learning sessions and advice provided during a creative 

workshop on improving finances to support their critical process innovations in this 

area.  In case D2 and D4 their financial innovations were further developed by 

moving through repeated cycles of action learning, using the initial sessions to 

develop their financial innovations, while further sessions changed their underlying 

financial approach and strategies, firmly embedding them in their firms. 

 

Cases C1 and D1 remained blocked in their innovation learning cycles by not 

implementing or embedding previous organisational change suggestions with their 

growth orientation not providing the same motivation to take action provided by a 

need for survival.  C2 remained partially blocked in developing further innovations 

due to having no manufacturing businesses in his network to share actual 

experiences within action learning. Similarly D3 was partially blocked in developing 

HR and marketing suggestions lacking skills in these areas and particularly the self 

confidence to deal with a difficult staff discipline problem. 

 

7.4.3 Innovation in the Profitnet Plus Learning Networks 

 

Table 7.10 shows seven out of eight cases across two Plus networks developed a 

total of nineteen innovations, compared to five amongst the Profitnet cases.   This 

can be partially explained by the focus of the Plus programme and its consultants on 

change and innovation processes; support not available to Profitnet networks.  
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Seven out of eight Plus cases had a strategic orientation and trajectory of growth as 

a result of being more established businesses. Only case B2 essentially retained a 

survival orientation in constantly needing support in addressing financial problems 

despite seeking to grow her firm by moving offices.  Case A1 did not complete any 

innovations during Plus, arguing his understanding of innovation had not improved 

and experiential learning cycle had been blocked by the number of sole traders and 

marketing firms in the network. At a broader level cases C2 and A1 highlight the 

importance of network composition in providing the appropriate range of experiences 

and expertise to support the innovation pathways of participants. 

 

In Table 7.10, of the Plus cases who developed innovations, eleven related to 

process, six product and two position innovations, and characteristic of non-research 

based SMEs.  All the innovations were new to the firm, with sixteen embedded in the 

enterprises and three where the development and pilot stages of the innovations 

continued beyond the lifetime of Plus given their size and scope.  All the innovations 

were incremental in nature, with the exception of A3’s which was a radical product 

innovation in a completely new business area to his existing firm. The analysis of the 

cases places them in four innovation patterns with cases A2, A3, B1 and B4 

developing a pattern of growth through new process and product development. 

Cases A4 and B3’s pattern was one of consolidating their firms through process 

innovations. Case B2 had no clear innovation agenda and concentrated on gathering 

support to address her financial challenges and survival orientation. 
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Participant Strategic 
Orientation  

Innovation 
Outcome  

Incremental 
or Radical  

New to 
Firm, 
Market or 
World 

Pilot or 
Embedded 

Most Distinguishing 
Feature  

Enablers Barriers  

Growth through New Process and Product Innovation 

A2 Growth Process 
Innovation   
x 2 

Product 
Innovation    
x 2 

Incremental 

 

Incremental 

 

New to firm 

 

New to firm 

 

Embedded  
x 2      

                
Embedded     
x 2       

Used Profitnet members 
for testing process of his 
new software product 
and new add-on product 
feature.  New marketing 
process innovation to 
exploit it.  

Network members 
testing products 

Plus consultant 
helped establish 
new product and 
marketing 
innovations 

 

Gained experiential 
learning from 
network but did not 
participate fully in 
his own action 
learning cycle 

A3 Growth Product 
Innovation  

Process 
Innovation  

Radical 
innovation  

Incremental  

New to firm 

 

New to firm 

 

Pilot 

 

Pilot  

Radical product 
innovation in a 
completely new area to 
existing firm.  Potential 
innovation paradigm if 
fully developed. 

Process innovation of 
starting new tendering 
process for website. 

Critically reflecting 
on his own 
business and 
future growth 

Support of Plus 
consultant in 
developing new 
product area 

Capacity issues as 
a sole trader in 
running existing firm 
and developing a 
new one 

Future financial 
resources for new 
business  

B1 Growth   Process and 
Position 
Innovation  

Product  
Innovation  

Incremental 

 

Incremental 

 

New to firm  

 

New to firm 

 

Embedded 

 

Embedded 

Position/marketing 
innovation to rebrand firm 
and website and potential 
process innovation via 
acquisition.   

Product innovation 
initially developed with 
B5 

Experiential 
learning and 
benchmarking 
with network 

Plus consultant 
provided financial  

Capacity issues 
running existing 
business and 
progressing new 
acquisition 
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Participant Strategic 
Orientation  

Innovation 
Outcome  

Incremental 
or Radical  

New to 
Firm, 
Market or 
World 

Pilot or 
Embedded 

Most Distinguishing 
Feature  

Enablers Barriers  

       resources, 
supporting 
potential 
innovative 
acquisition 

 

B4 Growth  Process 
Innovation  

Product 
Innovation 

Incremental  

 

Incremental 

New to firm  

 

New to firm 

Embedded 

 

Pilot  

Process innovation of 
client engagement 
workshop 

Product innovation being 
developed of specialist 
magazine 

Experiential and 
action learning 
and benchmarking 
encouraged B4 to 
look for more 
profitable work 

Did not engage with 
Plus consultant 

Capacity issues in 
running existing 
business and 
developing new 
product 

Consolidation through Process Innovations 

A4 Growth Process 
Innovation 

Incremental  New to firm 

 

Embedded 

 

Process innovations of 
new to firm weekly 
meeting of all staff  

Support given by 
three Plus 
members outside 
network meetings 

Did not engage with 
Plus consultant  

B3 Growth  Process 
Innovations 
x 5  

Incremental 
x 5  

New to firm  
x 5  

Embedded  
x 5  

Process innovations to 
improve staff recruitment 
and retention: Carer of 
the Month, loyalty bonus, 
analysing resignations 
and their costs, using 
Facebook and partnering 
a Romanian recruitment 
agency 

Experiential 
learning from 
members in action 
learning re HR 
issues and Plus 
consultant 
improved financial 
awareness  

Continuing 
uncertainty re B3’s 
role in running her 
franchise or 
developing other 
opportunities in the 
future  
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Participant Strategic 
Orientation  

Innovation 
Outcome  

Incremental 
or Radical  

New to 
Firm, 
Market or 
World 

Pilot or 
Embedded 

Most Distinguishing 
Feature  

Enablers Barriers  

No Clear Innovation Agenda and Gathering Support 

B2 Survival  Process 
Innovation  

Position 
Innovation  

Product 
Innovation  

Incremental  

 

Incremental 

 

Incremental 

 

New to firm  

 

New to firm 

 

New to firm 

Embedded 

 

Embedded 

 

Embedded  

Process and market 
position innovations 
generated by office move 
to facility with 
clients/suppliers 

Product innovation of 
introducing action 
learning to clients 

Experiential  
learning in 
network enhanced 
understanding of 
innovation  

Plus consultant 
changed attitude 
to business 

Even though move 
to new offices 
displayed growth 
orientation, lack of 
entry into learning 
cycle over B2’s 
financial problems 
conveyed survival 
orientation 

Blocked for Innovation 

A1 Growth No 
innovations 
made  

Understand -
ing of 
innovation 
had not 
progressed 

- - - - - A1 felt constrained 
by the number of 
sole trader and 
marketing firms in 
the network. Did not 
engage with the 
learning cycle or 
Plus consultant  

 

Table 7.10: Innovation Typologies in Profitnet Plus Networks 
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The innovations were enabled in five cases by the work of the Plus consultant and 

their role in supporting change and innovation will be examined later.  Other enablers 

mentioned by the Plus cases and noted in the conceptual framework were: critical 

reflection, support of members outside of network meetings and experiential learning 

and benchmarking with other members.  The major barriers to innovation in three 

Plus cases were owner-managers encountering capacity issues in running their 

existing micro-enterprises while simultaneously devoting time to develop a new 

business or product although the network helped them plan their new innovations 

more effectively and provided access to its knowledge and resources to alleviate the 

issue to an extent.  In three cases the participants did not engage with their Plus 

consultants, although in A4 and B4’s case they did make process and product 

innovations themselves as A4 was using a marketing consultant he had met through 

his Profitnet participation and B4 argued she gained more benefit by focussing on 

action learning. In A1’s case, his firm had already engaged their own business 

consultant.   

 

7.5 Relationship Between Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation 

in the Learning Networks  

 

The links between personal and organisational change and innovation were 

examined for each of the fourteen Profitnet and Plus cases in the similarly entitled 

sections of the Results and Findings chapters.  Overall, in Figures 7.1 and 7.2 

eleven out of the fourteen cases participating in the learning networks developed 

personal and organisational changes and ultimately innovations.  Cases A1, C1 and 

D1 made personal changes but did not fully complete their experiential learning 
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cycles to make further organisational changes and innovations.  

 

Figure 7.1 shows in the two Profitnet networks four out of the six cases made initial 

personal changes, leading to organisational changes and incremental innovations 

(C2, D2, D3, D4).  In C2’s case, his firm’s strategic orientation for growth led to 

emergent organisational changes in delegation and ultimately innovation.  Cases D2, 

D3 and D4’s orientation was survival given their critical financial problems. This 

motivated them to make personal changes and further planned organisational 

changes through action learning leading to incremental process innovation solutions 

to address them. 

 

In the two Plus networks seven out of the eight cases made personal and 

organisational changes and innovations highlighted by Figure 7.2.  In all but B2’s 

case their strategic orientation was the growth of their firms and they made a series 

of emergent and planned organisational changes in the network during business 

planning and action learning to develop incremental innovations and one potentially 

radical one.   

 

In the literature a range of authors see personal change as a process that leads to 

organisational change in the context of larger organisations.  The cases have shown 

the process of personal and organisational change also takes place in micro-

enterprises and are entwined in the role of the owner-manager.  The Profitnet and 

Plus cases highlight that although initial organisational changes were emergent or 

contingent, the structural elements of the learning networks of action learning and  
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Figure 7.1: Relationship Between Personal and Organisational Change and 

Innovation in the Profitnet Learning Network 

 

business planning allowed the cases to incubate their skills in developing a more 

planned approach to organisational change during the programme. 

 

The personal and organisational changes in both networks led to a range of mainly 

incremental process innovations in the Profitnet cases synonymous with non-

technology based SMEs. In contrast, the cases in the Plus networks developed a  
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Figure 7.2: Relationship Between Personal and Organisational Change and 

Innovation in the Profitnet Plus Learning Network 

 

broader and more diverse portfolio of incremental process, product and position 

innovations.   

 

Out of the twenty-four innovations developed in the Profitnet and Profitnet Plus 

networks, twenty-three were incremental and one radical.  In cases B1, A2 and A3 it 

was clear when they tried to manage the operation of an existing business and 

develop plans for a new firm, they encountered personal capacity issues that 
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hampered the movement between incremental and radical innovation despite the 

support of their network.   

 

In addition to the analysis of the relationship between personal and organisational 

change and innovation in Figures 7.1 and 7.2 and detailed previous analysis, Table 

7.11 provides an overview of the patterns of change and innovation across all   

fourteen cases in both programmes. A range of change and innovation patterns are 

shown but two distinct trajectories emerge in each area. For personal change eight 

cases developed a pattern of changes to their self confidence, skills development 

and behaviours (C1, C2, D2, D4, A2, A3, B3, B4).  In cases A1, A4 and B1 they 

developed their self confidence and skills although in A1’s case this did not support 

further organisational changes or innovations. Cases D1, D3 and B2 all changed 

their behaviours, in B2’s case assisted by improved self confidence. D1 and D3’s 

more limited personal changes were respectively due to their reflective nature or 

personal resistance in making changes in areas where they lacked confidence. 

Overall Table 7.11 highlights it was predominantly these combinations of personal 

changes to self confidence, skills and behaviours that led to a blend of emergent and 

planned or purely planned organisational changes and innovations. 

 

Organisational changes in six cases across both programmes developed a pattern of 

emergent and planned changes (D2, D3, D4, A2, B4, B2). In the Plus networks 

alone, cases A3, B1 and B3 had a planned approach to organisational change. Both 

trends ultimately produced further innovations. Cases C1, D1 and A1 did not make 

further organisational changes or innovations, with cases A1 and D1 not entering 

their learning cycles and A1’s planned organisational change of using their own 
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consultant was developed outside the network. D1 became stuck in the observation 

and reflection stages and C1 was not able to fully embed his organisational changes 

due to difficulties in delegating and losing control of his firm.  

 

The two main innovation trends were specific to each network, with the main pattern 

in Profitnet cases centred on providing critical innovation solutions to critical 

problems reflecting their orientation for survival. In the Plus networks their orientation 

for growth is reflected in the new processes and products developed by A2, A3, B1 

and B4 and consolidation through process innovation in cases A4 and B3. 

 

Overall in Table 7.11 eleven cases have trajectories that span personal and 

organisational changes and innovations, encompassing two main patterns and 

showing the strong relationship and connections between these changes and 

innovation. In the first pattern Profitnet cases D2, D3 and D4 developed their self 

confidence, skills and behaviours to make emergent and planned organisational 

changes resulting in critical innovation solutions (incremental process innovations) to 

survive critical problems. The changes and innovations were enabled by a 

combination of emergent organisational changes and their movement to the planned 

changes acquired in the network, supported by their personal changes in self 

confidence, skills and behaviours.  
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 Personal Change Organisational Change Innovation 

Profitnet 

Critical Solutions to Critical Problems through Process Innovations 
D2 Self Confidence 

Skills Development 
Behaviours 

Emergent & Planned Critical Solutions to 
Critical Problems 

D3 Behaviours Emergent & Planned Critical Solutions to 
Critical Problems 

D4 Self Confidence 
Skills Development 
Behaviours 

Emergent & Planned Critical Solutions to 
Critical Problems 

           Emergent Organisational Change and Limited Innovation 

C2 Self Confidence 
Skills Development 
Behaviours 

Emergent Limited Contribution 

Lacking Organisational Change and Innovation 

C1 Self Confidence 
Skills Development 
Behaviours 

Blocked Improved Awareness 

D1 Behaviours Blocked Blocked 

Profitnet Plus 

Growth or Consolidation through Process and Product Innovation 
Emergent and Planned Organisational Change 

A2 Self Confidence 
Skills Development 
Behaviours* 

Emergent & Planned* Growth Through New 
Processes & 
Products* 

B4 Self Confidence 
Skills Development 
Behaviours 

Emergent & Planned Growth Through New 
Processes & 
Products 

Planned Organisational Change 

A3 Self Confidence 
Skills Development 
Behaviours 

Planned Growth Through New 
Processes & 
Products* 

B1 Self Confidence 
Skills Development 

Planned* Growth Through New 
Position/Processes & 
Products* 

B3 Self Confidence 
Skills Development 
Behaviours 

Planned* Consolidation 
Through Process 
Innovation 

Organisational Change or Innovation in Progress 

A4 Self Confidence 
Skills Development 

Improved Understanding of 
Planned Change 

Consolidation 
Through Process 
Innovation 

B2 Self Confidence 
Behaviours* 

Emergent & Planned No Clear Agenda 
Gathering Support 
for Process/Position 

Lacking Organisational Change and Innovation 

A1 Self Confidence 
Skills Development 

Blocked Blocked 

 

Table 7.11: Typologies of Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation 
in the Profitnet and Profitnet Plus Learning Networks 

(Key: Changes or Innovations Supported by Profitnet Plus Consultant = *) 
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The main pattern in the Plus cases centred on growth or consolidation through a 

range of innovations in both products and processes. Profitnet Plus cases A2, A3, 

B1, B3 and B4 used a combination of the same personal changes as in the Profitnet 

cases and emergent and planned organisational changes to grow their firms through 

new process and product innovations. Cases A4 and B2 used their personal 

changes to improve their understanding of and make emergent and planned 

organisational changes and innovations that were in progress to consolidate their 

firms through process innovations. The changes and innovations in the Plus cases 

were enabled by their personal changes and support of the network and its 

processes in raising capabilities for planned changes. In five cases the Plus 

consultant played a key role in supporting these changes and innovations. 

 

Hughes (2006, p.103) explains “organisations change through individuals changing” 

which in his view “suggests a need for a bridge between theories of organisational 

change and individual change.”  The eleven Profitnet and Plus cases that made 

changes and innovations used the “bridge” of their learning network participation to 

develop their trajectories of personal and organisation changes and innovations in 

contrast to the silos usually reported by the literature in these areas.  This is in tune 

with the conceptual framework notation for Kim (1993, p.38) and Crossan and 

Bedrow (2003, pp.1090-1091) where they see individuals learning and then 

personally changing before introducing a process of organisational change.  In the 

Profitnet and Profitnet Plus cases the learning networks provided learning for the 

owner-managers through the enablers of support, trust, benchmarking, skills 

development and action and experiential learning.  This improved the participants’ 

self confidence and enabled them to use changes to their skills and behaviours to 
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enact organisational changes and develop a range of innovations as their 

understanding of the innovation process was increased by the network. 

 

Learning network participation also enabled the cases to overcome any resistance to 

their personal changes with all cases changing in some way and only three cases 

not progressing beyond their personal changes.   Even though these cases were 

unable to complete their learning cycle for the reasons already stated earlier, other 

cases fully completed them or only became blocked in HR or financial areas and still 

made progress in other areas.  The support of the network helped participants learn 

how to change, and ultimately innovate in a more planned way. It developed their 

planning skills and capabilities for more planned organisational changes and 

innovations in eleven out of fourteen cases through the action learning and business 

planning processes of the network.  This is in stark contrast to the literature where a 

range of authors argue two thirds of change efforts fail to produce their planned 

results: (Grey, 2001, p.15, 2005, p. 97; Matheney, 1998, p. 394; Anderson and 

Anderson Ackerman, 2001, p.1; Bradford and Burke, 2005, p. 196; Andriopolous and 

Dawson, 2009, p.340; Burnes and Jackson, 2011, p.133 and Nasim and Sushil, 

2011, p. 190).   

 

7.6 Contribution of the Profitnet Learning Networks to Personal and 

Organisational Change and Innovation 

 

Profitnet network observations and the cases themselves during their second 

interviews, argued participation on the programme had contributed to the changes 

and innovations they had made.  Each case said their participation had been a 
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positive experience, which was shown by high levels of average attendance of 83% 

for Group C and 81% for Group D.  

 

Apart from case D2, the other Profitnet cases had all been members of several 

business networks prior to Profitnet.  During their final interviews all the cases 

argued Profitnet was superior to these business networks as these were sales driven 

with constantly changing memberships and did not generate the same levels of 

personal development, trust and openness.  Table 7.12 shows the positive factors 

mentioned by the cases in comparing Profitnet with business networks they had 

attended.  

 

Positive Profitnet Factors in Comparison to 
Business Networks 

Mentions 

 Level of personal development  x 3 

 Sharing experiences  x 2 

 Level of trust  x 2 

 Level of support  x 2 

 Regularity of meetings and structure  x 1 

 

Table 7.12: Positive Profitnet Factors in Comparison to Business Networks 

Known by Members 

 

In addition to the enablers and barriers to personal and organisational changes and 

innovation analysed earlier for each case, the Profitnet cases were asked to define 

the contribution of the programme to their changes and innovations in Table 7.13.  It 

is clear benchmarking themselves against others was an important factor not only in 
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organisational changes, but for personal changes and innovations too.  Sharing 

ideas to improve finances also featured strongly reflecting the survival orientation 

and motivation to improve their financial process in cases D2, D3 and D4. 

 

In the literature twelve authors argued action learning can play a key role in personal 

and management development.  The case for small business owners specifically 

engaging in action learning for their personal development is also made by a range 

of authors: (Anderson and Gold , 2009, p.229; Gibb, 2009, pp.209-210; Pittaway et 

al, 2009, p.285 and Thorpe et al, 2009, pp.201-202).  This study takes their work a 

step further by highlighting action learning also plays a key role in the personal 

development and learning of micro-enterprise owner managers and supports their 

Contribution of Profitnet Network Mentions 

 Sharing experiences and general levels of 
support for changes and innovations  

x 3 

 Benchmarking against network members and 
their firms  

x 1 

 Space for reflection  x 3 

 Sharing ideas to improve finances x 3 

 Working on shared projects with network 
members outside meetings  

x 2 

 Regularity of meetings and completing actions  x 1  

 

Table 7.13: Contribution of the Profitnet Learning Network to Personal and 

Organisational Change and Innovation  
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personal and organisational changes and innovations.  In ranking structural elements 

of Profitnet important to such changes, all cases placed action learning first, and 

overall business planning second and creative workshops third.   

 

7.7 Contribution of the Profitnet Plus Learning Networks to Personal and 

Organisational Change and Innovation  

 

At their final interviews the Plus cases all stated the programme had contributed to 

any changes and innovations they had made. Apart from A1, the remaining seven 

cases confirmed their Plus participation had been a good experience, confirmed by 

even higher average attendances than the Profitnet cases at 84% for Group A and 

87% for Group B 

  

All the Plus case studies with the exception of B3 were members of up to four 

business networks which placed them in a good position to compare them to Plus.  

