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ABSTRACT

This paper is based on an empirical study, founded on the case-study method, carried out on 49 SEs localized in the Pesaro-Urbino province; it seeks to analyze the entrepreneurs’ perception on their own competitive position and the most important actual or future strategies defined to defend or strengthen that position.

Starting from theoretical studies and empirical evidence, the paper focuses on two main themes: strategic awareness and growth strategies of SEs.
First, it analyzes the degree of strategic awareness that local entrepreneurs have of exogenous threats and opportunities and endogenous strengths and weaknesses.

Local SEs have different degrees of actual (“where the company is”) and perspective (“where the company might go”) awareness. Entrepreneurs are often unable to identify the resources and capabilities that their competitive advantage is based on and sometimes they underestimate their strengths, being more aware of their weaknesses. Local entrepreneurs are also lacking in skills for analyzing and recognizing threats, opportunities and success factors of the competitive environment they live in.

The paper also examines the growth strategies planned or predicted by entrepreneurs for defending or strengthening their competitive position.
The companies studied have several alternatives of qualitative and quantitative growth strategies on the horizon that can be divided into three groups: growth through internationalization, external growth based on strategic alliances, and growth based on innovation, in the broad sense. The paper focuses on the main difficulties which hinder SEs from achieving their strategic plans and discusses some implications (in terms of information, training and development and management of the relational network) for local institutions who seek to assist the competitive growth of local SEs and to increase their strategic awareness.
Key Words: SE, strategic management, strategic awareness, growth strategies; internationalization and cooperation strategies
1. OBJECTIVES, WORK METHODS AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The paper deals with the theme of the strategic awareness of small entrepreneurs and its role in the development of small enterprises (SEs)
.

In addition to an analysis of the literature, the study also uses the results of a qualitative empirical survey carried out in the Pesaro-Urbino Province from October 2007 to March 2008 on a group of 49 enterprises belonging to the local Chamber of Commerce system. After being asked to participate in the project, the enterprises autonomously decided to take part in a strategic check-up targeted at assessing and discussing the effectiveness of their chosen strategies and the validity of the emergent strategies and planning ideas with university researchers, also in an effort to understand the degree of strategic awareness that they possess.

The mentioned enterprises belong to various sectors (Fig. 1), with a prevalence in the engineering (31%) and furniture-interior design (27%) sectors, the driving industries of the province’s economy
. They are small enterprises with an average of less than 50 employees (90% - Fig. 2) and an average turnover of between 500 thousand and 10 million Euro (78% - Fig. 3). The prevalent legal status is the S.r.l. (Ltd) (63% – Fig. 4) and about half of them work exclusively in the regional or national market (Table 2).
The field study was based on the case-study qualitative method
, and also included the acquisition of some quantitative data in order to reconstruct an integrated vision of the aggregate under examination. The study was divided into two phases: 

· a survey by questionnaire, aimed at reconstructing the organizational framework and the competitive profile of the enterprises (size, legal status, sector, markets served, etc.);

· a dialogue between the researcher and the entrepreneur (or other top management and/or entrepreneurial group members), aimed at understanding the key players’ degree of strategic awareness of the enterprise’s strengths and weaknesses, threats and opportunities and possible areas for improvement in terms of corporate competitiveness, in the light of the chosen or emergent strategic paths, or more simply, of those in the preliminary vision-formulation phase. 

This work method proved to be particularly effective in fleshing out qualitative problems which would never have come to light through the simple completion of the questionnaire, that also included open-answer questions, without discussion and debate between the entrepreneur and the researcher who guided and facilitated the corporate study. 

After a reference to the nature of the strategic decision making process of the SEs, the article focuses on two main themes: strategic awareness and growth strategies of SEs. 

Several years ago, Gibb and Scott (1985) discussed the theme of strategic awareness in small enterprises, defining it as the capacity of the entrepreneurial subject to understand and recognize the enterprise’s actual position (“where the company is”) and identify future strategic choices and relative implications (“where the company might go” – Fig. 5)
. According to the Authors, the greater the entrepreneur’s strategic awareness, the greater the possibility for completing certain projects and reaching preset objectives. 

In this work, we draw from Gibb and Scott’s interpretative model to examine the strategic awareness of the government body (Golinelli, 2001), adopting a double standpoint: contextual (awareness of the internal and external variables) and temporal (“actual” and “perspective” awareness). The first concerns the awareness of the resources and expertise possessed or governed by the corporate system, based on the objectives assigned to them by the entrepreneur (awareness of expertise and objectives) and of the competitive, social, political and economic characteristics of the context, which have repercussions on the enterprise’s strategic action (environmental awareness). The second refers to the ability of the entrepreneurs to understand “where they are”, which position they currently occupy on the market, and “where they want to and can go”, i.e. the strategic paths to take, and “how to get there” in the future, taking into account the environmental restrictions and the internal resources possessed (awareness of the strategies and of the actual and future strategic alternatives). There is an ongoing process of reciprocal enrichment and dialectics between the two perspectives (Fig. 6): the actual and perspective awareness tends to increase with an increase in the knowledge of the variables inside and outside of the enterprise, while the comprehension of the corporate and environmental context increases thanks to a temporally dynamic reading of the strategic variables. In any case, an entrepreneur is not strategically aware if he bases his decisions solely on the knowledge of the internal corporate situation and if he cannot recognize the unique potential the enterprise possesses in terms of competitive advantage, in light of the sector’s critical success factors and the competitors’ characteristics.