Table 7.14 shows the positive factors mentioned by the cases in comparing Plus to 

these business networks.  A similar list of factors are shown to the Profitnet cases 

with the exception of the top two and last factors.  The Plus cases alone mentioned 

“working with the same group of people [and] confidential environment to discuss 

issues.”  The differences can be related to the Plus cases having previously been 

members of a Profitnet network and retaining some of these former relationships into 

their new network, making working with the same colleagues an even more 

supportive element.  Equally Plus firms were more mature and in five cases were 

developing new product innovations making the confidential environment provided  
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Positive Profitnet Plus Factors in Comparison to 
Business Networks  

Mentions 

 Working with same group of people  x 3 

 Confidential environment to discuss views x 3 

 Sharing experiences x 2 

 Level of trust x 2 

 Level of support  x 2 

 Level of personal development  x 2  

 Developing friendships  x 2  

 

Table 7.14: Positive Profitnet Plus Factors in Comparison to Business 

Networks Known by Members  

 

for discussions more important to them.  Developing friendships was a positive factor  

with two cases given initial personal challenges prior to Plus of the loneliness of the 

owner-manager role.   

 

Table 7.15 analyses the contribution of the Plus programme to personal and 

organisational changes and innovation identified by the cases.  The list of factors is 

similar to those generated by the Profitnet cases, although “working on shared 

projects with network members outside the meetings” was seen as being more 

significant and was a particular trait of Group B members.  Although the table does 

not particularly mention benchmarking, experiential learning from other members 

was seen as equally important.  Sharing ideas to improve finances was a common 

factor to the Profitnet and Plus cases reflecting the lack of resources in micro-

enterprises noted in the literature.  
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Contribution of Profitnet  Plus Network Mentions 

 Sharing experiences and general levels of 
support for changes and innovations  

x 5 

 Working on shared projects with network 
members outside meetings 

x 3 

 Experiential learning from network members  x 2 

 Sharing ideas to improve finances x 2 

 Space for reflection x 1 

 Support in making decisions  x 1  

 

Table 7.15: Contribution of the Profitnet Plus Learning Network to Personal 

and Organisational Change and Innovation  

 

The Plus cases were also asked to identify elements of the programme important in 

delivering their personal and organisational changes and innovations.   The overall 

ranking was the same as Profitnet with action learning ranked first, business 

planning second and creative workshops last with only B2 placing coffee breaks in 

second place reflecting her need to gather support with no clear innovation agenda. 

 

7.7.1 Contribution of the Profitnet Plus Consultant to Personal and 

Organisational Change and Innovation  

 

The research examined whether the support of the specially trained Plus consultant 

led to any differences in the development of personal and organisational change and 

innovation in the two Plus networks.  Table 7.16 analyses whether each participant 

engaged with the consultant, the nature of the changes and innovations they  
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supported and whether the consultant continued to work with the case beyond the 

programme.  

 

Table 7.16 shows in five out of eight cases the Plus consultant made a positive 

contribution to the personal and organisational change and innovation process.  In 

case A2 alone the consultant supported the processes of personal, organisational 

and innovation changes seen in the changes and innovations when participants 

worked by themselves in the network.  In the four other cases the consultant was 

able to jump start the process and engage with individual change or innovation 

developments.  The consultant supported a combination of organisational changes 

and innovations for case B1 while in cases A3, B2 and B3 one specific instance of 

change or innovation was developed with the consultant.  Out of the total of eight 

changes or innovations developed in the five cases, two focussed on personal 

changes and three each on organisational changes and innovation.   

 

This shows the consultants were able to make a positive contribution to personal and 

organisational changes and innovations across a range of participants in both Plus 

networks by supporting them in areas where they lacked skills or confidence shown 

in Table 7.16.  The positive outcome between the cases and their consultant meant 

the relationship was likely to continue beyond Plus according to the participants in 

four out of five cases and signalled the cases appreciated the benefits generated.  

 

Cases A1, A4 and B4 did not engage with their chosen consultants.  Case B4 

argued she gained more positive benefits from the action learning process rather 

than the consultant.  A1 and A4 did not engage with their consultants but 
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Participant  Engaged with 
Consultant  
or x 

Personal Change  Organisational Change  Innovation  Continuing 
Relationship  

A1 x - - - x 

A2  Supported development of 
changed personal behaviours to 
be more sensitive to his team’s 
needs 

Supported business planning, 
recruitment and marketing of 
new software business 

Helped A2 develop new 
Product and Process 
Innovations 

 

A3  - - Supported introduction of 
Radical new Product 
Innovation 

 

A4 x - - - x 

B1  - Financial planning and 
marketing support for business 
acquisition  

Assisted the development 
of new Product and 
Position/Marketing 
Innovation  

 

B2  Helped change B2’s attitude to 
running a lifestyle business and 
be more independent  

- -  

B3  - Supported development of 
financial planning and control 
skills  

-  

B4 x - - - x 

 

 

Table 7.16: Contribution of the Profitnet Plus Consultant to Personal and Organisational Changes and Innovations 
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appreciated the support such a role could give their changes and innovations by 

engaging their own. A1’s firm previously engaged their own business consultant and 

remained committed to his more regular involvement. A4’s marketing consultant was 

already known to him having met during Profitnet, and he was committed to 

continuing this relationship.   

 

In the Plus cases it is clear that even participants who used their Plus consultants as 

a resource at times struggled to use them effectively.  A range of barriers noted by 

the cases and the consultants themselves were: blocks of the consultant’s time 

needed to be more evenly spaced, personal styles of consultant and client needed to 

be compatible and capacity issues in implementing network feedback from action 

learning and the consultant’s suggestions at the same time.  One consultant 

observed many Plus participants had never used a consultant before and almost 

needed to learn how to use them. 

 

7.8 Cross Case Comparison between the Profitnet and Profitnet Plus Learning 

Networks  

 

This section presents a cross case comparison between the Profitnet and Profitnet 

Plus learning networks.  The first section examines the differences in the nature of 

the two networks and their characteristics from the perspective of the Profitnet team 

and the Plus case studies who had participated in both networks.  The second 

section examines the similarities and differences between Profitnet and Profitnet 

Plus in the personal and organisational changes and innovations they produced.  

Structurally the two programmes are similar, the exception being the Plus networks 
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have an additional hour for their meetings, start each meeting with a brief business 

update from each member, include a second business plan update session and the 

opportunity to work with their Profitnet Plus consultant on change and innovation 

projects. Plus members have also undertaken at least one previous round of 

Profitnet and are likely to understand the Profitnet process and potential learning 

provided. 

 

7.8.1 Characteristics of the Profitnet versus Profitnet Plus Learning Networks 

 

Table 7.17 examines the different characteristics of the Profitnet and Plus networks 

from the perspective of the Profitnet team members working with the case study 

participants and discusses the implications for their personal and organisational 

changes and innovations. 

  

Profitnet Network Characteristics Profitnet Plus Network Characteristics 

 Owner-managers often new to 
developing their firm 

 Some sole traders trading for 
the first time  

 Need greater degree of input 
and support in network process 

 Action learning issues often at a 
basic level  

 Steep learning curve in areas 
where they lack skills  

 Participants absorbing the 
challenges of their personal 
development  

 Business tend to be more mature  

 Understanding the network’s process 
due to past Profitnet participation  

 Higher levels of accountability and 
commitment  

 More dynamic and fast paced meetings  

 Questioning and feedback more robust  

 More challenging meeting for facilitators 
and project managers to manage 

 Second business plan update leads to 
further reflection and focus  

 Support provided by consultant for 
changes and innovations 

 

Table 7.17: Comparison of Profitnet and Profitnet Plus Learning Networks by 
Profitnet Team Members  
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In the Profitnet networks participants were often new to developing their firms and 

the role of sole traders.  For this reason they need a greater level of support from the 

Profitnet team in using the network’s processes.  For example in Groups C and D the 

facilitator often had to help participants clarify the problem they wished to address at 

the start of their action learning sessions.  The action learning issues themselves 

were often at a more basic level focussing on issues of survival in Profitnet 

compared to developing their firms’ growth in Plus.  The Profitnet team argued this 

produced a steep learning curve amongst Profitnet participants as they developed 

new skills and continued their personal development.  This would account for all the 

Profitnet cases confirming their self confidence developed during the course of the 

programme enabling them to make organisational changes and innovations.  The 

Plus cases gained self confidence from the experiential learning and feedback from 

their more established and experienced network colleagues.   

 

The Plus cases represented more mature businesses that as past Profitnet 

participants had a better understanding of the programme’s processes and how to 

use them.   Plus participants had decided to move from Profitnet to Plus and the 

programme team argued this was reflected in higher levels of accountability and 

commitment.  We have already seen from the analysis, higher levels of average 

attendance in Plus compared to the Profitnet networks.  This resulted in Plus 

network meetings being far more dynamic and fast paced, with more challenging 

questioning and feedback following participants’ action learning and business 

planning sessions.  The characteristics described made Plus a far harder network for 

facilitators and project managers to manage and this was reflected in the 

observational protocols for Groups A and B, monitoring the time allocated to each 
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session carefully and often calling participants to order in observing the action 

learning processes particularly in Group B. 

 

Profitnet team members were very clear that change and innovation outcomes in 

Plus were significantly supported by the work of the Plus consultant in developing 

network members’ projects.  Additionally, the second business plan presentation 

later in the programme gave participants several opportunities to focus and reflect on 

their business and repeatedly re-enter the action and experiential learning cycles on 

an ongoing basis.  The Business Updates from each participant at the start of each 

meeting enabled other network members and the Profitnet team to track the 

progress of changes and innovations in the micro-enterprises as they unfolded.  The 

significance of this was highlighted in case B3 for example when she was 

encountering personal morale and motivation issues during a council tendering 

process and the facilitator stepped in and moved straight from the business update 

into action learning to address the problem.  

 

During their second interviews some Plus cases made a comparison between their 

Profitnet Plus membership and previous Profitnet participation and their comments 

are summarised in Table 7.18.  A clear pattern emerges supporting the previous 

Profitnet team commentary of a more mature, challenging and experienced 

membership in Plus producing a stronger action orientated and dynamic 

environment.  The cases confirmed this led to enhanced levels of information, 

broader perspectives and in three cases increased learning opportunities ultimately 

providing enhanced support for their changes and innovations.  A2 however, noted in 

action learning he had moved from being one of the most talkative members of his 
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A2  A lot more people with lots of 
skills  

 Able to put their views forward  

 Wider perspectives 

 People want to get ahead 

A3  Much stronger group  

 Stronger personalities 

 More challenging and 
entertaining  

A4  Better group dynamic  

 More information  

 Learnt more and developed 
ideas  

B2  Far more intense 

 Have to embrace 
group feedback 

B3  Group more close knit than 
Profitnet  

B4  Increased learning 
opportunities  

 

Table 7.18 Profitnet Plus Members’ Comparison of the Profitnet Plus 

Programme to their Previous Profitnet Participation  

 

previous Profitnet network, to becoming more withdrawn when surrounded by a 

group of far more capable peers in Plus. 

 

7.8.2 Similarities and Differences between the Profitnet and Profitnet Plus 

Learning Networks 

 

The similarities between both networks were the cases had no specific or concrete 

expectations prior to joining Profitnet or Plus that they would make personal and 

organisational changes and innovations. In changes made by participants in the 

networks themselves there was a clear process of personal changes in self 

confidence, skills or behaviours leading to organisational changes and ultimately 

innovations.  Even though the changes were initially emergent or contingent they 

became increasingly planned through the business planning and action learning 

processes.  Over the Profitnet and Plus networks there were four emergent changes 
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during the programme compared to eleven that were planned.   

 

Both network models had relatively low levels of resistance to change.  In Profitnet 

and Profitnet Plus cases there was also a consistency around the enablers of the 

changes and innovations in terms of rising self confidence, benchmarking 

themselves against other network participants and improved business skills through 

experiential and action learning and sharing ideas in an increasingly trusting 

environment.  The barriers to learning and making further organisational changes 

and innovations centred on their inability to complete the learning cycles noted by 

Bessant and Tsekouras (2001, p.81).  Although some participants in Profitnet and 

Plus could remain blocked in areas such as finance and HR where they were less 

confident and skilled, they still progressed with changes and innovations in other 

areas motivated primarily by a survival or growth orientation.   

 

The major differences between the Profitnet and Plus networks, were in Plus more 

participants worked together outside network meetings and overall the cases 

produced eighteen Plus innovations across processes and products compared to 

five innovations in the Profitnet networks.  In four of the Plus cases the consultant 

supported the development of standalone instances of either personal or 

organisational change and innovation, and in A2’s case a combination of all three. 

 

Even though the Profitnet and Plus networks re-enforced the four stages of Kolb’s 

(1984, p.21) experiential learning cycles, in the Plus networks the combination of 

monthly business updates, a second business plan presentation, more challenging 

network dynamics and support of Plus consultants led the Plus cases to more deeply 



  

506 
 

reflect on their firms and the progress of their changes and innovations than in 

Profitnet.  It gave the Plus cases multiple opportunities to re-enter and practice their 

learning cycles on an ongoing basis. It supported seven out of the eight cases 

making personal and organisational changes and innovations in Plus develop a 

closer alignment to Prochaska et al’s (1991, pp.83-107) model of change through 

these structural elements of the Plus programme above, thus increasing the intensity 

of the pre-contemplation, contemplation, action and maintenance stages of the 

model over the duration of the programme.  

 

7.9 Chapter Conclusion  

 

The study of the four constructed learning networks taking part in the Profitnet and 

Profitnet Plus programme has shown innovation in micro-enterprises can be 

supported by the development of personal and organisational changes during their 

participation in the learning network.  All fourteen case studies completed personal 

changes as a result of their participation in the networks and eleven owner-

managers made further organisational changes and innovations.  The remaining 

three cases did not fully complete their experiential learning cycles and were unable 

to make organisational changes and innovations.  This research has confirmed that 

despite personal and organisational changes being entwined in the leadership role of 

the owner-manager in micro-enterprises, unless they personally changed they did 

not make further organisational changes or innovations. 

 

Table 7.11 showed the main patterns spanning personal and organisational change 

and innovation in the Profitnet cases were “Critical Solutions to Critical Problems 
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through Process Innovations” and in the Plus cases “Growth or Consolidation 

through Process and Product Innovation.”  The case studies in the Profitnet learning 

networks personally changed as a result of their network participation through a 

pattern of increased levels of self confidence, skills development and changes to 

personal behaviours in areas such as not taking feedback so personally, being more 

assertive with clients and speaking up in meetings.  All eight Plus cases shared a 

similar experience of developing their self confidence and this was often linked to 

improved business skills developed in the network and changed personal 

behaviours.  The research revealed the key enablers of the personal changes 

common to the Profitnet and Plus networks were benchmarking themselves against 

other members, the support provided by the networks and the experiential and action 

learning process involved.  The three cases who made personal changes but were 

unable to complete further organisational changes and innovations, encountered 

incomplete learning cycles and blocks to their learning caused by a need for control 

inhibiting their ability to delegate, an over reflective nature restricting ability to take 

action and the high representation of sole trader and marketing enterprises in the 

network restricting their learning.  

 

Table 7.11 highlighted the two main patterns of organisational changes across six 

out of eleven cases making them in both networks centred on a combination of 

emergent and planned changes, while three Plus cases alone developed a pattern of 

purely planned changes. Four out of six Profitnet cases completed organisational 

changes that were originally emergent in nature, with three of these becoming 

planned organisational changes through action learning sessions in the network.  

The network enabled owner-managers to develop their trajectories of organisational 
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change from their initial contingent or emergent approaches to more planned 

changes incubated by the network’s experiential and action learning processes and 

benchmarking, despite the barriers of lack of staff and financial resources.  The 

Profitnet Plus cases had a higher proportion and capability for planned rather than 

emergent organisational changes, with eight planned and three emergent instances 

of change across both networks.  Again the experiential and action learning 

processes were important enablers of the changes and in five cases the Plus 

consultant supported their changes.  The main barriers to managing organisational 

change in the Plus networks centred on the personal capacity issues of owner-

managers running their existing firm while simultaneously developing a new 

business or product despite the planning, tools and knowledge provided by their 

networks to help alleviate this.  In both the Profitnet and Plus networks, although 

initial organisational changes were often emergent or contingent in nature, structural 

elements of the networks in terms of action learning and business planning and their 

continuous stages of individual and organisational learning, enabled participants to 

learn to adopt a more planned approach to organisational change.   

 

Given past difficulties in researching the nature of innovation outcomes in micro-

enterprises this research found a combination of tools and theories were needed to 

analyse the cases and distinguish between elements of organisational change and 

innovation.  The cases in all four learning networks had difficulty defining and 

understanding innovation and capability in developing it prior to network 

participation.  This research has revealed a clearer picture of the innovation 

outcomes in micro-enterprises with some distinct patterns emerging.  In the Profitnet 

cases the strategic orientation for their innovations centred on survival, particularly 
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around financial issues while in Plus the more mature and stable firms represented 

were motivated by a growth orientation.  This resulted in the main innovation pattern 

in three Profitnet cases being categorised as critical solutions to critical problems 

while the innovation patterns for Plus centred on growth through new processes and 

products in four cases and consolidation through process innovation in two cases.  

 

Over the four networks twenty-four innovations were developed, fifteen related to 

process innovations, seven to products and two positioning, of which twenty-three 

were incremental and one radical in nature.  This is in contrast to the literature where 

innovation studies in SMEs focussed on technology based innovations and were 

more likely to develop product rather than the process innovations. The research 

confirms all the innovations were categorised as new to each firm and only one 

micro-enterprise potentially moved from incremental to radical innovations during the 

programme.  Many of the innovations were in the hidden areas suggested in the 

literature of organisational, marketing and non-technology based innovations. 

 

Participation in peer to peer learning networks re-enforced the experiential learning 

cycles of participants and the detailed practitioner accounts point to the contribution 

of action learning theory in the constructed learning network in delivering changes 

and innovations and ultimately the sustainability of the micro-enterprises themselves. 

 

In the Plus networks the combination of business updates, a second business plan 

presentation, more challenging network dynamics, working on shared projects 

outside meetings and support from the Plus consultant led these cases to more 

deeply reflect and review their firm’s progress, providing multiple opportunities to re-
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enter and develop their learning cycles on an ongoing basis.  The Plus consultant in 

four cases supported stand alone instances of personal and organisational change 

and innovation and in one case the development of all three. These differences 

between the two networks enabled seven out of the eight Plus cases to make 

changes and innovations.   

 

Learning network participation in eleven out of the fourteen cases supported 

participants in overcoming any resistance and acted as a “bridge” in making their 

personal and organisational changes and innovations, in contrast to the literature 

where two-thirds of change initiatives fail to produce their planned results.  It 

highlights the positive impact participation in the learning network had in supporting 

micro-enterprise owner-managers in learning how to develop their changes and 

innovations in a more planned and successful way. 
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CHAPTER 8 

CONCLUSION 

 

8.1 Response to the Research Question and Objectives 

 

There is a commonly held assumption that non-technology based micro-enterprises 

do not innovate. However given that our understanding of innovation in these 

enterprises is limited, this assumption may be incorrect.  If innovation is taking place 

in micro-enterprises it is likely it will involve personal and organisational change for 

the owner-manager given their dominant position in the micro-enterprise and this is 

likely to affect the innovation process within the firm. Our understanding of how the 

innovation process can be supported within a non-technology based micro-

enterprise is equally limited. This thesis responds to these gaps by investigating how 

the innovation process works within a micro-enterprise and how this process can be 

supported through participation in a constructed learning network.  

 

The thesis makes a contribution by providing a framework to analyse the personal 

and organisational change and innovation processes in micro-enterprises when 

supported by their participation in a constructed learning network.  It builds on the 

concept of constructed learning networks proposed by Bessant and Tsekouras 

(2001, pp.82-98) and Bessant et al (2012, pp.1087-1112) and McGovern’s (2008, 

p.i) research on “how and why firms differed in their knowledge, skills and capability 

acquisition in a learning network”.  The research aimed to extend their work by 

examining the following research question and associated objectives: 
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“How does participation in a constructed learning network affect the change 

process and ultimately innovation, in micro-enterprises?”    

 

The objectives of the research were as follows: 

 

 To understand owner-managers’ perceptions and challenges they faced for 

personal and organisational change in their micro-enterprise.   

 To examine how important participation in a learning network programme was 

in contributing to the development of personal and organisational change 

amongst participants and their micro-enterprises.   

 To investigate the enablers and barriers associated with the learning network 

for personal and organisational change.  

 To determine if personal and organisational change developed through 

participation in the learning network influenced the management of innovation 

and development of innovation capability in their micro-enterprise. 

 

The empirical research for this thesis has shown a strong relationship exists between 

participation in a constructed learning network and the development of personal and 

organisational change and innovation for micro-enterprise owner-managers and their 

firms.  This is important in enabling them to raise their capabilities in these areas. 

Overall all fourteen case studies completed personal changes and eleven owner-

managers made further organisational changes and innovations enabled by their 

network participation.  
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Despite the personal and organisational change literature being essentially 

contained within their respective domains, this research has provided strong 

empirical evidence of the relationship between personal and organisational change 

and innovation. The bridge between personal and organisational change and 

innovation was provided by the constructed learning network.  The structured 

processes of experiential and action learning and the support, trust, benchmarking, 

shared learning, skills and self confidence they developed were seen as key 

enablers of their changes by participants.  This is congruent with the work of Kim 

(1993, p.38) and Crossan and Bedrow (2003, pp.1090-1091) who see individuals 

learning and then personally changing before developing organisational changes. 

This research has highlighted the fact that these personal and organisational 

changes are critical inputs for the innovation process in micro-enterprises.  The 

research has also highlighted that the learning networks supported learning and 

personal development for the owner-managers by increasing their self confidence, 

changing their personal behaviours, and learning how to make organisational 

changes to their firms by using their acquired planning skills. This enabled them to 

grasp a range of innovation opportunities as these personal and organisational 

changes were embedded. 

 

In the case where a peer-to-peer network was combined with the support from a 

innovation consultant, the research has shown that in five out of the eight firms, the 

consultant made a positive contribution to either personal or organisational changes 

and innovations.  These contributions ranged from supporting the process of 

personal change leading to organisational change and innovation, to helping develop 

stand alone instances of personal or organisational change or innovation.  The 
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fieldwork confirmed this was often the first time the micro-enterprises had used a 

consultant and the programme needed to support them further in learning how to use 

them effectively.  

 

Learning network participation supported the cases in overcoming much of the 

resistance to their personal and organisational changes and innovations, with only a 

minority of cases remaining stuck after their personal changes.  Even though these 

cases did not fully complete Kolb’s (1984, p.21) experiential learning cycle and 

became blocked in their learning (Bessant and Tsekouras, 2001, p.87), the majority 

of cases managed to complete their learning cycles.  This research found that 

despite some of the cases remaining partially blocked in implementing changes in 

certain areas due to their lack of self confidence and skills in them, they were still 

able to complete the learning cycle and their changes and innovations in other areas.  

The structure of the learning network which combines peer-to-peer interaction with 

support in some instances from consultants, gave participants multiple opportunities 

to re-enter and advance their learning cycles. 

 

The empirical research conducted in this study found eleven out of fourteen of the 

investigated micro-enterprises were successful in making their changes and 

innovations with the support of the learning networks.  This is in contrast to the 

change management literature, where two-thirds of change initiatives are said to fail 

to produce their planned results according to a range of authors: (Matheney, 1998, 

p.394; Grey, 2001, p.15 and 2005, p.97; Anderson and Anderson Ackerman, 2001, 

p.1; Bradford and Burke, 2005, p.196; Andriopoulos and Dawson, 2009, p.340; 

Burnes and Jackson, 2011, p.133 and Nasim and Sushil, 2011, p.190).  This thesis 
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has shown micro-enterprises can successfully implement a high proportion of their 

change and innovation initiatives when supported by a peer to peer constructed 

learning network in building their capabilities in these areas through their shared 

learning together. 

 

The following section presents the response to the research questions addressed by 

this thesis. 

 

8.1.1 Objective One – Personal and Organisational Change Perceptions and 

Challenges 

 

Given our limited understanding of the personal change issues faced by micro-

enterprise owner-managers, this research found there were initial personal change 

challenges common to the cases in all four networks signalling their enduring nature 

over time.  These centred on a lack of self-confidence and deficiencies in business, 

networking and team delegation skills. 

 

Initial organisational change challenges common to micro-enterprises were HR 

issues, staff resources, team working and delegation to their teams.  The challenges 

provided a link to Greiner’s (1972, p.41) “crisis of control [and] growth through 

delegation” and the five phases of firm growth, particularly as no case initially 

mentioned a lack of reflective or planning skills. This research found in the ‘less 

advanced’ or ‘less mature’ micro-enterprises which included the relatively new firms, 

the organisational “tipping points” noted by Phelps et al (2007, p.12) led the owners 

to adopt a strategic approach of survival seen by Gibb (2009, pp.211-213), 
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particularly in relation to their financial issues.  The more mature firms, found 

primarily in the Plus networks, had a strategic orientation of growth and were more 

focussed on issues surrounding the development of their businesses as they were 

further along Greiner’s (1972, p.41) trajectory of firm growth.  Typical examples of 

these growth activities were whether to invest money in changing locations, enter a 

process of product development or engage new members of staff. 

 

8.1.2 Objective Two – Importance of Learning Network Participation to 

Personal and Organisational Change 

 

The case study’s personal changes were found to be consistent with the 

behavioural, cognitive, motivational and emotional changes noted by Poole and Van 

de Ven (2004, p.35) and Cameron and Green (2009, pp.14-49), although this 

research has provided far more detailed examples of these types of changes 

amongst micro-enterprise owner-managers. For example, this thesis has shown the 

personal behavioural changes often centred on developing assertiveness and 

listening skills and cognitive changes on increased reflexivity. The motivational 

changes highlighted an increased capacity to plan to take action and develop 

business and networking skills. The emotional changes showed clear development 

of self-confidence. The empirical evidence in this thesis clearly demonstrates the key 

personal change patterns generated through network participation were the 

increased levels of self-confidence, skills development and changes to personal 

behaviours amongst participants.  However, the importance of self-confidence to 

personal change is noted infrequently in the literature review, with the exception of 

O’Hara et al (1996, pp.17 – 18), Reeve (1999, p.2) and Davey and Arnold (2000, 
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p.461) as is the impact of learning networks in developing it.  

 

The importance of personal change in developing organisational change is well 

established in the literature by a range of authors: (Stuart, 1995, p.12; French and 

Delahaye, 1996, p.22; Matheney, 1998, p.399; Feldman, 2000, p.627; Tsoukas and 

Chia, 2002, p.567; Senge, 2003, p.48; Gravells, 2006, p.284 and Hughes 2006, 

p.103).  Equally, at least six authors see individuals going through a process of 

change rather than change as a single event.  However, in micro-enterprises the 

process of change for the owner-manager is wider and inevitably involves elements 

of organisational change given their dominant role in the firm. From this research it is 

clear that unless owner-managers personally changed, they did not make further 

organisational changes or ultimately innovations.  

 

Structural elements of both types of learning networks (with or without the additional 

support of consultants) developed participants’ abilities to move more rapidly through 

the pre-contemplation, contemplation, action and maintenance stages of Prochaska 

et al’s (1991, pp.83-107) model of personal change.  However the combination of the 

benefits offered by the peer-to-peer interaction and in some cases consultants, 

allowed micro-enterprises to demonstrate a more pronounced alignment to this 

process of personal change. The loneliness of the owner-manager role confirmed by 

this research and noted by Thorpe et al (2005, p.263), Anderson and Gold (2009, 

p.229) and Leitch et al (2009, p.245), motivated some owner-managers to join the 

network during the pre-contemplation stage as suggested by the work of Gibb (1972, 

p.213).  The model’s contemplation stage was developed by the increased reflexivity 

seen amongst participants, particularly on the Plus programme where the cases 
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reflected more deeply on their firms and the progress of their changes, and were 

supported by the consultant. The action stage was re-enforced by participants 

engaging with Kolb’s (1984, p.21) and McGill and Beaty’s (2001, p.233) respective 

experiential and action learning cycles.  The final maintenance stage was embedded 

by additional action learning sessions in both network models. This research has 

found however, that in the Plus networks the contemplation, action and maintenance 

stages were given even greater intensity and support by the monthly business 

updates, second business plan presentation and work of the consultant in most of 

the reviewed cases.  

 

The organisational change literature rarely mentions micro enterprises, as it is 

written from the large corporate and planned perspective rather than the more 

emergent or contingent approaches likely to be found in micro-enterprises.  The 

literature is clear there is no agreement around how best to manage organisational 

change (Paton and McCalman, 2000, p.3; Burnes, 2009, p.157; Hughes, 2006, p.17 

and Burnes and Jackson, 2011, p.134).  This thesis has developed our 

understanding of the potential organisational change patterns adopted by micro-

enterprises when supported by participation in a learning network as highlighted in 

Table 7.11.   

 

Overall, the two main patterns of organisational changes in both programmes 

(without or with the support of a consultant) centred on a combination of emergent 

and planned changes.  In the Profitnet learning networks the constructed elements of 

action and experiential learning and business planning supported owner-managers 

in developing their trajectories of organisational change from their initial more 
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emergent approaches to adopt more planned organisational changes. Members 

were able to use the networks as a safe laboratory to test and develop their new 

planning skills and move from their emergent to planned changes. Initially the owner-

managers’ emergent entrepreneurial skills were reflected in the growth of their firms, 

but their participation in learning networks allowed them to develop the planning 

skills required for the next stage of their firms’ growth. This did not dampen their 

entrepreneurial nature, but enriched it by blending it with an increasingly planned 

approach. The learning networks with the assistance of a consultant (the Plus 

programme) enabled their cases to make a much higher proportion of planned rather 

than emergent changes, assisted to a large degree by the consultant.  In this 

programme, the experiential and action learning processes and additional features of 

a second business plan and monthly business update gave participants greater 

support in making their organisational changes. The network also enabled the firms 

to deal with their capacity issues of running an existing firm while developing a new 

business or product by helping them plan these changes more effectively and by 

providing some of the new knowledge, ideas, tools and resources they lacked.  

 

8.1.3 Objective Three – Enablers and Barriers in the Learning Network for 

Personal and Organisational Change 

 

This research has shown the support of the constructed learning networks were the 

key enablers of the personal changes through their action learning sessions, 

experiential learning from other more experienced participants, benchmarking 

themselves against other owner-managers and the emotionally supportive nature of 

the group. This was particularly enabling when participants were making difficult 
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decisions. The constructed nature of the network, expressed through the presence of 

facilitators and project managers provided a secure and safe environment to reflect 

on these difficult decisions and changes. An example of this occurred when a 

member became very upset when describing the re-tendering process for her 

business with her local council and the facilitator immediately changed the meeting 

agenda and went straight into an action learning session on the issue.  

 

A contribution from this research was finding owner-managers not only undertook 

organisational benchmarking mentioned predominantly in the literature but also 

benchmarked themselves against other participants for personal changes and 

innovations. This was particularly important as several owner-managers experienced 

periods of loneliness, given the nature of their micro-enterprise role. Loneliness 

implies lack of a framework to compare themselves with, and therefore a lack of a 

framework to enable the setting of realistic targets. Loneliness also suggests limited 

access to relative knowledge, ideas and skills and lack of emotional support 

particularly when managers were making difficult decisions. Both types of learning 

networks enabled benchmarking in all three areas of personal change, 

organisational change and innovation. However, in the learning networks with a 

consultant, the consultant’s skills and knowledge were particularly important where 

the cases lacked skills and confidence themselves in areas such as finance. 

 

Barriers to personal and organisational change in both network models were 

participants’ initial lack of self-confidence in developing their personal and 

organisational changes to develop their firms and incomplete learning cycles. Being 

part of a network with incompatible peers, primarily expressed in terms of size of the 
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firms and sectoral focus, constrained the effectiveness of their experiential learning. 

In one company, the manager became so reflective, he became stuck in listening 

and observing and not taking action to make further changes. A number of other 

perceived risks also prevented firms from fully embedding the organisational 

changes suggested by the network as was the case where the manager was afraid 

of losing control of the firm by delegating work to other people.  

 

8.1.4 Objective Four – Influences of Personal and Organisational Change and 

Network Participation on the Management of Innovation and Development of 

Innovation Capability 

 

Much of the previous innovation literature has been written from the large firm 

perspective with a lack of research on innovation in micro-enterprises (Hoffman et al, 

1998, p.29; Andriopoulos and Dawson, 2009, p.7; Tidd and Bessant, 2009, p.514 

and Storey and Greene, 2010, p.83, p.302).  Even less is known about the nature of 

innovation in non-technology based SMEs, although they are more likely to involve 

themselves in product rather than process innovations according to Hoffman et al 

(1998, p.44), Bessant and Tidd (2007, p.265) and Tidd and Bessant (2009, p.515).  

Martin (2012, pp.5-6) argued past innovation studies have focussed on technology 

based innovations centred on product and processes and were likely to be 

categorised as radical rather than incremental in nature.  Additionally NESTA (2007, 

p.6) and Martin (2012, pp.5-6) proposed organisational, service and marketing 

innovations have often been ignored.  This research addressed these research gaps 

and explored the management of innovation and the development of innovation 

capabilities and outcomes in micro-enterprises, the vast majority of which are non-
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technology based.  

 

The initial innovation challenges facing the owner-managers prior to joining both 

networks was their difficulty in defining innovation, lack of understanding of the 

innovation process, how to develop their innovation capabilities and the unplanned 

nature of previous innovations. It supports Simonetti et al’s (1995, p.77) view that a 

lack of clarity in categorising innovation is often due to the subjective understanding 

of innovation terms and arguably makes innovation research in micro-enterprises 

difficult to accomplish.  

 

The empirical evidence has provided a clear analysis of the nature of innovation and 

its outcomes in the micro-enterprises being examined with some distinct patterns 

emerging from the research. The innovation pattern in the micro-enterprises 

participating in learning networks that include just a peer-to-peer interaction (the 

Profitnet programme) focussed on finding critical solutions to critical problems mainly 

through process innovations while the innovation patterns in the participants of 

learning networks enhanced with consultancy (Profitnet Plus) centred on the growth 

of their firms. The latter cases developed growth through new processes and 

products or consolidation of their micro-enterprise through process innovations. 

Many of the innovations were in the areas of organisational, marketing and non-

technology based innovations, as suggested by NESTA (2007, P.6) and Martin 

(2012, pp.5-6).  Over the four networks twenty-four innovations were developed with 

network support over the three main patterns of innovation.  Contrary to the 

expectations provided by the literature, fifteen were process innovations, seven 

related to products and two were position innovations.  The traditional bias in the 



  

523 
 

SME literature and its focus on high-technology firms has previously emphasised 

their product innovations. In contrast, this research has shown the character of non-

technology based micro-enterprises produces a far higher proportion of process 

innovations. 

 

Analysing the innovations using Francis and Bessant’s (2006, pp.214-215) 

classifications, twenty-three of the innovations were incremental or “do better” and 

one radical or “do different” in nature. The consultant played an instrumental role in 

helping generate the radical innovation. In the learning networks with consultants, 

more members worked together outside of network meetings on shared innovation 

projects and this is likely to be associated with the more ‘mature’ character of these 

enterprises. It also signals the positive benefits of their previous Profitnet 

participation as the successful completion of a Profitnet programme was a 

requirement for Plus participation, and this developed stronger relationships, trust 

and understanding of the learning network process.  All the innovations were 

classified as being new to the micro-enterprise according to the OECD’s (2005, p.58) 

guidelines for interpreting innovation, although they were likely to be in use in some 

larger firms. In non-technology based micro-enterprises often run by owner-

managers with limited skills, experience and resources it was these limitations that 

lead to their focus on more incremental innovations rather than any deficiencies of 

the network itself.  

 

The research has shown innovations in the learning networks were enabled by the 

constructed action learning process and experiential learning from more 

knowledgeable peers, the creative workshops, members testing new ideas and the 
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support of the consultant. Barriers to innovation in one case in both networks centred 

on a lack of compatible peers in similar firms and sectors to share innovations with 

and some personality issues between consultants and members. 

 

8.2 Further Implications for Theory 

 

The following section on further implications for theory centres on innovation in 

micro-enterprises, the lack of innovation research on micro-enterprises, the 

relationship between personal and organisational change in micro-enterprises, 

improving our understanding of learning networks, absorptive capacity and the 

methodological implications drawn from this research. 

 

A major strength of the thesis is the contribution it makes to our understanding of 

innovation in micro-enterprises. Micro-enterprise owner-managers are their 

businesses and the way they are supported by the learning network’s processes 

changes the innovation debate from the firm to the importance of their personal 

development, particularly at a time of diminishing state intervention through business 

networks and agencies such as Business Link and Regional Development Agencies. 

All the cases in this research underwent personal changes but did not always 

undergo the same organisational changes and innovations (as shown in Table 7.11). 

What is clear, however, is that constructed learning networks provide a more 

structured context in which micro-enterprise owner-managers can navigate their way 

through their individual personal, organisational and innovation journeys by 

supporting each other. Such help was mainly provided collectively during network 

meetings but on occasions important projects and knowledge were shared outside 
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them in smaller groups. 

 

Although this research has contributed to our understanding of innovation in micro-

enterprises and particularly those that are non-technology based, it has shown far 

more research and literature needs to be developed about innovation in micro-

enterprises. This is despite the importance of micro-enterprises to the economy 

noted by a range of authors: (EU, 2005; Devins et al, 2005; OECD, 2008; Tidd and 

Bessant, 2009; BERR, 2009; Thorpe et al, 2009 and Storey and Greene, 2010). 

Previous literature and research has focussed too heavily on innovation outcomes in 

high-technology based firms rather than on the non-technology based micro-

enterprises that often fail to feature in R and D surveys and other indicators of 

innovation activity such as patents and licences. 

 

This thesis has shown that non-technology based micro-enterprises have the 

capacity to develop their innovation management capabilities and produce a large 

range and number of innovations when supported by a learning network. It highlights 

that instead of focussing much of the support and research on high-technology 

based SMEs, knowledge transfer and innovation policies need to support micro-

enterprises of lower capabilities and absorptive capacities through learning networks 

and other initiatives in order to fully realise their innovation potential. Research from 

this thesis has shown that many of these innovations are likely to have been 

previously “invisible” or “hidden” according to Martin (2012, p.6) and NESTA (2007, 

p.6) respectively, in areas such as design, marketing or organisational innovations. 

 

The thesis has shown a strong relationship exists between participation in a 
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constructed learning network and the development of personal and organisational 

change and innovation for micro-enterprise owner-managers given the dominant role 

they play in their firms. This is particularly important given the lack of literature, 

research and theory in connecting these areas. The thesis develops our 

understanding of the owner-manager’s personal changes, processes and links to 

their personal identities on the one hand and organisational changes and innovations 

on the other. The depth of the fieldwork and empirical evidence explains and offers 

an interpretation of the patterns involved and provides building blocks for developing 

theory in the relationship between them. It confirms personal and organisational 

change are necessary elements in the discussion surrounding the management of 

innovation and development of innovation capabilities in micro-enterprises, and a 

very powerful way of developing these is through participation in a constructed 

learning network. 

 

Bessant et al (2012, p.1088) describe the “flows of skill, knowledge, resources and 

trust” that are key elements of the learning network model if these complex 

processes are to produce the “emergent property” and realise the potential 

“collective efficiencies” for the micro-enterprises involved. Despite this Bessant et al 

(2012, p.1089) confirmed there were “important gaps in our understanding of how 

[learning networks] operate to facilitate learning and innovation,” calling for more 

detail on the “internal processes [and] what happens inside the black box of 

networked learning.” This research has unlocked this “black box” and created a 

richer understanding of the managerial challenges in developing and running a 

learning network. It has shown how the nature of the experiential and action learning 

processes constructed within the network have developed the individual efficiencies 
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of the owner-managers and the types of personal and organisational changes and 

innovations that have emerged as a result. 

 

In terms of resources, the research has shown not only the value of the peer to peer 

interaction and owner-managers learning from each other, but also the value of 

supporting this interaction with sufficient infrastructure such as properly trained and 

developed facilitators and project managers to facilitate the complex and often robust 

dynamics involved in networks. This research has also provided insights into the 

additional value generated by the combination of peer-to-peer interaction with a 

consultant to provide additional support for owner-managers such as diagnosis of 

the state of the business and the generation of concrete actions to take forward.. 

Although such roles may not be in tune with action learning in its purest form 

described by Revans (1998, pp.87-105) in defining “What Action Learning Is Not”, it 

highlights the value of facilitators, project managers and consultants when 

embedded in the networks. This has implications for policy makers when considering 

the resource and financial issues involved in establishing such an approach 

elsewhere if it is to be effective. Policy makers will need to subsidise the learning 

networks in order to make them affordable for the micro-enterprise owner-managers 

and cover the costs of the network infrastructure. However, this is likely to be 

achieved at a consistently lower cost to government than funding a range of 

Regional Development Agencies. 

 

Learning networks do have their limitations however, especially when related to a 

lack of appropriate peers to learn from in the network. This could be the result of 

project managers failing to recruit firms with compatible levels of maturity and 



  

528 
 

development.  The industrial structure of the region may also mean there is a lack of 

firms in a particular sector.  For example, in Sussex there is a lack of larger SMEs 

from the manufacturing sector and we saw this impacted in Case C2’s level of 

experiential and action learning as there were no other manufacturers in his network. 

Insufficiently developed and inexperienced facilitators can lack the necessary skills 

to manage the dynamics of a robust network and thus have little or a detrimental 

impact on the development of personal and organisational change and innovation 

amongst the members. 

 

Nearly all the cases had participated in various types of business networks, but 

described in detail the positive benefits of participating in learning networks (such as 

Profitnet) in terms of their learning and development in comparison. This thesis has 

established the differences between business networks where members learn as a 

by-product of their more informal networking activities, compared to the power of 

facilitated constructed learning networks that deliver enhanced learning outcomes 

and collective efficiencies because the process is more structured and focussed on 

learning from the outset. 

 

The concept of absorptive capacity and the way it is built in the learning network is 

important in building knowledge and capabilities amongst participants. Recent work 

by Volberda et al (2010, pp.931-951) enhanced our understanding of the processes 

and practices through which absorptive capacity is built but said that “most attention 

had focussed on tangible outcomes [and] the actions and interactions of individual, 

organisational and inter-organisational antecedents remains unclear.” (Volberda et 

al, 2010, p.931). Equally there has been a lack of research looking at absorptive 
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capacity in micro-enterprises and has neglected the processes and activities they 

could use to develop it. This research provided an opportunity to assess the role 

learning networks can play in developing absorptive capacity in micro- enterprises. It 

has shown a constructed learning network supported members through the whole 

process of developing their individual and collective absorptive capacities. The case 

studies highlight in eleven out of fourteen cases as the individual absorptive 

capacities of owner-managers grew over time, they not only developed their 

personal changes but further organisational changes and innovations as a result of 

the learning network and its experiential and action learning process. It highlights 

how effective the learning networks were in engaging owner-managers in their own 

learning, gaining new knowledge, reflecting, developing their personal and collective 

capabilities and efficiencies compared to more traditional forms of business 

development programmes. 

 

This movement of absorptive capacity theory from outcomes, such as increases in 

R&D expenditure and the number of licences and patents, towards the support of 

personal and organisational changes and innovations in micro-enterprises has 

methodological implications for how we conduct research with their owner-

managers. We have seen in this research how deeply connected owner managers 

are to their firms with equally strong links to their personal and family life. How these 

are sustained is extremely important for the greater good of society overall and how 

we carry out research in the area. 

 

Many of the intensely personal stories and personal and organisational changes 

captured in the interview transcripts and observations would have been unlikely to 
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have been revealed in a survey methodology or other more positivist approaches. In 

studying personal and organisational change and innovation amongst micro-

enterprise owner-managers, this thesis has proven the value of a qualitative 

approach with multiple sources of evidence, especially in cases which go below the 

‘radar’ of official statistics (such the statistics provided by national governments like 

the UK BIS or international bodies like the European Innovation Survey). For similar 

studies, it points to the effectiveness of embedded research in the networks, 

studying the dynamics of the before and after participation states of owner-managers 

through longitudinal studies over time, if researchers are to fully understand these 

very complex and entwined nature of these theories in the role of the owner-

manager in micro-enterprises. 

 

8.3 Limitations of the Research  

 

All the learning networks and micro-enterprises taking part in the research were 

located in East and West Sussex and Brighton and Hove, where all three councils 

confirmed over 86% of their enterprises were classified as micro-enterprises, being 

almost in line with the national average.  Despite the difficult economic environment 

at the time of the research the number of business start ups continued to grow in all 

three areas, although a high level of business failures meant the actual business 

base was growing more slowly than the national average.  If the research had been 

undertaken in other parts of the UK with a different economic context, this may have 

produced different outcomes for the micro-enterprises taking part. 

 

The research examined four out of nine Profitnet and Profitnet Plus networks 
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operating at the time and although the researcher’s capacities were tested by 

investigating fourteen case studies in depth, they still may not reflect the views of all 

programme participants.  The limitation was offset to an extent by the interviews and 

observations covering almost half of all networks running at the time, and a third of 

those in the Profitnet programme and two-thirds of the Plus networks.  By observing 

the network meetings and conducting additional interviews with members of the 

network management team at the start and end of the programme, the research 

triangulated the evidence captured through the managers of the investigated case 

studies.   

 

In each network there were examples of informal meetings taking place amongst 

participants outside of the network programme to build relationships and progress 

some of their change and innovation projects and these were not observed.  

However, by attending thirty learning network sessions, it was very often possible to 

be party to conversations about these more informal contacts and track their 

progress via the observational protocols.  In twelve out of the fourteen cases the 

interviews were held at the case study’s offices introducing an observational element 

to the research, enabling me to view their working environment, be introduced to 

business partners and team members and gain a greater understanding of each 

case. 

 

Although case study interviews took place at the start and end of each network, the 

research has not continued to monitor the personal and organisational changes and 

innovations made in the micro-enterprises since participants completed their 

programme. We do not know whether the changes and innovations have been 
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sustained, developed further or abandoned. Equally some personal and 

organisational changes and innovations may take longer to gestate than the period 

covered by the fieldwork and this presents an opportunity for further research. 

 

8.4 Implications of the Research for Stakeholders 

 

8.4.1 Implications for Government Policy  

 

This research has important implications for national and local government policy 

and their greater understanding of change and innovation in micro-enterprises given 

the significant role they play in the UK, South East Region and local economies. 

 

West Sussex County Council (2006, pp.36-37), Brighton and Hove City Council 

(2009, p.6) and East Sussex County Council (2011, p.18, p.23) considered the policy 

implications of their economic context and industrial structure and each stressed the 

importance of not only continuing to develop new businesses but signalled the 

strategic importance of retaining recently established and existing businesses as 

their most pressing issue.  The councils stressed the need to support businesses in 

overcoming their operational and other constraints to foster innovation and 

entrepreneurship, calling for Business Link, SBS and SEEDA to become involved at 

a time when the UK government subsequently closed these agencies.  Such policy 

changes create a gap that could potentially be filled by national and local 

government, universities and other organisations working together on initiatives that 

expand the economy by developing new and supporting existing micro-enterprises.  

This research has shown the increased development and availability of constructed 
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learning networks can play a key role in addressing the issue for micro-enterprises. 

The thesis has highlighted the previous lack of research and understanding at a 

national level of personal and organisational change and innovation in micro-

enterprises despite them accounting for 87% of all enterprises in the UK.  The future 

development of constructed networks as a result of targeted funding from 

government and other research organisations can play a powerful role in providing 

research access to study micro-enterprises in general and our understanding of 

change and innovation, across a wider range of economic and non-technology 

based sectors.  

 

8.4.2 Implications for Higher Education  

 

Lester (2005, p.3) strongly links universities with the development of their local 

economies and innovation by supporting local businesses in attracting financial 

resources, new knowledge and as “a public space for ongoing local conversations.”  

Figure 4.1 highlighted Lester’s (2005, pp.26-27) four “regional innovation led growth 

pathways” that universities can develop to establish their third stream activity.  This 

thesis has shown universities can add value to Higher Education and their 

interactions with micro-enterprises by interacting with and supporting them through 

learning networks. 

 

A range of authors in the literature such as Mathieu et al (2008, p.669) and Martinelli 

et al (2008, p.260) found universities approach their third mission in different ways 

but cite the development of the “entrepreneurial university”. This is consistent with 

Lester’s (2005, pp.7-9) support of universities adopting such an innovative and 
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entrepreneurial role.   This thesis has shown changes to HE policy that support the 

development of university sponsored constructed learning networks can further 

develop their third stream activity and micro-enterprises in their regional economy. 

An example of the approach other HE institutions could develop is highlighted by the 

University of Brighton’s Corporate Plan for 2007-12 (2007, pp.15-18) and the 

approach taken to economic and social engagement.  Many of the challenges it set 

itself in the corporate plan reflect an inclusive strategy in relation to Lester’s (2005, 

p.28) innovation growth pathways.  This research has confirmed that learning 

networks significantly supported the achievement of these corporate objectives and 

sustainability of local micro-enterprises, fostering change and innovation.  

 

8.4.3 Implications for Micro-Enterprise Owner-Managers 

 

In the literature a number of authors highlight a broad range of skills required by the 

successful entrepreneur or owner-manager: (Perren 1996, p.73; Oakey, 2006, 

pp.191-192; Bessant and Tidd, 2007, p.27; Gibb, 2009, p.211; the OECD, 2010, p.8 

and Storey and Greene, 2010, p.24).  The OECD (2010, p.8) noted entrepreneurs 

are often deficient in strategic thinking, self-confidence, networking, motivation, 

business planning, resource organisation, market awareness and product 

management and these were all issues case studies addressed and developed in 

the network. 

 

This research has clearly shown if micro-enterprise owner-managers participate in 

constructed learning networks like Profitnet it can play a key role in supporting them 

in learning how to make personal and organisational changes and ultimately 



  

535 
 

innovations, in a more planned way and develop their skills and behaviours in other 

areas as a result of their participation.   

 

The individual and organisational difficulties in developing appropriate learning and 

development strategies for micro-enterprise owner-managers and their firms are 

described by a number of authors: (Choneke and Armstrong,1998, p.138; Birdthistle 

and Fleming, 2005, p.730; Devins et al, 2005, p.544 and Gibb, 2009, pp.215-216).  

This research has shown constructed learning networks like Profitnet can provide 

effective local learning and personal development opportunities appropriate to the 

nature and profile of entrepreneurial and micro-enterprise leaders.  The research 

highlighted case study participants made time for their reflection, learning and 

management development due to the supportive nature  of the network and its 

experiential and action learning processes establishing a strong relationship between 

personal and organisational change and innovation.  This is in contrast to the time 

pressed and often adverse orientation of owner-managers to more formal business 

education depicted in the literature by authors such as Gibb (2009, p. 213), Thorpe 

et al (2009, p. 202) and Anderson and Gold (2009, p. 229).  

 

The research found many case study participants retained multiple memberships of 

business networks prior to and during Profitnet.  All fourteen cases were very clear 

these business networks were used to develop sales leads and general networking, 

but were negatively impacted by their transient memberships and lack of trust and 

honesty.  The cases saw learning networks like Profitnet in an entirely different light 

after their participation, where the levels of support, trust, shared learning and 

personal and business development enabled them to learn to make their changes 
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and innovations.  It should also be noted that despite the research taking place at a 

time of considerable economic difficulty, all fourteen cases maintained network 

membership and sustained their firms throughout the duration of the programme, 

with most increasing turnover.  

 

8.5 Recommendations for Future Research 

 

An important future research opportunity is to conduct a further study with the case 

study participants involved in this research, to understand the longer term 

implications of their learning network participation for those concerned.  After the end 

of their original programme, have the personal and organisational changes and 

innovations been sustained and continued to be developed, have they lapsed, or 

have other changes emerged as a result of participation that took longer to gestate.  

This would increase our understanding of change and innovation in micro-

enterprises over time and whether the owner-managers’ learning and views on 

network participation have developed further.  Bourner’s (2011b, p.127) list of 

“questions as tools for reflective thinking” could be used as the basis for the research 

and would add even further depth to the practitioner accounts and our understanding 

of personal and organisational change and innovation processes in micro-

enterprises.  

 

Although the research encompassed observations of thirty network meetings, 

research agreement was not obtained in advance for the researcher to join 

participants in the informal meetings that took place outside the network programme 

to further develop their changes and innovations.   If such an element was included 



  

537 
 

in future research it would enable the researcher to more clearly delineate between 

the formal and informal learning opportunities and changes for owner-managers on 

the programme.  Equally in a wider study with greater resources, the business 

partners, team members and other stakeholders working with the owner-managers 

could be interviewed to increase our depth of understanding of the personal and 

organisational changes and innovations made. 

 

Future research opportunities can address some of these issues and develop 

insights in new areas.  The research encompassed four out of the nine learning 

networks operated by Profitnet in the South East region and with further resources a 

study could be undertaken with all nine learning networks, to contrast and compare 

the results found in this study with a wider research population.  Profitnet networks 

have been established in South Africa and Southern Ireland and further research 

could take place to compare the findings from this research with those networks and 

others orchestrated by HE institutions elsewhere to examine any significant 

differences in the findings. Other potential research opportunities could examine the 

reflective process and outcomes of learning network participation for owner-

managers and a deeper and more extensive study on the nature of the innovation 

process and outcomes in non-technology based micro-enterprises. 

 

This research also allows us to compare the learning network process and 

achievements with other form of business support. For instance programmes that 

rely on consultants such as the former Business Link approach or programmes that 

provide resources without a prescribed engagement process such as tax credits and  
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with networks such as the creative cluster in Brighton or Wired Sussex that focus on 

events, training and exhibitions. 

 

This thesis has made a contribution to theory by changing our views on the 

relationship between participation in a constructed learning network, the 

development of innovation in micro-enterprises and the strong interplay between 

personal and organisational change in supporting this.  The network supported 

owner-managers in developing their trajectories of change and innovation from their 

initial emergent and contingent approaches to more planned changes enabled by the 

networks constructed experiential and action learning processes. The way the micro-

enterprises were supported by the learning network widens the innovation debate to 

include individual learning and development in addition to the organisational 

innovation process and the specific innovation outcomes.  A major empirical strength 

of the thesis is the contribution it makes to our understanding of innovation in micro-

enterprises. Many of the innovations examined in this study were incremental 

process innovations rather than the product innovations predicted in the literature. 

Further implications for theory were examined and centred on innovation in micro-

enterprises, the lack of innovation research on micro-enterprises, the relationship 

between change and innovation, improving our understanding of what happens 

inside learning networks, absorptive capacity and future methodological insights 

drawn from the thesis. The implications of the research for government policy, HE, 

and micro-enterprise owner-managers have been developed, and recommendations 

made for future research as a result of this thesis. 

 

Ultimately the thesis has shown we need more embedded and longitudinal 
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qualitative studies across the relationship between personal and organisational 

change and innovation. This will ensure the research agenda in innovation studies is 

developed not only in non-technology based micro-enterprises, but SMEs and larger 

firms as well. It becomes almost irresistible that we take the learning from this 

research and look at the expanded role learning networks can play in developing 

personal and organisational change and innovation for the future. 
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

 
4Ps  Products, Process, Position and Paradigm Innovation  

(BDM)  Business Development Manager  

BERR  Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform 

BHCC  Brighton and Hove City Council  

BIS  Department for Business, Innovation and Skills  

(C)  Consultant 

CENTRIM Centre for Research in Innovation Management, University of Brighton  

CEO  Chief Executive Officer  

COO  Chief Operating Officer  

CUPP  Community University Partnership Project 

(DM)   Delivery Manager  

DTI  Department of Trade and Industry 

ESCC  East Sussex County Council  

ESSP  East Sussex Strategic Partnership  

EU  European Union 

(F)  Facilitator 

F/T  Full-time Employee 

FSB  Federation of Small Businesses 

GDP   Gross Domestic Product 

GP  General Practitioner  

GVA  Gross Value Added  

HE  Higher Education 

HEFCE Higher Education Funding Council for England 
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HR                 Human Resources 

IPR  Intellectual Property Rights 

IT  Information Technology 

KPI   Key Performance Indicator  

KTP  Knowledge Transfer Partnership  

MD  Managing Director  

MICRO Micro-Enterprises  

MIT  Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

NED  Non-Executive Director 

NESTA National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts 

OECD  Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development  

ONS  Office of National Statistics 

PA  Personal Assistant  

PCT  Primary Care Trust 

(PM)  Project Manager  

P/T   Part-time Employee 

PR  Public Relations  

R&D  Research and Development  

SBS  Small Business Service  

SEEDA South East England Development Agency  

SMAL  Self-Managed Action Learning 

SMEs  Small and Medium Enterprises  

SPRU  Science and Technology Policy Research, University of Sussex 

SWOT Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats 

UK  United Kingdom  
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USA  United States of America  

VAT  Value Added Tax 

WSCC West Sussex County Council  
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Appendix  A  

Analysis of Previously Published Research in Relation to SMEs and Micro- 

Enterprises and Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation in 

Learning Networks 

 

This Appendix details research undertaken by me on a PhD thesis and two journal 

databases connecting research into SMEs and micro-enterprises, personal and 

organisational change and innovation in learning networks.   

 

From this examination there is a gap in the research undertaken on micro-

enterprises and SMEs linking personal and organisational change and innovation, 

with participation in learning networks.   Most SME and innovation research 

undertaken for PhDs appears to be vertical in nature, focussing on specific areas, a 

smaller element of a process devoted to one of the four types of innovation detailed 

by Tidd and Bessant (2009, p.22) or case studies of innovation in particular countries 

– compared to horizontal cross business processes combining personal and 

organisational change and innovation in SMEs or micro-enterprises.  The three 

sources used for this research were: Expert Information Limited (2009), Business 

Source Premier (2009) and Emerald (2009).    

 

An analysis of PhD titles and where appropriate the abstracts of 291 theses with the 

word “SME” in the title, was undertaken.  No SME thesis was found dealing with 

research centred on “Personal and Organisational Change” and only five PhDs were 

in areas likely to partially feature in the literature review.   
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A similar analysis was then undertaken using the key word search criteria of “SMEs 

and Innovation”, “Personal Change”, “Organisational Change”, and “Learning 

Networks” in the title of PhD theses.  The table below illustrates whilst research had 

taken place in the relevant domain, analysis of each abstract highlighted none of the 

theses were specifically related to the relationship between SMEs, micro-enterprises, 

personal and organisational change, innovation and learning networks.   

 

Title and Subject 
Area Analysed 

 

Number of 
PhDs Found 

Analysis of Abstract 

SMEs 291 No reference to Personal and 
Organisational Change  
 

SMEs and Innovation  57 No reference to Personal and 
Organisational Change 
 

Personal Change  9 No reference to SMEs 
 

Organisational Change  118 No reference to SMEs 
 

Learning Networks 3 No reference to SMEs 
 

 
Theses in Collection  

 
542,369 

 
Total number of theses on database 
 

 

Analysis of PhD Theses Undertaken in SMEs and Innovation, Personal and 

Organisational Change and Learning Networks. 

 

Details of the five PhDs found in the SME domain, partially associated with areas in 

the literature review headings were:  Taylor (2001), Harding  (2002), Keefe (2002), 

Brizland  (2003) and Birdthistle (2004).  
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An analysis of the two journal databases was then undertaken, using a key word 

search facility to review “scholarly peer reviewed” journal articles in research 

domains relevant to this thesis.   

 

On Business Source Premier (2009) using the word “SMEs” there were links to 

53 journal articles, but examination of titles and abstracts revealed no connections 

with personal or organisational change and only one journal article had other links to 

a likely literature domain: Hayes and Sennesetti (2001)  

 

The search of the Emerald (2009) database using the word “SME” produced 

2,948 articles, so the search was further refined using the words “SME and Change.”  

This produced 1,481 articles of which the first 150 titles and abstracts were analysed 

in detail for relevance to the research areas in this thesis.  No direct links between 

SMEs, micro-enterprises and personal and organisational change were found in the 

abstracts, with the following journal articles being potentially relevant to parts of the 

literature review in order of listing: Birdthistle and Fleming (2005), Wincent (2005), 

Clarke et al (2006), Choneke and Armstrong (1998), Gray (2002) and Morrison 

(2003)  

 

Just as for the “Index of Theses” research, analysis of journal articles relating to 

“SMEs” and “Change” on Business Source Premier (2009) and Emerald (2009) 

databases produced no article directly linked to the relationship between SMEs, 

micro-enterprises, personal and organisational change and innovation.   
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This gap in the journal literature may also be related to the lack of previous PhD 

research in these areas in the analysis of past theses, not initiating subsequent 

journal articles linking the same domains. 
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Appendix B 

“Micro-Enterprises’ Participation in Constructed Learning Network Through the Lens of 
Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation.” 

Research Project Timetable 
 

Year 
2009 2010 2011 2012 

Month 
Oct/ 

Dec 

Jan/ 

Mar 

Apr/ 

Jun 

Jul/ 

Sep 

Oct/ 

Dec 

Jan/ 

Mar 

Apr/ 

Jun 

Jul/ 

Sep 

Oct/ 

Dec 

Jan/ 

Mar 

Apr/ 

Jun 

Jul/ 

Sep 

Oct/ 

     Dec 

Event              

Induction               

Prepare Research Proposal               

Thesis Panel – Research Approach   15/01            

Ethical Approval   15/02            

Research Methodology Preparation              

Literature Review              

Initial Conceptual Framework              

Prepare and Set Up Fieldwork              

Pilot               

Fieldwork  Observations              

Fieldwork Interviews              

Preparation for Transfer to PhD              

Thesis Panel for MPhil to PhD       01/04       

Analysis of Fieldwork              

Final Interpretation/Contribution               

Thesis Completion Plan            26/04   

Final Write Up               

Submission of Thesis              Feb 

2013 
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Appendix C 
 
INTERVIEW AND OBSERVATIONAL PROTOCOL CONTROL FORM - GROUP A 
 
Profitnet Learning Network Name: Brighton and Hove Profitnet Plus 
 
Learning Network Code: A    Participants in Group 14 

 
Name  Code  1

st
 Interview Date 2

nd
 Int.Date Sector 

Interviewees     

 A1 7 Sept 2010 6 May 2011 Solicitors 

 A2 20 August 2010 21 April 2011 IT/Manu 

 A3 11 August 2010 26 April 2011 PR 

 A4 9 August 2010 26 April 2011 Web Design 
Other Participants     

 A5 N/A N/A Social Care 

 A6 N/A N/A  Marketing 

 A7 N/A N/A  Web Design 

 A8 N/A N/A  Web Design 

 A9 N/A N/A  Branding 

 A10 N/A N/A  Web Design 

 A11 N/A N/A  Bus. Advisor 

 A12 N/A N/A  Gyms 

 A13 N/A N/A  Furniture 

 A14 N/A N/A  Writing 
Team Members     

 A15 26 August 2010 13 May 2011 Facilitator 

 A15 26 August 2010 13 May 2011 Consultant 

 A16  25 August 2010   5 May 2011 PN.Proj.Man 

 
Other PN Central Team Members 
 
 A17 6 Sept 2010 5 May 2011 PN Del.Man 

 A18 6 Sept 2010 5 May 2011 PN Bus.Dev.Man 

 
Observation of Learning Network Meetings  
 
Date  Location  Time  Duration  B.Plans Meeting 

 CENTRIM 0930 4 hrs.0 mins A3/A4 1 

 CENTRIM 0930 3 hrs 54 mins A9/A12 2 

 CENTRIM 0930 3 hrs 55 mins A10/ 3 

 CENTRIM 0930 3 hrs 55 mins A13/A14 4 

 CENTRIM 0930 3 hrs 46 mins A1 5 

 CENTRIM 0930 4 hrs 1 min A8/A6 6 *** 

 CENTRIM 0930 4 hrs 1 min A2/A3 7 *** 

 CENTRIM 0930 3 hrs 56 mins A10/A12 8 

TOTAL OBSERVATION TIME 31 hrs 28 mins - - 

TOTAL TIME OF ALL OBSERVATIONS 104 hrs 23 mins - - 

 
Key: 

Repeat members of Profitnet  = All participants 
Multiple Central Team Interviewee  =  ** 
with one interview covering more than one set participation 
Business Plan updates  = *** 
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Appendix C 
 

INTERVIEW AND OBSERVATIONAL PROTOCOL CONTROL FORM – GROUP B 
 
 
Profitnet Learning Network Name: West Sussex Profitnet Plus 
 
Learning Network Code: B  Participants in Group 15 
 
Name  Code  1st Interview Date 2nd Int.Date Sector 

Interviewees     
 B1 16 August 2010 20 April 2011  Hospitality 

 B2 24 August 2010 27 April 2011 Marketing 

 B3 17 August 2010   9 May 2011 Social Care 

 B4 16 August 2010   3 May 2011 Marketing 
Other Participants     

 B5 N/A N/A Social Ent. 

 B6 N/A N/A  Ext.Design 

 B7 N/A N/A  Sales 

 B8 N/A N/A  Engineering 

 B9 N/A N/A  Training 

 B10 N/A N/A  Catering 

 B11 N/A N/A  Cosmetics 

 B12 N/A N/A  Web Design 

 B13 N/A N/A  Events 

 B14 N/A N/A  Hospitality 

 B15 N/A N/A  Property 
Team Members     

 B16 26 August 2010 13 May 2011 Facilit’r/Con 

 B17 20 August 2010 13 April 2011 Consultant 

 B18  25 August 2010 5 May 2011 PN.Proj.Man 

 
 

Observation of Learning Network Meetings  
 
Date  Location  Time  Duration  B.Plans Meeting 
28 July 2010 Findon 1300 3 hrs. 53 mins. B3/B15 1 

22 Sept 2010 Findon 1300 3 hrs. 58 mins. B14/B7 2 

27 Oct 2010 Findon 1300 3 hrs 43 mins B5 3 

24 Nov 2010 Findon 1300 3 hrs 47 mins B12 4 

15 Dec 2010 Findon 1330 3 hrs 29 mins B4/B2 5 

26 Jan 2011 Findon 1300 3 hrs 53 mins B6/B13 6 *** 

23 Feb 2011 Findon 1300 3 hrs 56 mins B1/B11 7 *** 

25 May 2011 Findon 1300 3 HRS 59 MINS B14/B5/B4 8 

TOTAL OBSERVATION TIME 30 hrs 38 mins - - 

 
Key: 
Repeat members of Profitnet   = All participants 
 
Multiple Central Team interviewee 
covering more than one set participation   =  ** 
 
Business Plan updates   =  *** 
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Appendix C  

 
INTERVIEW AND OBSERVATIONAL PROTOCOL CONTROL FORM – GROUP C 

 
 
Profitnet Learning Network Name: Coastal West Sussex Profitnet 
 
Learning Network Code: C  Participants in Group 14 
 
Name  Code  1st Interview Date 2nd Int.Date Sector 

Interviewees     
 C1 12 August 2010 18 April 2011 S.Ent/Retail 

 C2 12 August 2010 18 April 2011 Engineering 
Other Participants     

 C3 N/A N/A Development 

 C4 N/A N/A Social Ent. 

 C5 N/A N/A Farming 

 C6 N/A N/A  Machinery 

 C7 N/A N/A  Hospitality 

 C8 N/A N/A  Web Design 

 C9 N/A N/A  Accountancy 

 C10 N/A N/A  Web Design 

 C11 N/A N/A  Social Ent. 

 C12 N/A N/A  Social Ent. 

 C13 N/A N/A  Social Ent. 

 C14 N/A N/A  Social Ent. 
Team Members     

 C15 24 August 2010 3 May 2011 Facilitator 

 C16  25 August 2010 5 May 2011 PN.Proj.Man. 

 
 

Observation of Learning Network Meetings  
 
Date  Location  Time  Duration  B.Plans Meeting 
15 Sept 2010 Findon 1000 3 hrs. 7 mins. C13 1 

20 Oct 2010 Findon 1000 2 hrs 56 mins C14 2 

17 Nov 2010 Findon 1000 2 hrs 53 mins C11 3 

15 Dec 2010 Findon 1000 2 hrs 57 mins C7 4 

19 Jan 2011 Findon 1000 3 hrs 1 min C5 5 

16 Feb 2011 Findon 1000 2 hrs 54 mins C9 6 

18 May 2011 Findon 1000 3 hrs 3 mins C3 7 

TOTAL OBSERVATION TIME 20 hrs 51 mins - - 

 
Key: 

Repeat members of Profitnet             = * 
 
Multiple Central team interviewee 
covering more than one set participation  = ** 
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Appendix C 
 
INTERVIEW AND OBSERVATIONAL PROTOCOL CONTROL FORM – GROUP D 
 
 
Profitnet Learning Network Name: Brighton and Hove (Group 2) Profitnet 
 
Learning Network Code: D  Participants in Group 9 
 
Name  Code  1st Interview Date 2nd Interview Date Sector 

Interviewees     

 D1 2 September 2010   3 May 2011 Solicitors 

 D2 8 September 2010 20 April 2011 Social Ent. 

 D3 11 August 2010 16 May 2011 Finance 

 D4 17 August 2010   9 May 2011 Web Design 

Other Participants     

 D5 N/A N/A Retail 

 D6 N/A N/A  Solicitors 

 D7 N/A N/A  Design 

 D8 N/A N/A  IT 

 D9 N/A N/A  Media 

 D12 N/A N/A Training & Dev 

 D13 N/A N/A Design Agency 
Team Members     

 D10 13 August 2010 28 April 2011 Facilitator 

 D11  25 August 2010   5 May 2011 PN.Proj.Man 

 
 
Observation of Learning Network Meetings  
 
Date  Location  Time  Duration  B.Plans Meeting 

21 Sept 2010 CENTRIM 0930 2 hrs. 55 mins. D2 1 

19 Oct 2010 CENTRIM 0930 3 hrs 5 mins D7 2 

16 Nov 2010 CENTRIM 0930 3 hrs 1mins D9 3 

21 Dec 2010 CENTRIM 0930 Cancelled - snow D6 4 

18 Jan 2011 CENTRIM 0930 3 hrs 2 mins D4/D6 5 

15 Feb 2011 CENTRIM 0930 3 hrs 28 mins D1 6 

15 March 2011 CENTRIM 0930 2 hrs 23 mins D13 7 

17 May 2011  CENTRIM 0930 3 hrs 32 mins D12 8 

TOTAL OBSERVATION TIME 21 hrs 26 mins - - 

 
Key: 

Repeat members of Profitnet             =  * 
 
Multiple Central team interviewee  
covering more than one set participation  =  ** 
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Appendix D   
 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR PROFITNET PARTICIPANTS 
FOR PHASE ONE INTERVIEWS  
 
RESEARCH TITLE AND INNOVATION 
 
Micro-Enterprises’ Participation in a Constructed Learning Network Through the 
Lens of Personal and Organisational Change  
 
1  Background  
 

Information concerning the research question, objectives and methods was supplied in 
a letter to participants of 17 May 2010.  Further information is contained within this 
protocol.   
 
The semi-structured interview questions are structured around the following main 
research question and the four supporting objectives listed later:  
 
“How does participation in a constructed learning network affect the change process 
and ultimately innovation, in micro-enterprises?”  
 
 
Participant Information 

 
Name:       Personal Code:   
 
Company Name:  
 
Position:  
 
Telephone:  
 
Email:  
 
Address:  
 
 
Profitnet Learning Network Name:  
 
Learning Network Code: Group   
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INTERVIEW CHECKLIST  
 
Pre-Interview Checklist  
 

Item Date Actioned  

 Customise this form for participant   

 Read firm’s background information/website   

 Send letter or e-mail confirming date/time/location of 
interview and copy of research questions  

 

 Interview details 
Date –  
Time –  
Location -  

 

 
At Interview  
 

Item  or x 

 Confirm interview is being taped and will be transcribed, 
which will be shared with participants for any 
adjustment.  Confirmation to be given re anonymity of 
participant and their firm.   

 

 Ask participant to sign attached consent form.    

 Give any further background information required re the 
research or myself.   

 

 Explain interview approach.  Semi-structured, but 
conversational.  Supplementary questions to confirm 
understanding.  Starting and stopping the tape.   

 

 Start tape.    

 
 
Duration and Date 

 

 Start time:      
 

 End time:  
 

 Duration: 
 

 Date of interview:  
 

 
Post Interview  

 
Item  Date Actioned 

 Send “thank you” to participant  

 Send tape for transcription to SB.  

 Transcribed interview returned.   
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 Proof reading of transcription.   

 Send transcribed interviews to participant   

 Interview transcription returned from participant, 
confirming accuracy or any alterations.   

 

 
UNIVERSITY OF BRIGHTON 
 
CENTRIM  
 
Participant Consent Form  
 
Micro-Enterprises’ Participation in a Constructed Learning Network Through the 
Lens of Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation 
 
I agree to take part in this research which is to examine: “How does participation in a 
constructed learning network affect the change process and ultimately innovation, in 
micro-enterprises?”  

 

 The researcher has explained to my satisfaction the purpose, principles and 
procedures of the study, together with the research methods, research question 
and objectives contained in the researcher’s initial letter of 17 May 2010.   
 

 I am aware that I will be required to take part in two sets of recorded semi-
structured interviews, group observations and that relevant documents will be 
reviewed.   
 

 I understand how the data collected will be used, and that all documents and 
interviews will remain anonymous in terms of individuals and their firms.  Extracts 
from documents and interviews may be incorporated into the final research thesis 
and any published articles.   
 

 I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time without giving 
a reason and that my participation is voluntary.   
 

 I agree that should I withdraw from the study, the data collected up to that point 
may be used by the researcher for the purposes described in his initial letter of 
17 May 2010.   
 

 
Name (please print): ..................................................................................................... 
 
 
Signed: .......................................................................................................................... 
 
 
Date: ............................................................................................................................. 
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PROFITNET PARTICIPANT RESEARCH QUESTIONS  
 
Phase One  - August  2010 
 
Main Research Question  
 
How does participation in a constructed learning network affect the change 
process and ultimately innovation, in micro-enterprises? 
 
Research Objectives  

 
To understand participants’ perceptions of personal and organisational change in 
their micro-enterprise.   
 
Question 1 
 

 Please tell me a bit about yourself and what you did before establishing or joining 

your firm and what your current role is. 

Question 2 

 

 What is the history of your firm, including when it was established, its current 

turnover and number of employees over the last 3 years? 

 

Potential Supplementary Questions: 

Why has your turnover or number of employees altered during the period? 

How many qualified people do you employ and what qualifications do they have? 

Question 3 
 

 How would you describe your firm’s main market and what makes your firm 

unique? 

Question 4 

 

 What are the opportunities and challenges your firm currently faces? 

 
Interviewer to Comment 
Explain to the interviewee that there will be separate areas of discussion coming up re 
personal and organisational change, and that organisational change encompasses 
business changes. 
 
 
To examine how important participation in a learning network programme was in 
contributing to the development of personal and organisational change amongst 
participants and their micro-enterprises.   
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Question 5 
 

 Prior to joining Profitnet, can you tell me about some major and specific incidents 

of where you have undertaken personal changes in your business life? Please 

cover how you felt before the change, what happened during it, the skills you 

used to undertake it and what skills with hindsight could have made it easier? 

 

Potential Supplementary Questions: 

How do you cope with personal change? Do you actively seek personal change? What 

skills and competencies do you think individuals need to develop personal change? 

 

Prompt: 

For example, but by no means exclusively – perhaps in terms of changing personal 

behaviours, experience of changes to or changing self confidence, ability to reflect on 

situations and problems, critically reflect on personal and organisational changes 

undertaken, motivating yourself to change and take action and developing new personal 

change skills. 

Question 6 
 

 Can you give me examples of the strengths and weaknesses you feel you had in 

the area of personal change prior to joining Profitnet? For example - but by no 

means exclusively - in terms of changes in behaviour, self-confidence, reflective 

ability, motivation and developing new skills. 

 

Potential Supplementary Question: 

Can you rate yourself on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being the strongest, of how good you 

are in dealing with personal change and why you say that? 

 

Prompt 

As per prompt for Question 5. 

Question 7 

 

 Prior to joining Profitnet, what organisational changes has your firm experienced 

and how would you describe your firm’s capacity and capability to make 

organisational changes in terms of its’ strengths and weaknesses ? 

Question 8 

 

 How successful has your firm been in managing organisational change prior to 

joining Profitnet? Give me some specific examples of key organisational changes 

made, covering what went well and badly, both before, during and after the 

change? 
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Potential Supplementary Question 

What led you to make the organisational changes? Have you faced any difficulties or 

challenges in managing the organisational changes? What were the forces for and 

against the change you had to deal with? 

 

Prompt 

Examples might be, but not exclusively in areas such as: planned or emergent 

organisational changes, business planning and responses to organisational 

opportunities and problems. 

 
To investigate which elements of the learning network programme and its 
delivery such as the interaction with other participants, work in sets and action 
learning, affected the participants’ approach to personal and organisational 
change.  
 
Question 9 
 

 Were you a member of any other business networks before joining Profitnet – do 

you still belong to other networks and how do they compare to Profitnet? 

 
Question 10 

 

 What expectations and hopes did you have for the Profitnet programme on 

joining?  

 

Potential Supplementary Question 

Was there anything else either personally or organisationally you were hoping for? 

To determine if personal and organisational change developed through 
participation in the learning network influenced the development of innovation 
management and innovation capability in their micro-enterprise.  
 
Question 11 
 

 Before joining Profitnet, what was your understanding of innovation and how 

would you have described your firm’s history of innovation and ability to manage 

and develop its innovation capability illustrating your remarks with specific 

examples? 

 

Prompt 

Innovation – perhaps but not exclusively, the generation of new ideas for products, 

processes and marketing, including market positioning. 
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Question 12 
 

   Can you give me some examples prior to joining Profitnet of some of the 

innovations you have tried to introduce in terms of products, processes and 

marketing over the last 2 to 3 years? 

 

Potential Supplementary Questions 

What types of innovations were they? Were they small or big innovation projects? How 

many new products have you developed over the last 3 to 5 years? Were they 

successfully or unsuccessfully introduced? Did anyone help you introduce the 

innovations from inside and outside the firm? 

Question 13 
 

 At this early stage, is there anything else you would like to say about participation 

in the Profitnet programme and its relationship with personal and organisational 

change, or any other area you would like to mention relevant to the research? 
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ADDITIONAL NOTES TAKEN AT THE INTERVIEW INCLUDING KEY EMERGENT 
THEMES AND POTENTIAL NEW QUESTIONS FOR PHASE 2 INTERVIEWS 
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INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT 
 
Information  
 

Name:        Personal Code:  
 
Company Name:  
 
Learning Network Name:  
 
Learning Network Code:  
 
Interview Date:     Start Time:                   End Time:  
 
Transcript  
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Appendix E  
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL ANALYSIS FORM 

 

Interviews with learning network members, Profitnet set and central team participants 
 

Interviewee’s Personal 
Code 

1st Interview 
Duration 
(mins) 

Words of  
Transcript 

2nd Interview  
Duration (mins) 

Words of 
Transcript 

NETWORK MEMBERS 
A1 
 

64 8144 63 7619 

A2 
 

70 10650 78 10125 

A3 
 

58 9651 54 7048 

A4 
 

35 3267 44 4316 

B1 
 

35 4061 36 4585 

B2 
 

47 5545 71 8952 

B3 
 

35 4135 53 6893 

B4 
 

105 16628 82 14718 

C1 
 

62 9022 54 7986 

C2 
 

75 11194 57 7321 

D1 
 

70 5598 70 5597 

D2 
 

55 6928 56 6407 

D3 
 

38 4852 58 6769 

D4 
 

40 5132 61 6284 

PROFITNET SET FACILITATORS, PROJECT MANAGER AND CONSULTANTS 

A15 
 

70 9509 70 8668 

A16 
 

58 6294 81 10371 

B17 
 

62 8841 72 8966 

C15 
 

50 4915 49 4666 

D10 
 

44 6151 69 9206 

PROFITNET CENTRAL TEAM 

A17 
 

71 8718 77 11773 

A18 
 

58 8194 57 7505 

TOTAL 
 

1202 157429 1312 165774 

AVERAGE 
 

57.2 7497 62.5 7894 
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Pilot Interviews with current learning network member and facilitator 
and former network member. 

 

Interviewee’s Personal 
Code 

1
st

 Interview 
Duration (mins) 

Words of 
Transcript 

2
nd

 Interview 
Duration (mins) 

Words of 
Transcript 

P1 (Facilitator and Project 
Manager) 

40 4486 50 6158 

P2 (Past member) 
 

42 5693 47 6175 

P3 (Current member) 
 

37 4206 Unavailable for 
interview 

N/A 

TOTAL 
 

119 14385 97 12333 

AVERAGE 39.7 4795 
 

48.5 6167 

 
  

GRAND TOTAL 
 

- - 2514 323203 

AVERAGE 
 

- - 59.9 7695 
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Appendix F 
 
OBSERVATIONAL PROTOCOL FOR OBSERVATIONS AT PROFITNET LEARNING 
NETWORK MEETINGS  
 
RESEARCH TITLE  
 
Micro-Enterprises’ Participation in a Constructed Learning Network Through the 
Lens of Personal and Organisational Change and Innovation 
 

Information concerning the research question, objectives and methods was supplied in 
a letter to participants of 17 May 2010.  Further information is contained within this 
protocol.   
 
The observations seek to capture events associated with the main research question 
below, the four supporting research objectives that were outlined in the interview 
protocol and the potential operationalised actions described in the initial Conceptual 
Framework: 
 
“How does participation in a constructed learning network affect the change process 
and ultimately innovation, in micro-enterprises?”  
 
 
Learning Network Session Information 

 
Profitnet Learning Network Name:  
 
Learning Network Code:  
 
Date of Session/Observation:  
 
Number of Participants, including PN team members:   
 
Location of Session/Observation:  
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OBSERVATION CHECKLIST  

 
Pre-Observation Checklist  

 
Item Date Actioned  

 Customise this form for observation.  

 Confirm details of time and location of meeting.  

 Confirm issues of confidentiality and agreement are in 
order. 

 

 Review meeting agenda to be aware of distinct sections 
of the meeting. 

 

 Using “Interview and Observational Protocol Control 
Form” become familiar with key names of the interview 
participants and other set members, facilitators, 
consultant and PN team member where appropriate.   

 

 
At Observation 
 

Item  or x 

 Set up tape recorder in an appropriate place to record 
meeting. 

 

 Once meeting seated, draw up a diagram of the seating 
plan to help indentify participants with their personal 
code from the “Interview and Observational Protocol 
Control Form”.  Particularly note where the interview 
participants are seated.   

 

 At critical incidents or events take a note of the key 
actors involved by using their code from the control form 
and the opening and closing time/digital counter on the 
tape recorder for later transcription.   

 

 On the additional notes taken at the time, make 
reference to the different phases of the agenda items.   

 

 Start the tape.  Pause at social breaks and re-start.    

 
 
Post Observation  
 

Item  Date Actioned 

 Send tape for transcription of extracts to SB, noting 
those particular sequences to be transcribed.   

 

 Transcribed observation returned.   

 Proof reading of transcription.   

 File appropriately.    

 Send “thank you” to all group participants at the end of 
the observations 
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POTENTIAL AREAS FOR ANALYSIS OF THE LEARNING NETWORK MEETING  
 
Initial Operationalised Actions from Conceptual Framework  
 
Learning Networks 
 

 Sharing of information knowledge, experience, new ideas and problem solving.   

 Active or passive facilitation of formal and informal learning.  

 Engagement and attendance at meetings.   

 Displays of support, encouragement and conflict.  Level of interaction, in terms of 
reflection, voice, confidence and development of relationships.   

 
Personal Change  

 

 Self-confidence  

 Reflection  

 Motivation  

 Skills development 
 
Organisational Change  

 

 Change events  

 Business planning, problem solving, benchmarking 

 Capacity, capability and agility for change  
 
Innovation 
 

 Incremental or radical innovation  

 Routines, capabilities and competencies innovation  

 Single/double loop learning and change  

 Ability to relate to other organisations 
 
CRITERIA FOR JUDGING WHAT NEEDS TO BE CAPTURED IN TERMS OF 
CRITICAL INCIDENTS AND EVENTS 
 
Criteria 

 Critical incidents or events involving the participants being interviewed and major 
changes in their trajectory of personal or organisational change and the 
development of innovation. 

 Examples of where interviewees’ trajectory of change or innovation is either 
enhanced or declines during the course of the meeting observation, and is 
captured in a critical incident or event. Incidents where things are going well or 
not going well according to them. 

 Critical incident or events linked to the research question and objectives and the 
operationalised actions detailed above, together with those outside the above 
range as well. 
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 Specific examples of critical incidents and events may also be apparent during 
the course of Business Plan presentations and feedback in action learning 
sessions. 

 Interviewees’ reports of their problems and issues through discussion with 
others, capturing the additionality that Profitnet may provide towards personal 
and organisational change and innovation. 

 Benchmarking: examples of how the interviewees compare to other members of 
the group, exhibit skills they may or may not be aware of and other elements of 
their personality. 

 Examples of interviewees’ perceptions of the set’s group dynamics and work 
carried out. A meeting may have gone badly for them but not for others. Incidents 
may involve the sharing of information or knowledge, helping each other in and 
outside the meeting and what and how people say they learn. 

 Individual instances from the interviewees that would support, illuminate or 
question their answers to interview questions. 

 Be aware of and keep in mind the divide between “exploring” new innovations 
and “exploiting” what the micro-enterprises already have. 

 Note where the dynamics of the business mean that although new ideas and 
changes are thought through and talked about, they fail to get implemented. 

 Incidents and events may emerge and need to be traced back and connected 
over a range of set meetings. 
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OBSERVATIONAL PROTOCOL FOR OBSERVATIONS AT PROFITNET MEETING, 
NOTING CRITICAL INCIDENTS AND EVENTS THAT TAKE PLACE IN RELATION 
TO THE RESEARCH QUESTION 
 

Learning Network Name:  
 
Learning Network Code:  
 
Observation Date:  
 
Start Time:            End Time:           Duration:   
 
 
Time Ordered Display  
 

Start and End 
Time or Tape 

Digital No 

Critical Incident or Event Key Participants 
and Codes 
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ADDITIONAL NOTES TAKEN AT THE OBSERVATION INCLUDING KEY 
EMERGENT THEMES, POTENTIAL AREAS FOR FURTHER OBSERVATION AT 
FUTURE MEETINGS AND CONCLUDING OVERALL EVALUATION OF THE 
MEETING. 
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OBSERVATION TRANSCRIPT EXTRACTS 
 
 
Learning Network Name:  
 
Learning Network Code:  
 
Observation Date:  
 
Start Time:                                                   End Time:  
 
 
Transcript Extract 
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Appendix G 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FRAMEWORK FOR CODING AND 

ANALYSING WAVE ONE AND TWO INTERVIEW 

TRANSCRIPTS, 

LEARNING NETWORK OBSERVATIONS AND OTHER 

DOCUMENTATION 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The “Framework for Coding and Analysing Wave Two Interview Transcripts, Learning 

Network Observations and Other Documentation” was developed from: 

 

 The supporting academic work undertaken for developing the framework for 

analysing and coding the wave one interviews in August 2010. 

 

 Further discussions at the supervisory meetings of 20 May 2011 and early July 

2011 regarding this coding and analysis framework and the content needed to 

complete Chapters 4 to 6. 

 

Initially a “Coding and Analysis Diagram” was developed to highlight the key areas of 

focus for the coding and analysis, content and headings for Chapters 5 and 6 re 

“Results and Findings”. 

 

Two “Frameworks for Coding and Analysis” were produced for this work – one for 

Section A which has already been used to code and analyse the Wave One interviews. 

The second newly produced framework covers sections B to E and will be used to code 

and analyse the Wave Two Interviews and Observations. 

 

The key headings and subheadings for Chapters 4 to 6 were then developed as a result 

of this work and will eventually be populated by it. Copies of this and all the 

documentation mentioned above follows. 

 

Essentially, Chapter 5 is devoted to the “Results and Findings” of the two Profitnet 

learning networks and their six case studies, and Chapter 6 similarly for the two 

Profitnet Plus learning networks and their eight case studies. As a principle, the data for 

each owner-manager will be analysed and developed – before any cross-network 

analysis is undertaken in the Summary comments of each of the two chapters. The 

subsequent Discussion Chapter will then develop the overall cross-network 

comparisons and analysis between the Profitnet and Profitnet Plus networks. 
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“CODING AND ANALYSIS DIAGRAM” BASED ON SUPERVISORY MEETING DISCUSSION OF 20 MAY 2011 

 
SECTION A SECTION B SECTION C SECTION D SECTION E 

FOCUS 
Previous Experience and 
Current Challenges for 
Personal and 
Organisational Change and 
Innovation at the Start of 
the Programme. 
 

 
Participation in and actual facts 
and perceptions of the 
Contribution of the Profitnet 
Learning Network Programme to 
PC, OC and Innovation.  

 
Participants Perceived 
Development in terms of PC, OC 
and Innovation from the 
Programme. 

 
Confirmatory Evidence of 
Participants’ Development in 
terms of PC, OC and 
Innovation from the 
Observations and Profitnet 
team Interviews. 

 
Journey of Participants’ 
Innovation Projects through 
the Programme. 

COMMENTS 
Data collection from coding 
and analysis of Wave One 
Interviews. 
 
Create a clear idea of 
where the case study stood 
in terms of PC, OC and 
Innovation at the start of the 
programme. 
 
Previous experience of 
networking. 
 
Turnover and number of 
employees at the start of 
the programme. 

 
No of meetings attended, level of 
participation, action learning 
sessions and business plan 
presentations and attendance 
chart. 
 
Participation in and sharing 
outside the meeting. 

 
Profitnet expectations, 
comparison of Profitnet with 
other networks, important 
programme elements for 
change and innovation, 
strengths and weaknesses.  
 
PNP = general feedback re 
consultant and views on the 
consultancy process, timing 
and delivery by Plus 
participants.  
 

 
What case study participants say 
they have learnt from the process 
in terms of PC,OC and 
Innovation. 
 
Learning gains and additional 
learning beyond Section A. 
 
 
Links between PC, OC and 
Innovation. 
 
Supporting or contradictory 
comments from the Profitnet 
team, and also in Sections D and 
E. 
 
PNP = what Plus participants say 
they gained from the consultancy 
process. 

 
Company background 
information re changes in 
turnover and employees. 
 
Personal changes in terms of 
confidence, action learning 
sessions undertaken and 
general level of contribution 
in meetings. Work outside of 
meetings and development of 
networking. Learning gains 
and additional learning 
beyond Section A. 
 
Organisational changes 
undertaken in their firm. 
 
Innovations in new products, 
processes, position/marketing 
and paradigm. 
 
PNP = evidence of what 
participants gained from the 
consultancy process. 

 
Successful and unsuccessful 
projects undertaken, is 
primary focus. 
 
Journey of the participant 
through their innovation 
projects. 
 
Links between business plan 
presentation, action learning 
session, group feedback and 
successful innovation. 
 
Working with other group 
members outside the 
programme’s formal sessions. 
 
 

 
Unit of Analysis is the individual participant – groups and network provide the context only. 
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SECTION A - FRAMEWORK FOR CODING AND ANALYSIS OF WAVE ONE INTERVIEWS 
 
 

 
RESEARCH  
OBJECTIVES 

 
Micro-  
enterprises 
 

 
No 1 

 
No 1 

 
No 2 

 
No2 

 
No3 

 
No 4 

 
No 4 

 
SUBJECT AREA 
FOR COLOUR 
CODING LINKED 
TO RESEARCH 
OBJECTIVES 
 

 
Micro 
Background 
Information 

 
Previous 
Experience 
of 
Personal 
Change 

 
Previous 
Experience  
of 
Organisational 
Change 

 
Development 
of Personal 
Change in 
Network 

 
Development 
Of 
Organisational 
Change in 
Network 

 
Learning 
Network 
Process 

 
Previous 
Development 
Of 
Innovation 

 
Development 
Of 
Innovation 
In Network 

 
COLOUR CODING 
OF TRANSCRIPT 
EXTRACT 
 

 
Underline in 
Red 

 
Yellow 
Highlighter 

 
Orange 
Highlighter 

 
Blue 
Highlighter 

 
Pink 
Highlighter 

 
Underline 
in Blue 

 
Underline in 
Green 

 
Green 
Highlighter 

 
CONCEPTUAL 
FRAMEWORK 
OPERATIONALISED 
ACTIONS NOTED 
IN  MARGIN FOR 
PERSONAL AND 
ORG CHANGE AND 
INNOVATION 
 

 
 
 
        - 

 
Black in 
Margin + 
Notes 

 
Black in 
Margin + 
Notes 

 
Black in 
Margin + 
Notes 

 
Black in 
Margin + 
Notes 

 
Black in 
Margin + 
Notes 

 
Black in 
Margin + 
Notes 

 
Black in 
Margin + 
Notes 

 
OTHER EMERGENT 
THEMES NOTED IN 
MARGIN OUTSIDE 
OF CONCEPTUAL 
FRAMEWORK 
 

 
 
        - 

 
Blue in 
Margin  
+ Notes 

 
Blue in  
Margin  
+ Notes 

 
Blue in 
Margin  
+ Notes 

 
Blue in  
Margin  
+ Notes 

 

 
Blue in 
Margin  
+ Notes 

 

 
Blue in 
Margin  
+ Notes 

 
 

 
Blue in 
Margin  
+ Notes 
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SECTIONS B TO E - FRAMEWORK FOR CODING AND ANALYSIS WAVE TWO INTERVIEWS AND OBSERVATIONS 

 
 

 
RESEARCH  
OBJECTIVES 

 
Micro-  
enterprises 

A 

 
 
 

B 

 
 
 

C 

 
 
 

C 

 
 
 

C 

 
 
 

D 

 
 
 

D 

 
 
 

D 

 
 
 

E 
 
SUBJECT AREA FOR 
COLOUR CODING 
LINKED TO RESEARCH 
OBJECTIVES 
 

 
Additional 
Micro 
Background 
Information 
Wave 2 
Interviews 

 
Participation 
in and 
Contribution 
of  Learning 
Network 
Process 

 
Perceived 
Development 
of Personal 
Change in 
Network 

 
Perceived 
Development 
Of 
Organisational 
Change in 
Network  
 

 
Perceived 
Development 
Of Innovation 
In Network 

 
Confirmatory 
Evidence of 
Personal 
Change 

 
Confirmatory 
Evidence of 
Organisational 
Change 

 
Confirmatory 
Evidence of 
Innovation 

 
Journey of 
Innovation 
Projects 

 
COLOUR CODING 
OF TRANSCRIPT 
EXTRACT 
 

 
Underline 
in Red 

 
Underline 
in Blue 

 
Blue 
Highlighter 

 
Pink 
Highlighter 

 
Green 
Highlighter 

 
Yellow 
Highlighter 

 
Orange 
Highlighter 

 
Underline in 
Green 

 
Circle in 
Green 

 
CONCEPTUAL 
FRAMEWORK 
OPERATIONALISED 
ACTIONS NOTED IN  
MARGIN FOR 
PERSONAL AND 
ORG CHANGE AND 
INNOVATION 
 

 
 
 
        - 

 
Black in 
Margin + 
Notes 

 
Black in 
Margin + 
Notes 

 
Black in 
Margin + 
Notes 

 
Black in 
Margin + 
Notes 

 
Black in 
Margin + 
Notes 

 
Black in 
Margin + 
Notes 

 
Black in 
Margin + 
Notes 

 
Black in 
Margin + 
Notes 

 
OTHER EMERGENT 
THEMES NOTED IN 
MARGIN OUTSIDE 
OF CONCEPTUAL 
FRAMEWORK 
 

 
 
        - 

 
Blue in 
Margin  

+ Notes 
 

 
Blue in 
Margin  
+ Notes 

 

 
Blue in 
Margin  
+ Notes 

 
Blue in  
Margin  
+ Notes 

 

 
Blue in  
Margin  
+ Notes 

 
Blue in 
Margin  
+ Notes 

 
Blue in 
Margin  
+ Notes 

 

 
Blue in 
Margin + 
Notes 
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ANALYSING + CODING  - SUPPORTING BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 

MILES AND HUBERMAN (1994) 

 

Page 8 

 

3 Approaches to Qualitative Data Analysis. 

 

Page 9 

 

Analytical Methods  -  some common features. 

 

Page 57 

 

Brief description of coding. 

 

Page 59 

 

Illustration of Coding Framework: 

 

High Level - Research Objectives 

Lower Level - Conceptual Framework Operationalised Actions 

  - Emergent Themes 

  - Observational Protocol Criteria for Judging the 

   Capture of Critical Incidents and Events 

Page 67 

 

Marginal Remarks - Codes noted on the left and  

remarks on the right. Illustration. 

 

Page 77 

 

The nightmare of poor data. 
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Page 79 

 

The case for manual coding – and in Yin (2009, p.128). 

 

Page 85 

 

Traditional analysis sequence for analysing data. 

 

Page 90 

 

Links to a conceptual framework and emergent theory. 

 

Page 91/92 

 

Case for distilling and sorting the data – and Carney’s (1990) “Ladder of Analytical 

Abstraction” diagram, which appears to support method used in this research. 

 

Page 111/112/120 

 

“Time ordered…listing of events” to illustrate the personal / organization change and 

innovation events being observed in the observations. 

 

Page 131/132 

 

Gathering data generated from coding / analysing into a “thematic” conceptual 

framework. 
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Appendix H 
 

Summary of Case Study Evidence Tables for Case Studies in Chapter Five 
 

C1’s Previous Experience and Initial Challenges for Personal and Organisational 
Change and Innovation at the Start of the Programme 

Personal Change Challenges 
 

Organisational Change 
Challenges 

Innovation 
Challenges 

 Improving general delegation 
to his team.  

 Arrival of his first child and 
need to reduce long hours 
and make personal and 
organisational changes. 

 Delegation of some of his 
personal roles in the 
enterprise.  
 

 Delegation of roles to 
accommodate growth of 
business. 

 Lack of staff resources.  

 Raising levels of external 
understanding about 
what a social enterprise 
is, and their vision. 

 Small innovation 
projects undertaken.  

 Some previous 
marketing innovations 
compared to retail 
charity sector.  

C1’s Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational  
Change and Innovation 

Personal Change 
 

Organisational Change Innovation 

 Change in personal role to 
COO and delegated some of 
his personal tasks but 
continues to describe himself 
as a workaholic and 
delegation as a challenge.  

 Not taking business issues 
and problems so personally 
through sharing experiences 
with other Profitnet members. 

 From December 2011 C1 did 
not take issues raised at     
meetings so personally and 
no longer dominated them, 
while still actively 
participating.  

 More personally self confident 
with problem solving. 

 Confidence in problem solving 
abilities seen in suggestions 
to network colleagues and 
offers of support and noted by 
C15(F) and C16(PM). 

 Focus on staff 
delegation, task 
achievement, routines 
and communication. 

 Communicating his 
vision for the charity 
through his staff to 
customers. 

 Action learning 
sessions focussed on 
incremental 
organisational changes 
for staff control, 
discipline and 
communication. 

 Links established 
between personal and 
organisational change 
but repetitive nature of 
the two action learning 
sessions in the same 
areas indicate changes  
not fully embedded 
personally and 
organisationally. 

 Raised overall 
awareness of 
innovation but 
Profitnet did not 
contribute to any 
radical innovation 
projects or changes to 
innovation 
capabilities.   

 No journey of 
innovation projects 
seen through the  
Programme. 
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How C1 Felt About the Programme and its Contribution to Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

 Level of Attendance: C1 = 75%   Group Average = 83.0%  

 Comparison of 
Profitnet with 
Business Networks:  

Felt Profitnet was unique in terms of developing trust, 
level of personal development and sharing of 
experiences between members. 

 Expectations of the 
Programme   

Expectations not clearly defined at start highlighting 
emergent nature of any changes. Supportive of 
Profitnet benefits.  

 Structural Elements 
of Programme 
Important in 
Developing Change 
and Innovation:  

Ranked key elements as  
1) Action Learning  
2) Business Plans  
3) Creative Workshops 

 Strength and Areas 
of Improvement in 
Current Programme:  

Strengths  
C1 = Level of members’ 
interaction outside the 
meeting.  
 

Weaknesses  
C1 = Marketing of 
Profitnet. 
 

 
Table 5.6:  Summary of Evidence for Case Study C1  
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C2’s Previous Experience and Initial Challenges for Personal and Organisational 
Change and Innovation at the Start of the Programme 

Personal Change Challenges 
 

Organisational Change 
Challenges 

Innovation 
Challenges 

 Being able to trust and 
delegate to his team.  

 Moving from a general 
manager to director role.  

 Developing his networking 
skills. 

 Maintaining a culture of 
constant personal and 
organisational change 
and continuous 
improvement.  

 Developing the 
organisation’s personnel 
in terms of their skills and 
capabilities for the future. 

 Expansion into new 
markets and 
geographies. 

 Sophisticated use 
and development 
of innovation.  

 R&D for new 
technical products 
v competitor 
activity. 

 Use of external 
resources to 
develop innovation. 

 Continuous 
innovation of 
processes and 
routines. 

C2’s Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational  
Change and Innovation 

Personal Change 
 

Organisational Change Innovation 

 Personal changes and 
development of his 
networking skills, making him 
more self confident in this 
area.  

 Participation in network 
meetings highlighting 
development of networking 
skills. 

 Enhanced self confidence by 
benchmarking himself against 
other Profitnet members.  

 Continued attendance at 
Profitnet meetings despite 
challenges of two acquisitions 
indicate improved ability for 
personal delegation and 
standing back. 

 Acquiring and 
integrating two new 
businesses and 
expanding into new 
markets for their 
products but not 
discussed in the group 
during Action Learning.  

 Increased turnover  
from £9m to £12m on 
same staff levels of 55 
to 60,  raising 
productivity. 

 Improved delegation 
skills by giving his 
team space as a result 
of the stretch in 
managing acquisitions 
and attending Profitnet 
meetings. 
 

 Raised overall 
awareness of 
innovation. 

 Recognised the 
power of networking 
for innovation and 
new idea generation. 

 Developed an 
incremental HR  
process innovation 
with a Profitnet 
member outside the 
meeting using 
compromise 
agreements. 

 Links established 
between personal and 
organisational 
change, and 
innovation through 
improved self-
confidence and 
networking capability. 

 No major innovation 
projects or innovation 
capabilities discussed 
in network meetings 
themselves. 
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How C2 Felt About the Programme and its Contribution to Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

 Level of Attendance: C2 = 81.3%   Group Average = 83.0%  

 Comparison of Profitnet 
with Business Networks:  

C2 felt Profitnet was unique in developing trust, levels 
of personal development and sharing of experiences. 

 Have Expectations Been 
Met?   

Expectations had been met, but highlighted emergent 
nature of any changes.   

 Structural Elements of 
Programme Important in 
Developing Change and 
Innovation:  

Ranked key elements as  
1) Action Learning  
2) Business Plans  
3) Creative Workshops 

 Strength and Areas of 
Improvement in Current 
Programme:  

Strengths  
C2 = “learnt and had 
some fun”. 

Weaknesses  
C2 = Expand composition of 
businesses participating in 
Profitnet to cater for his size 
and manufacturing focus to 
improve action learning.  

 
Table 5.11 Summary of Evidence for Case Study C2   
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D1’s Previous Experience and Initial Challenges for Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation at the Start of the Programme 

Personal Change 
Challenges 

Organisational Change 
Challenges 

Innovation Challenges 

 Reactive rather than 
proactive in initiating 
personal change. 
 

 Difficulty in thinking 
problems through and 
finding solutions.  
 

 Needed to improve his 
capacity to initiate 
personal changes. 

 

 Positive social impact 
of engaging a new 
employee.  

 National challenges 
as a result of the 
new Legal Services 
Act, introducing  
new “Tesco” 
competition in 
undertaking 
traditional solicitor’s 
work. 

 

 Established and 
new competitors in 
his area who are 
proactive and 
networking.  

 

 Impact of taking on 
a new employee 
had “kyboshed” 
profitability with 
service delivery 
issues and quicker 
throughput of work 
needed to cover 
the increased cost. 

 Limited innovation 
capability: “I don’t 
think I have 
thought a great 
deal about 
innovation.” 

 

 Saw previous 
incremental 
marketing/process 
innovations such 
as free advice or 
itemised bills as 
“differentiation 
rather than 
innovation.” 
 

 Made some 
incremental 
process 
innovations 
through 
outsourcing in his 
previous round of 
Profitnet. 
 

D1’s Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational  
Change and Innovation 

Personal Change 
 

Organisational Change Innovation 

 Emergent personal 
change in becoming 
more businesslike. 

 

 Benchmarking himself 
against others in 
meetings and using 
their ideas. 

 

 D1’s increased 
reflexivity which he 
found “highly 
valuable”, also 
confirmed by facilitator 
D10(F). 

 Treating his firm as 
a business which 
he hadn’t done 
previously. 

 

 Discussed 
organisational 
changes in 
marketing areas 
with the group in 
his action learning 
and business plan 
sessions, but did 
not enact agreed 
organisational 
changes.  
 

 D10(F) and 

 Consolidated 
innovations from 
first round of 
Profitnet, but 
made no specific 
changes this time. 

 

 Innovation journey 
did not progress 
as suggestions in 
action learning 
were not taken 
further. 
 

 Facilitator D10(F) 
confirms lack of  
progress with 
innovation. 
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Personal Change 
 

Organisational Change Innovation 

  D11(PM) confirm 
lack of changes. 
 

 

 

How D1 Felt About the Programme and Its Contribution to Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

 Level of Attendance: 
 

D1 = 86.7% Group Average = 81.0% 

 Comparison of Profitnet with 
Business Networks: 

Profitnet “drills down much more deeply 
into your affairs...I don’t regard it as a 
networking thing, mutual help to improve 
your business.” 
 

 Have Expectations Been Met? Expectations met, “I don’t think it has an 
end point...continual benefit.” 
 

 Structural elements of the 
Programme Important in 
Developing Change and 
Innovation: 

Ranked as follows: 
1. Action Learning 
2. Business Plans 
3. Creative Workshops 

 

 Strengths and Areas of 
Improvement in Current 
Programme: 

Strengths 

 Regularity. 

 Discipline of 
the structure. 

 Learning from 
others. 

 

Weaknesses 

 Speeding up 
the process 
of getting to 
know people. 

 

Table 5.17: Summary of Evidence for Case Study D1 
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D2’s Previous Experience and Initial Challenges for Personal and Organisational 
Change and Innovation at the Start of the Programme 

Personal Change Challenges Organisational 
Challenges 

Innovation 
Challenges 

 No business background 
or skills prior to 
establishing her 
enterprise and joining 
Profitnet. 

 Lack of self confidence in 
business matters. 

 Initial lack of self 
confidence in working 
with Group D. 

 Generating 
enough financial 
and staff capacity 
to maintain level of 
work and income. 

 Government public 
sector cuts 
impacting on 
customers and 

           revenue. 

 Risks and ad hoc 
nature of 
establishing the 
enterprise from 
scratch. 

 Co-directors being 
friends versus 
holding each other 
to account. 

 Innovative 
element in 
establishing the 
enterprise, as 
second 
community 
interest company 
in Sussex. 

 Unplanned 
nature of the 
incremental 
innovations 
already 
undertaken in 
areas like social 
accounting. “We 
are creating as 
we go along.” 

D2’s Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational 
Change and Innovation 

Personal Change Organisational Change Innovation 

 “Steady tangent” of 
increased self confidence 
over the period of 
Profitnet. 

 Feeling confident and 
happy to work in the 
Profitnet group. 

 Increased sense of 
ownership of her 
business. 

 Example of increased 
self confidence in asking 
others for resources. 

 Confidence in using 
action learning in work 
situations to address 
problems. 

 Used presentation of 
business plan “for first 
time” to gain feedback on 
her presentation skills 
from the group. 

 Personal changes 
confirmed by D10(F) and  

 Increased self 
confidence 
enabled D2 to 
increase her 
awareness of and 
access to external 
knowledge and 
ask for physical 
resources. 

 Preparation of 
business plan 
session helped  
“crystallize and 
distil” her 
enterprise’s plan. 

 Used action 
learning sessions 
to resolve 
organisational 
problems in areas 
of financial survival 
and marketing. 

 Increased her 
business skills and 

 D2 displayed an 
ability to take 
D9’s initial idea 
for a promotional 
video, develop it 
through repeated 
action learning 
sessions, reflect, 
take action and 
then feed back to 
the group. 

 Worked with 
other members 
of the group 
such as D7, D4 
and D9 outside 
the meeting to 
develop 
innovations. 

 Developed an 
incremental 
product 
innovation new  
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Personal Change Organisational Change Innovation 

D11(PM) understanding, 
displaying 
personal and 
organisational 
learning. 

 Used Profitnet  
to generate other 
local business 
contacts. 
Organisational 
changes confirmed 
by D10(F) and 
D11(PM). 

to her enterprise 
of a video for: 
fundraising, 
marketing and 
using 3 social 
media channels  
for the first time. 

 Undertook an 
incremental 
business 
process 
innovation in re-
negotiating a 
commercial 
contract for the 
first time and 
directors taking 
payment 
holidays. 

 Innovation  
changes 
confirmed by 
D10(F) and 
D11(PM). 

 

How D2 Felt About the Programme and Its Contribution to Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation. 

 Level of Attendance: D2 = 93.3% Group Average = 81.0% 

 Comparison of Profitnet with 
Business Networks: 

D2 had little previous experience of business 
networks to compare Profitnet with. 

 Have Expectations Been 
Met? 

Expectations “exceeded by far”. 

 Structural Elements of the 
Programme Important in 
Developing Change and 
Innovation: 

Ranked as follows: 
1. Action Learning. 
2. Business Plans and Creative Workshops 

(joint). 
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How D2 Felt About the Programme and Its Contribution to Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation. 

 Strengths and Areas of 
Improvement in Current 
Programme: 

Strengths 

 Group 
Process. 

 Business 
networking. 

 Peer support. 

 Safely 
facilitated. 

Weaknesses 

 Development 
requested of 
Profitnet group 
specifically for 
social enterprises. 

 

Table 5.22: Summary of Evidence for Case Study D2 
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D3’s Previous Experience and Initial Challenges for Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation at the Start of the Programme 

Personal Change 
Challenges 

Organisational 
Challenges 

Innovation 
Challenges 

 Says he “pretty much 
ignore[s]” personal 
change. 

 Poor sales 
performance  
can impact on his 
confidence, morale 
and motivation to do 
things such as 
phoning clients. 

 Difficulties in 
embracing technology. 

 Time management 
and generating 
thinking time. 

 Moving to new 
offices. 

 Recruiting new staff 
which he worries 
about. 

 Changes to the 
financial services 
industry in recent 
years and 
decreasing number 
of other advisers in 
his compliance 
network. 

 Previous 
Profitnet 
member, where 
D3 developed 
some 
incremental  
marketing 
innovations.  

 D3 not “seen 
Profitnet to be 
innovating...I 
don’t think it has 
helped my 
innovation at all.” 

D3’s Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational  
Change and Innovation 

Personal Change 
 

Organisational Change Innovation 

 Personal change in 
behaviour and 
attitude: “I say ‘no’ 
more to people... a lot 
tougher...I charge a 
fee...I have had an 
attitude shift, a 
behaviour change.” 

 D3 has at times been 
personally resistant to 
making personal 
changes suggested in 
action learning e.g. 
dealing with difficult 
HR issues. Confirmed 
by D10(F) and 
D11(PM). 

 Support from the 
Profitnet group 
helped D3 manage 
the recruitment 
process to employ a 
new administration 
assistant. This had 
been successful in 
speeding up 
paperwork and 
compliance. 

 Challenge remains 
to address the 
continuing issue of 
an underperforming 
employee. 

 Organisational 
change made by D3 
charging clients a 
fee for the first time. 
Above 
organisational  
changes noted by 
D11(PM). 

 Incremental 
process 
innovation by 
introducing 
online credit card 
processing. New 
to D3’s firm. 

 Incremental 
process 
innovation 
developed from 
personal change 
in saying “no” to 
clients, led to 
organisational 
change in 
introducing new 
charge for D3’s 
advice to 
potential 
customers. 

 D3 believes to 
be innovative the 
innovations need 
to be radical 
rather than  
incremental. 
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How D3 Felt About the Programme and Its Contribution to Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

 Level of Attendance: 
 

D3 = 86.7% Group average = 81% 

 Comparison of Profitnet with 
Business Networks: 

D3 attended 3 business networks but 
says “Profitnet is unique...it is reality 
networking.” Due to level of input and 
relationships doesn’t see Profitnet as 
networking. 

 Have Expectations Been Met? No real expectations at the start – so any 
changes were emergent. Considered 
leaving, then started to enjoy it again. 

 Structural Elements of the 
Programme Important in 
Developing Change and 
Innovation: 

Ranked as follows: 
1. Action Learning 
2. Creative Workshops 
3. Business Planning 

 Strengths and Areas of 
Improvement in Current 
Programme: 

Strengths 

 None 
mentioned. 

Weaknesses  

 Construct 
groups 
based on 
number of 
staff. 

 Each group 
to budget for 
6 Creative 
Workshops. 

 Selection 
interview of 
members 
prior to 
joining. 

 

Table 5.27: Summary of Evidence for Case Study D3 
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D4’s Previous Experience and Initial Challenges for Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation at the Start of the Programme 

Personal Change 
Challenges 

Organisational 
Challenges 

Innovation 
Challenges 

 Recently moved to 
Sussex with no sole 
trader and networking 
experience or local 
contacts. 

 Gaining self confidence 
to speak up in groups 
and other environments. 

 Tended to keep things to 
himself. 

 

 Unplanned initial 
development of 
his business. 

 Sole trader with 
just five months’ 
experience, low 
turnover and no 
financial controls. 

 Needed to 
develop his 
customer base 
from scratch. 

 New innovations 
in IT important to 
D4’s web design 
business. 

 Keeping up to 
date with new 
media 
innovations and 
technologies was 
“an important 
role” for D4. 

D4’s Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational  
Change and Innovation 

Personal Change 
 

Organisational Change Innovation 

 Speaking up more 
confidently in meetings 
and during his Business 
Plan presentation. 

 Participating in 3 local 
networking groups. 

 Learning from others 
through benchmarking 
and mirroring their 
changes. 

 Developing his self 
confidence to use the 
action learning process 
to openly share his 
problems and solve 
them with the group. 

 Personal changes 
confirmed by D10(F) 
and D11(PM). 

 Introduced 
organisational 
changes to 
manage his cash 
flow. 

 Developed cash 
flow forecasts, 
pipeline and a 
financial plan. 

 Improved the  
overall 
performance of 
his business by 
using the 
Profitnet group to 
“take his 
business to the 
next level.” 
Clients from zero 
to 25 and 
turnover to 
£18,000. 

 Discussed 
benefits of 
networking, 
partnerships and 
alliances in the  
group, and 
eventually joined 
another 
organisation part 

 Developed 
incremental 
financial process 
innovations new 
to his firm to 
deliver strong 
financial control. 

 D4 saw the 
knowledge of 
innovation gained 
on the 
programme 
having a 
continuing benefit 
beyond it. 

 D4 worked with 
D2 and D9 
outside Profitnet 
meetings to 
develop their 
innovation 
projects. 

 D10(F) confirmed 
D4’s incremental 
financial process 
innovations. 
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Personal Change 
 

Organisational Change Innovation 

 time. 

 Organisational 
changes 
confirmed by 
D10(F) and 
D11(PM). 

 

How D4 Felt About the Programme and Its Contribution to Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

 Level of Attendance: 
 

D4 = 91.7%  Group Average = 81% 

 Comparison of Profitnet with 
Business Networks: 

D4 a member of 3 business networks 
and in comparison to Profitnet 
“everything is different”. Profitnet is not 
about networking, but “business 
support...learn about yourself...your 
company...”. 

 Have Expectations Been Met? D4’s initial expectations were “business 
support...business knowledge... 
networking... meeting new people” so 
any changes were emergent. D4 says “it 
worked out really well.” 

 Structural elements of the 
Programme Important in 
Developing Change and 
Innovation: 

Ranked as follows: 
1. Action Learning 
2. Business Planning 
3. Creative Workshops 

How D4 Felt About the Programme and Its Contribution to Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

 Strengths and Areas of 
Improvement in Current 
Programme: 

Strengths 

 Increases 
understanding 
of other 
businesses 
and business 
in general. 
Supports 
participants in 
managing the 
positives and 
negatives. 

Weaknesses 

 Some 
Creative 
Workshops 
“weren’t      
brilliant.” 

 

Table 5.32: Summary of Evidence for Case Study D4 
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Appendix I 

Summary of Case Study Evidence Tables for Case Studies in Chapter Six 
 

A1’s Previous Experience and Initial Challenges for Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation at the Start of the Programme 

Personal Change 
Challenges 

Organisational Change 
Challenges 

Innovation 
Challenges 

 Self-confident and 
motivated to 
undertake personal 
change. 

 Low boredom 
threshold if role is 
unchallenging  

 Lack of personal 
networking skills  

 Found he had to 
personally change and 
develop new 
capabilities to 
undertake business  
development work for 
new business clients 
at his firm. 

 A1’s firm open to 
organisational change 
from launch with a low 
cost base and non-
traditional market 
positioning. 

 Dramatic growth of 
business has 
presented challenges 
in changing 
organisational 
capabilities/capacities 
in staffing, IT, 
managing, 
communicating  
and physical space. 

 Managing the firm with 
no administrative 
support and ensuring 
new initiatives are 
completed before 
starting new ones.   

 A1 personally 
limited in his 
initial 
understanding of 
innovation.  

 A1 able to cite 
emergent 
examples of 
position, process 
and product 
innovations 
undertaken prior 
to Profitnet. 

 Unsuccessful  
examples of 
incremental and 
radical innovation 
projects noted by 
A1. 

A1’s Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational  
Change and Innovation 

Personal Change 
 

Organisational Change Innovation 

 Developed A1’s 
personal self 
confidence in dealing 
with staff disciplinary 
issues, understanding 
his firm’s clients and 
potential for online 
legal business.  

 A1 felt he undertook 
more personal change 
in his initial Profitnet 
participation. 

 A15(F) and A16(PM) 
unable to note any 
personal change. 

 A1’s major 
organisational 
change during 
Profitnet Plus was 
to recruit a part-
time external 
consultant to assist 
their business 
planning and 
evaluation. 

 This change was 
mentioned at group 
meetings, but not  
discussed or further 
developed there. 

 A1 said the 
recruitment had  

 A1 said his 
personal 
understanding of 
innovation had not 
progressed.  

 Some good ideas 
for testing online 
services and 
feedback re 
marketing but no 
specific innovation 
projects or new 
capabilities taken 
forward. 

 A1 did not 
collaborate with 
other group  
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Personal Change Organisational Change 
 

Innovation 

 stemmed from 
discussions in their 
boardroom, A1 
working on the 
business plan and 
other people’s 
strategies 
internally. Profitnet 
had “influenced”. 
some of these 

 A1 unable to cite 
other examples of 
organisational 
changes directly 
undertaken through 
Plus. This was 
confirmed by 
A15(F) and 
A16(PM)  with 
A15(F) believing A1 
was not the primary 
decision maker at 
his firm. 

members on their 
innovation 
projects and no 
confirmatory 
evidence of 
innovation 
supplied by 
A15(F) and 
A16(PM). 

Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Developing Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

A1 described impact of Profitnet Plus consultant as “minimal”, with some indication of 
resistance to his time management suggestions and focus on completing the 
business plan template.  Relationship with Plus consultant did not continue after their 
allocated time. A1’s firm engaged their own external part-time consultant to develop 
their strategy and evaluate the business. 

How A1 Felt About the Programme and Its Contribution to Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

 Level of Attendance: 
 

A1 = 62.5%   Group Average 84.0%  
A1 gave apologies for 6 meetings 
including last 3 consecutive sessions of 
the programme.  Possibly linked to 
comments under expectations below. 

 Comparison of Profitnet with 
Business Networks: 

A1 a member of two business networks 
prior to Profitnet Plus.  Sees other 
networks as sales driven compared to 
Plus’s influence in sharing experiences 
and being a safe place to discuss difficult 
problems. 

 Have Expectations Been Met? Expectations not met due to a lack of 
variety of business sectors in the network 
and this limited size/number of employees.  
Felt Group A was too marketing, technical 
and sole trader led. 
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How A1 Felt About the Programme and Its Contribution to Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

 Structural elements of the 
Programme Important in 
Developing Change and 
Innovation: 

Ranked as follows:  
 
1.Action Learning  
2.Business Planning  
3.Creative Workshops 
 

 Strengths and Areas of 
Improvement in Current 
Programme: 

Strengths 

 Forces 
members to 
reflect and 
prioritise time 
for this. 

Weaknesses 

 Giving more 
balance to 
size and 
sectors of 
members in 
each group.  
 

 

Table 6.6: Summary of Evidence for Case Study A1  
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A2’s Previous Experience and Initial Challenges for Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation at the Start of the Programme 

Personal Change 
Challenges 

Organisational Change 
Challenges 

Innovation 
Challenges 

 Changing his personal 
style and behaviours to 
interact more effectively 
with people. 

 Recognising the 
personal needs of his 
team and managing 
them with greater 
sensitivity. 

 Appreciating he is not 
always right. 

 Previously undertaken 
large planned 
organisational 
changes in the location 
of his manufacturing 
firm. 

 Managing his team 
more effectively to 
avoid previous 
personnel problems at 
times of organisational 
change. 

 Continuing to develop 
new processes to 
increase efficiencies.  

 Moving away 
from the previous 
unplanned and 
accidental 
approach to 
innovation. 

 Avoiding past 
costly 
unsuccessful 
process 
innovations.  

 Developing and 
launching his 
new software 
product 
innovation.  
 

A2’s Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational  
Change and Innovation 

Personal Change 
 

Organisational Change Innovation 

 Improving his personal 
style in the way he 
interacted with other 
network members. 

 Adjusted his personal 
approach to improve 
his behaviours and 
capabilities to manage 
his team more 
effectively.  Supported 
by his Plus consultant. 

 Developing his self 
confidence and 
reflexivity to consider 
and apply views other 
than his own. 

 Sustaining personal 
support provided by 
his group during his 
partner’s illness. 

 A15(F) and A16(PM) 
noted support given to 
A2 during partner’s 
illness and his 
participation increased 
over time. 

 Experiential learning 
with other network 
members caused him 
to review and change 
his manufacturing 
firm. 

 Disposed of another 
music business and a 
trade association role 
to concentrate on his 
two Profitnet Plus 
supported 
businesses. 

 Recruited a 
programmer for his 
software business 
rather than “struggle” 
to do this on his own. 

 Personal changes 
enabled him to handle 
the organisational 
change of a 
redundancy more  
effectively 

 A15(F) noted Plus 
contributed to him 
being more focussed  

 Learning from others 
in the network to gain 
innovation insights.  

 Profitnet members 
outside the group 
testing his new 
software product. 

 Profitnet testers 
suggesting a specific 
user innovation for a 
new additional 
product. 

 The positive impact 
of the Profitnet Plus 
consultant in 
developing the new 
product innovation  
and new marketing 
process innovations. 
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Personal Change 
 

Organisational Change Innovation 

 in his actions and 
looked at other 
members firms to 
evaluate them. 

 

Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Developing Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

Profitnet Plus Consultant supported A2 in making his personal behavioural changes, 
guided him through the Business Planning process, helped develop a new 
incremental product innovation and introduced new marketing process innovations to 
launch it.  A2 felt his relationship with the consultant would continue beyond his Plus 
participation. 

How A1 Felt About the Programme and Its Contribution to Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

 Level of Attendance: 
 

A2=87.5%   Group Average = 84.0%  

 Comparison of Profitnet with 
Business Networks: 

A2 is a member of four business networks 
but said none of them compared to Plus in 
terms of ability to share difficult issues 
openly and in confidence without being 
judged.  A2 noted significant differences 
between Profitnet and Plus in terms of 
member’s skills and network commitment.  
 

 Have Expectations Been Met? Limited initial expectations illustrating the 
emergent nature of any subsequent 
changes and innovations.  A2 found the 
Plus programme a good overall 
experience.   
 

 Structural elements of the 
Programme Important in 
Developing Change and 
Innovation: 

Ranked as follows:  
 
1.Action Learning  
2.Business Planning  
3.Creative Workshops 
 

 Strengths and Areas of 
Improvement in Current 
Programme: 

Strengths 

 Plus 
members 
tended not to 
be sole 
traders and 
had more 
commitment 
and “get up 
and go”. 
 

Weaknesses 

 Even some 
Plus 
members not 
as committed 
to the 
network as 
they should 
be. 

 

Table 6.11: Summary of Evidence for Case Study A2 
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A3’s Previous Experience and Initial Challenges for Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation at the Start of the Programme 

Personal Change  
Challenges 

Organisational  
Challenges 

Innovation  
Challenges 

 Establishing his 
business as a sole 
trader following 
redundancy. 

 Lack of previous 
business experience 
in running a firm. 

 Lack of self 
confidence to create a 
vision for his firm. 

 Loneliness of being a 
sole trader and 
working from home.   

 

 Focussing on a too 
narrow a product 
niche rather than 
broadening his 
horizons.  

 Developing his 
capacity to think 
strategically while 
managing his 
volume of work.  

 Employing 
permanent staff for 
the first time. 

 Registering for VAT 
and managing his 
finances for this.   

 Lack of 
understanding of 
innovation, what it 
was or that he 
had to do it. 

 Could not define 
what innovation 
was. 

 Some previous 
examples of 
unsuccessful 
product, 
marketing and 
process 
innovations.   

A3’s Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change 
and Innovation 

Personal Change 
 

Organisational Change Innovation 

 Being less nervous 
and more confident in 
employing staff in the 
future as a result of 
benchmarking himself 
against Plus 
members. 

 Detaching himself 
from his business and 
viewing it with a 
greater degree of 
critical reflection.  

 Being less talkative 
and listening more in 
meetings. 

 Asking for help and 
support in Plus 
meetings and making 
friendships.  

 A15(F) confirmed A3’s 
personal changes as a 
result of the network’s 
support. 

 
 
 

 Undertaking a 
planned 
organisational 
change by 
developing a new 
business. 

 Broadened the 
product offering in 
his existing 
business through 
the additional 
income stream of 
media training, 
supported by a 
Profitnet client. 

 Using his group as 
a benchmark for 
taking his business 
to a larger level and 
as a resource to 
support his growth. 

 A15(F) and 
A16(PM) both 
observed A3 
making his 
organisational 

 Using the Plus 
consultant and his 
group to initiate the 
development of a 
potential radical new 
product innovation 
and format outside 
his existing business 
area. 

 Network had 
widened A3’s 
definition of 
innovation. 

 Developing an 
incremental 
marketing innovation 
in using a tendering 
process to improve 
his website.  

 Working with other 
members on their 
innovation projects 
outside of meetings, 
for example in how 
they present their 
business.  
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changes.  A15(F) and A16(PM) 
confirmed A3’s new 
business and product 
innovations. 

Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Developing Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

A3 confirmed his new product innovation in developing his gardening business came 
from his Plus participation and working with his Plus Consultant saying the idea was 
“100% Profitnet because it came out of my sessions with the business consultant.”  
A3 suggested improvements to the consultancy process by re-allocating the time 
available.   

How A3 Felt About the Programme and Its Contribution to Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

 Level of Attendance: A3 = 93.4%   Group 84.0%  
A3 displayed a high motivation to 
participate in the programme, missing one 
meeting.  

 Comparison of Profitnet with 
Business Networks: 

 
 

A3 was a member of three business 
networks. Plus was not about networking 
but business support and working closely 
with the same group of small businesses. 

 Have Expectations Been Met? 
 
 
 
 

No clear set of initial expectations for Plus, 
indicating subsequent changes and 
innovations were emergent.  A much 
stronger Plus group this round meant A3 
found it more engaging and fun.  

 Structural elements of the 
Programme Important in 
Developing Change and 
Innovation: 

Ranked as follows: 
 
      1  Action Learning  
      2  Business Planning  
      3  Creative Workshops  

 Strengths and Areas of 
Improvement in Current 
Programme: 

Strengths 

 Ability to ask for 
help from the 
group.  

 Meeting and 
benchmarking 
himself against 
other 
businesses, 
particularly from 
outside 
Brighton. 

 Overall level of 
support, having 
fun and making 
new friends.  

Weaknesses 

 Limited time 
for meetings. 

 Too 
structured in 
approach but 
improved by 
replacing 
some 
creative 
workshops 
with action 
learning 
sessions. 

 
Table 6.16: Summary of Evidence for Case Study A3  
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A4’s Previous Experience and Initial Challenges for Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation at the Start of the Programme 

Personal Change  
Challenges 

Organisational  
Challenges 

Innovation  
Challenges 

 Creature of habit and 
needs to force himself 
out of his comfort 
zone.  

 Both he and his 
partner are risk averse 
and cautious. 

 Not very good at 
networking.  

 Becoming a limited 
company in 2008. 

 Looking at the 
business as a 
company rather 
than as two 
freelancers working 
together.  

 Recruiting their first  
permanent 
employee.  

 Some successful 
process 
innovations 
undertaken prior 
to Profitnet. 

 Innovation efforts 
described as 
“evolution” rather 
than a conscious 
decision to 
innovate.  

 Innovation 
centred on 
“tweaking” or 
revisiting 
processes.   

A4’s Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change 
and Innovation 

Personal Change 
 

Organisational Change Innovation 

 Giving A4 more 
confidence to talk about 
his firm and business 
issues with others. 

 Broadened his 
understanding of how 
other firms are run in 
comparison to his.  

 Developed a more 
positive view of 
networking events and 
how to tackle them. 

 Caused A4 to reflect that 
he was not alone in not 
being sure how to take 
his business forward. 

 A15 and A16 confirmed 
A4 had made a strong 
transition from Profitnet 
to Plus and personally 
developed the most of 
the four Group A cases.  
Growing confidence to 
communicate and 
participate in the group. 

 Accelerated the 
organisational 
change process by 
defining and 
reporting back on 
progress. 

 Created a better 
understanding of 
running projects 
and developing his 
marketing and cash 
flow strategies.  

 A15 and A16 
confirmed A4 had 
worked with his 
partner on Plus 
feedback 
suggestions, had 
accessed extra 
resources from the 
internship 
programme and 
learnt to work with 
a more structured 
approach.  
 

 A4 felt he had not 
learnt anything 
further about 
innovation from Plus.  

 Some confusion 
about A4’s view of 
whether incremental 
process innovations 
were seen as 
innovations. 

 Weekly Business 
meeting with whole 
team new to A4’s 
firm and an example 
of incremental 
process innovation 
undertaken by A4. 

 Three Plus network 
members supported 
A4 outside the 
meeting with his 
marketing, financial 
and pricing plans. 
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Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Developing Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

A4 was unable to define any benefits from his interaction with his Profitnet Plus 
consultant and confirmed the relationship did not continue.  A4 bought in an external 
marketing consultant to help with marketing strategy work who was another Profitnet 
member but this development was not discussed at observed network meetings.   
How A4 Felt About the Programme and Its Contribution to Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

 Level of Attendance: A4 = 100%   Group Average = 84.0%  
Fully committed to the programme. 

 Comparison of Profitnet with 
Business Networks: 

 
 
 

A4 previously member of Chamber of 
Commerce but did not find it useful.  Saw 
Plus as very different due to consistent 
contact with same group of members, trust 
and friendship.  

 Have Expectations Been Met? 
 
 
 
 

A4 didn’t have any real expectations for 
the programme, describing it as an 
experiment and signalling the emergent 
nature of subsequent changes.  A4 felt he 
had got a lot more out of the programme 
than he expected. 

 Structural elements of the 
Programme Important in 
Developing Change and 
Innovation: 

Ranked as follows: 
 
     1  Action Learning  
     2  Business Planning  
     3  Creative Workshops  

 Strengths and Areas of 
Improvement in Current 
Programme: 

Strengths 

 Action Learning.  

 Open 
conversations 
without feeling 
stupid in a 
confidential 
environment.  

Weaknesses 

 Creative 
Workshops.  

 
Table 6.21: Summary of Evidence for Case Study A4 
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B1’s Previous Experience and Initial Challenges for Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation at the Start of the Programme 

Personal Change  
Challenges 

Organisational  
Challenges 

Innovation  
Challenges 

 Balancing the needs 
of her family and 
business. 

 Overcoming the 
loneliness of running 
the firm. 

 Improving her 
business skills with no 
previous training. 

 Struggling 
occasionally with 
financial budgets and 
forecasts. 

 Developing her self 
confidence to move to 
a new site elsewhere.  

 Rapid growth 
putting the 
organisation’s 
processes and 
systems under 
strain and being 
less nimble. 

 Growing the 
business still 
further to reduce 
overhead costs and 
make it more 
efficient.  

 Learning how to 
delegate to a larger 
team.  

 B1’s personal 
understanding of 
innovation was 
“nil really”. 

 Firm’s past history 
of innovation not 
huge and 
customer led so 
may have been 
innovating without 
knowing it. 

 B1  concerned 
about taking risks 
and felt innovation 
could be 
“dangerous” in 
deflecting her 
from core 
business 
activities.   

B1’s Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change 
and Innovation 

Personal Change 
 

Organisational Change Innovation 

 Learning from other 
members had improved 
B1’s business 
perspective.  

 Benchmarking herself 
against other members 
improved her personal 
self confidence and skills 
to make organisational 
changes. 

 B16(F) and B18(PM) 
confirmed B1’s self 
confidence and stature 
had grown as a result of 
her participation and 
improved her ability to 
address business issues 
in a robust group.  
 
 
 
 

 Organisational 
changes supported by 
her personal growth. 

 Network provided 
another set of 
resources to manage 
her growing business’s 
organisational 
changes. 

 Increased her self 
confidence to take 
difficult decisions 
particularly re financial 
investment. 

 B16(F) confirmed B1’s 
organisational changes 
were linked to her 
increased self 
confidence, and was 
attempting to acquire 
another business.  

 B18(PM) believed B1 
had learnt how to trust 
and delegate,  

 Enhanced her 
innovation capability 
through an 
appreciation of the 
need for external 
resources at times.  

 Work with Plus 
consultant had 
confirmed the 
importance of 
innovation and its 
processes to B1. 

 Incremental product 
innovation new to her 
firm as a result of 
initial collaboration 
with B5. 

 Cited examples of 
developing 
incremental 
marketing innovation 
to rebrand her 
business and 
develop website.  
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Personal Change 
 

Organisational Change Innovation 

 approaching this more 
strategically. 

 

Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Developing Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

B1 rated her consultant’s impact on change and innovation  as nine and a half out of 
ten and had found it “hugely, hugely valuable”.  The consultant worked with her on a 
potential major acquisition and helped her grow her business by augmenting her 
skills, particularly in financial planning.  B1’s business relationship with the consultant 
continued beyond the time allocated by the programme.   
 
How B1 Felt About the Programme and Its Contribution to Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

 Level of Attendance: B1 = 87.5%   Group Average = 87.0%  
B1 missed two meetings due to meetings 
re a potential acquisition.  

 Comparison of Profitnet with 
Business Networks: 

 
 
 

B1 was a member of a trade association 
executive and a network for business 
women.  She felt Profitnet was superior in 
structure and regular commitment to work 
with the same group of people. 

 Have Expectations Been Met? 
 
 
 
 

B1 had no particular expectations at the 
start of the programme, indicating the 
emergent nature of any changes or 
innovations.  Overall B1 was not 
disappointed in her programme 
experience.   
 

 Structural elements of the 
Programme Important in 
Developing Change and 
Innovation: 

Ranked as follows: 
 

1 Business Planning 
2 Action Learning  
3 Creative Workshops  

 

 Strengths and Areas of 
Improvement in Current 
Programme: 

Strengths 

 Interaction with 
Profitnet Plus 
Consultant.  

Weaknesses 

 Finding the 
time to 
undertake 
Plus. 

 
Table 6.27: Summary of Evidence for Case Study B1 
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B2’s Previous Experience and Initial Challenges for Personal and Organisational 
Change and Innovation at the Start of the Programme 

Personal Change  
Challenges 

Organisational  
Challenges 

Innovation  
Challenges 

 Moving abroad to 
manage a tourist resort.  

 Launching her business 
in 2007 and developing 
financial planning and 
negotiation skills.  

 Lacking self confidence 
on occasions.  

 At the start of Plus, B2 
was depressed and 
feeling de-motivated 
working from home “in 
my own little silo”. 

 The process of 
recruiting freelance 
staff. 

 Managing and 
delegating to 
freelance staff once 
they were part of 
the business.  

 Little understanding 
of innovation or how 
to develop her 
capability and 
capacity to generate 
it. 

 B2 did not believe 
she was innovating 
in her business.  

B2’s Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change and 
Innovation 

Personal Change Organisational Change Innovation 

 Group’s support 
increased B2’s self 
confidence.  

 Support from her group 
and Plus Consultant had 
given her further 
confidence to develop a 
more positive attitude to 
running a lifestyle 
business. 

 Learning network had 
improved her ability to 
evaluate and take 
decisions.  

 Moving her office from 
home to the nearby town 
centre with B15’s 
support enabled B2 to 
improve her personal life 
by separating home and 
business activities. 

 B16(F) and B18(PM) 
had difficulty identifying  
personal changes made 
by B2. 

 Developed a positive 
attitude to running a 
lifestyle business, 
rather than acquiring 
marketing agencies 
from competitors. 

 Being better placed to 
decide when she 
needed to address 
capacity issues by 
recruiting freelance 
staff for support.  

 Becoming more 
confident and 
comfortable in asking 
for support to enable 
her to successfully 
change her office 
location.  

 B18(PM) confirmed 
B2’s office move and 
this had made her 
more organised. 

 Learning network 
participation enhanced 
her understanding of 
innovation.  

 Move to  new offices 
enabled B2 to make 
incremental marketing 
and process innovations 
through her proximity to 
clients and suppliers. 

 Cited financial process 
innovations due to 
working with a financial 
mentor, but this was not 
mentioned in the eight 
network observations.  

 Action learning process 
developed an 
incremental product 
innovation of using action 
learning in her work with 
clients. 

 B2 worked with a range 
of members in her group 
on their change and 
innovation projects. 
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Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Developing Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

B2 confirmed that her work with the Plus Consultant had personally helped her to 
believe in her own abilities and made a “substantial impact” on B2 and her business.  B2 
believed his work encouraged her to recognise she did not always need everybody’s 
approval to make changes and this made her feel more independent in managing her 
business.   
 
How B2 Felt About the Programme and Its Contribution to Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

 Level of Attendance: B2 = 100%   Group Average = 87.0%  
B2 was highly motivated to attend all network 
meetings. 

 Comparison of Profitnet with 
Business Networks: 

 
 
 

B2 was a member of two business networks 
prior and during Plus, but saw these as lead 
generation opportunities.  B2 said Plus was 
about business growth, training and 
development and far more intense for 
participants.   

 Have Expectations Been Met? 
 
 
 
 

Joined network expecting support and not to 
feel so alone in running her firm.  At the end 
of Plus these expectations had been 
exceeded, particularly in terms of motivation 
and confidence.   

 Structural elements of the 
Programme Important in 
Developing Change and 
Innovation: 

Ranked as follows: 
 

1. Action Learning  
2. Coffee Breaks  
3. Creative Workshops  
4. Business Planning  

 
 

 Strengths and Areas of 
Improvement in Current 
Programme: 

Strengths 

 Quality of 
participants.  

 Ability of group 
to give and 
receive 
feedback.  

Weaknesses 

 Profitnet team 
to emphasize 
the potential 
intensity of the 
programme to 
new members. 

 
Table 6.32: Summary of Evidence for Case Study B2 
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B3’s Previous Experience and Initial Challenges for Personal and Organisational 
Change and Innovation at the Start of the Programme 

Personal Change  
Challenges 

Organisational  
Challenges 

Innovation  
Challenges 

 Managing her overall 
business and its finances 
as B3 did not feel she 
was a natural business 
woman. 

 Difficulty handling staff 
disciplinary and 
redundancy issues as 
she liked to be part of her 
team. 

 Frustrated about running 
a franchise and wanted 
to be an independent 
business owner. 

 Re-allocating roles 
amongst her team 
following a 
redundancy. 

 Difficulties in 
recruiting staff and 
then delegating to 
them. 

 Conflict amongst 
some team 
members as the 
business grew. 

 Re-tendering for a 
major element of 
her business with 
her local council. 

 Recent formation of 
the business had not 
given B3 time to 
develop many 
innovations. 

 Some incremental 
process innovations 
introduced to her 
firm’s documentation 
based on her 
previous health 
service procedures. 
 

B3’s Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change and 
Innovation 

Personal Change Organisational Change Innovation 

 B3 confirmed her 
participation had 
developed her self 
confidence 
“enormously”. 

 Made B3 more 
conscious of acting as a 
businesswoman, and 
more assertive in the 
workplace with her 
team.   

 Raised B3’s level of self 
esteem and developed 
“more positive feelings 
about running a 
franchise”.   

 Improved financial skills 
through motivation from 
network members and 
work with her Plus 
consultant. 

 Still encountering 
difficulties with 
delegating effectively 
despite work in the area. 

 Enhanced presentation 
skills.     

 B3 argued her firm’s 
capacity to make 
organisational changes 
improved by observing 
and modelling herself 
on more experienced 
network members.   

 B3 engaged in 
experiential learning 
during action learning 
in reviewing other 
members’ 
organisational change 
projects, increasing her 
confidence to make 
changes at her firm.  

 Work with Consultant 
improved B3’s 
understanding of 
financial processes. 

 Made changes to 
address staff 
recruitment and 
retention issues. 

 Delegated to her team 
more but still 
encountering 
difficulties.  

 Developed B3’s 
understanding and ability 
to manage innovation by 
listening to other 
members’ talk about their 
projects. 

 B3 gave examples of five 
incremental process 
innovations introduced as 
a result of feedback from 
her group that were new 
to her firm in the area of 
staff recruitment and 
retention.  

 Creative workshops on 
social media led B3 to 
use Facebook for the first 
time for staff recruitment.   

 B3 worked with other 
network members 
outside of meetings to 
jointly develop their PR 
and marketing strategies.  
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Personal Change Organisational Change Innovation 

 B16(F) and B18(PM) 
provided strong 
confirmatory evidence of 
B3’s increased self 
confidence.   

 B16(F) and B18(PM) 
confirmed 
organisational changes 
made by B3 to 
delegate and organise 
her business better.   
 

 B18(PM) confirmed B3 
had got good support 
from her group through 
collaborations with some 
members.   

Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Developing Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

B3 confirmed her interaction with her Profitnet Plus Consultant improved her level of 
financial awareness and helped her appreciate the value of business coaching for the 
future.  Overall, B3 was disappointed with her interaction with the Consultant but 
acknowledged she would personally manage the relationship differently in the future.  
Towards the end of Plus B3 was planning to use the Consultant again to assess the 
potential future sale of her business.   
 

How B3 Felt About the Programme and Its Contribution to Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

 Level of Attendance: B3 = 81.3%   Group Average = 87.0%  
Meeting missed in September 2010 due to 
tendering process with council.  

 Comparison of Profitnet with 
Business Networks: 

 
 
 

Although B3 had not been a regular member 
of business networks, she said Profitnet was 
different as it was somewhere to learn, grow 
and develop rather than a sales network.   

 Have Expectations Been Met? 
 
 
 
 

B3 had wanted to mix with people from 
different businesses to gain independent 
advice and not feel so alone as an owner-
manager.  Support of her group and action 
learning led to expectations being exceeded.   

 Structural elements of the 
Programme Important in 
Developing Change and 
Innovation: 

Ranked as follows: 
 

1. Action Learning  
2. Business Planning       }   Joint 2nd 

Creative Workshops    }  
 

 Strengths and Areas of 
Improvement in Current 
Programme: 

Strengths 

 Being part of a 
highly 
energised and 
innovative 
group. 

 Facilitation by 
B16(F) and 
B18(PM).  

Weaknesses 

 None identified. 

 
Table 6.37: Summary of Evidence for Case Study B3 



  

641 
 

B4’s Previous Experience and Initial Challenges for Personal and Organisational 
Change and Innovation at the Start of the Programme 

Personal Change  
Challenges 

Organisational  
Challenges 

Innovation  
Challenges 

 Recovering from a period 
of illness. 

 Improving her self 
confidence to talk to 
customers, walk into a 
room of people and make 
presentations. 

 Becoming more goal 
orientated. 

 Engage in more 
challenging networking 
using Profitnet. 

 Developing a better 
attitude to personal 
change. 

 Moving from her 
home office to shared 
offices and then her 
own premises and the 
organisational 
changes involved. 

 Difficulties in making 
technological changes 
and using it. 

 Outsourcing some of 
her project and office 
work to others. 

 Unclear of the 
relevance of innovation 
to her firm. 

 Problems in defining 
innovation. 

 Did not appreciate 
innovation could be 
developed by using 
technology or in her 
work with clients. 

B4’s Contribution of the Programme to Personal and Organisational Change and 
Innovation 

Personal Change Organisational Change Innovation 

 More confident both 
personally and about her 
business by positive 
reaction of her group to 
her return from illness. 

 Allowed B4 to benchmark 
herself personally against 
other members running 
similar businesses. 

 Became more reflective 
about what she was 
formally and informally 
learning from the group.  

 Interaction with group 
members raised B4’s level 
of motivation and belief 
she was running a 
successful business. 

 Modified her behaviours 
and response to her own 
clients based on her 
experience of her group’s 
reaction to projects.  

 B16(F) and B18(PM) 
spoke positively about the 
personal changes made 
by B4 during Plus in terms 
of her personal confidence 
and growth.  

 Participation improved 
B4’s capacity and 
capability to make 
organisational 
changes.  

 Feedback from the 
group helped B4 
successfully recruit a 
new member of staff 
and be more focussed 
on her own role.  

 Greater honesty with 
suppliers and clients 
leading to a 
concentration on more 
profitable projects. 

 Benchmarking herself 
against B2’s similar 
business developed 
B4’s decision making 
and motivation to make 
organisational 
changes. 

 B16(F) and B18(PM) 
confirmed B4 had 
taken on a new 
employee and made 
organisational changes 
with the support of her 
network.   

 B4 improved her 
understanding of innovation 
and capability to manage it. 

 Changed B4’s attitude to 
the development of 
innovation and how to take 
her ideas forward. 

 Continuing development of 
an incremental product 
innovation of a magazine 
product new to her firm. 

 A link developed between 
B4 personally changing by 
being more confident, led to 
greater honesty with clients 
and an incremental process 
innovation of a paid initial 
engagement workshop. 

 Working collaboratively with 
a range of other members 
on projects including some 
exchange of skills. 

 B18(PM) confirmed B4 was 
developing a new magazine 
product and organising 
herself for the launch. 
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Impact of the Profitnet Plus Consultant on Developing Personal and Organisational 
Change and Innovation 

B4 argued that in the overall programme the Plus Consultant was useful in motivating 
members to start the business planning process and supporting those owner-managers 
who were struggling.  During Plus B4 believed their importance diminished as members 
needed more access to them.  In her case B4 was unsure of the value provided by her 
consultant ranking feedback and learning from action learning sessions more highly.   

How B4 Felt About the Programme and Its Contribution to Personal and 
Organisational Change and Innovation 

 Level of Attendance: B4 = 81.3%   Group Average = 87.0%  
B4 missed three meetings between September 
and November 2010 due to illness, otherwise 
100% attendance.  
 

 Comparison of Profitnet with 
Business Networks: 

 
 
 

B4 was a member of three business networks at 
the start of the programme, but argued Plus was 
different because members were like minded 
and shared a common attitude to their business.  
Plus was also well structured and facilitated.   
 

 Have Expectations Been Met? 
 
 
 
 

B4 had no expectations or hopes for Profitnet 
on joining, highlighting the emergent nature of 
any subsequent changes or innovations.  B4 
confirmed her hopes for the programme had 
been met “without doubt” by the end.   

 Structural elements of the 
Programme Important in 
Developing Change and 
Innovation: 

Ranked as follows: 
 

1. Action Learning  
2. Creative Workshops  
3. Business Planning  

 

 Strengths and Areas of 
Improvement in Current 
Programme: 

Strengths 

 Learning 
opportunities 
presented. 

 Quality of 
facilitation.  

Weaknesses 

 Being more 
creative and less 
structured. 

 Access by Plus to 
larger external 
networks. 

 Finding better 
workshop 
speakers.   

 
Table 6.42: Summary of Evidence for Case Study B4 
 