In other words, in order to understand the actual position and how it may evolve over time, the strategic decision-maker must know how to recognize the strengths and weaknesses of the corporate system, by identifying the distinct resources and expertise underlying its competitive advantage
. Moreover, in order to judge whether a specific resource or skill truly represents a distinctive element or an authentic strength, the internal corporate structure must be placed into relationship to the market’s critical success factors and with the profile of the competitors. Furthermore, in identifying the possible alternatives for action and in selecting the option most suited to the profile of the objectives and to the competitive context in which the enterprise operates, it is necessary to know, not only the structural resources, capabilities and limits possessed, but also the market opportunities that can be exploited and the threats, present and future, which must be avoided or neutralized.

Strategic awareness does not implicate a detailed knowledge of the various aspects, as is the case with the formalized strategic analysis processes usually conducted in the large enterprises, instead it involves the entrepreneurial body’s possession of a general and long-term vision of the enterprise and of the environment in which to insert and assess the strategies and processes for corporate growth.  

This work assesses entrepreneurial awareness and its role in corporate strategies, taking into account the entrepreneurs’ ability and aptitude for carrying out SWOT analysis, considering the temporal and contextual perspective, in order to evaluate the nature and the coherence of the existing entrepreneurial formula
 and of the undertaken or foreseen paths of development.

The results that emerge from the empirical study, together with an analysis of the literature, lead to the affirmation that in the SEs, strategic awareness is still little developed, even though it is critical in interpreting and guiding the strategic decision making processes. This is due to the predominance of incremental and procedural approaches to the formulation of strategies; these approaches call for reduced recourse to formal planning and frequently are not driven by clear objectives which are characterized by elevated mingling between the entrepreneurs’ personal goals and those of the enterprise.
This scarce awareness means that the growth processes of the minor enterprises are hampered or distorted, compromising their performance.

With growth, we refer to all of the enterprise’s paths of development, both those aimed at increasing the structural dimension and those for reaching objectives of a qualitative nature. The quantitative growth strategies are seen when the path of development is based on both horizontal (volume of turnover) and vertical (number of controller work phases) growth of production; instead, qualitative growth entails strategic choices for development which do not necessarily implicate growth in size, but which express the enterprise’s general tendency to improve itself and to move towards paths of excellence which, at times, make it possible to obtain conditions of significant dominance over the environment (Pencarelli, 1995).

The field study shows that the companies have a widespread propensity towards growth, in a large sense, where the objectives for quantitative growth come into line with qualitative objectives. This is also due to the fact that the studied enterprises are managed by entrepreneurs driven to improve and seek knowledge; a challenge implicit in the ISIDE project, which envisaged the involvement of subjects willing to put themselves on the line and who are open to change and cultural innovation.

The growth strategies used by the SEs examined can be divided into three groups, all with elements of quantitative and qualitative growth: 

- growth through internationalization, aimed at entering or consolidating the enterprise’s position on foreign markets, or at searching for new strategic advantage factors (ex. cost reduction, personalized offer, post-sales service, etc.);

- external growth based on strategic alliances, aimed at a rapid search for vertical and horizontal integration advantages, without the rigidity linked to internal growth; 

- growth based on innovation, in the broad sense (technological, process, product, organizational-managerial, commercial, innovation, etc.), favoring original and strategic entrepreneurial paths, primarily guided by objectives of qualitative improvement.

The research shows that the low degree of awareness (internal and external; actual and perspective) frequently translates into the local entrepreneurs’ difficulty in specifying strategic goals and the most suitable paths for pursuing them, taking into account the existing strategic situation, i.e. identifying the most appropriate way for achieving the deliberated or emergent strategies
. 

Even within highly procedural dynamics, as in the formulation of SE strategies, difficulties arise in terms of formulation and above all in terms of strategic implementation, given the scarce resources possessed, especially the time available for the entrepreneurial work. In fact, those interviewed state that they meet with numerous difficulties which slow down, or even block the grown paths; the difficulties are internal (fragility of the sales network, lack of specialized marketing and communication skills, organizational/managerial problems, scarce financial resources), environmental, as well as external (skill shortage in the labor market, actual and potential competition, growth obstacles linked the enterprise’s small size, changes in the habits of the clients and other players in the sector, negative trend in demand, a labor market which is little specialized or qualified, legislative context, unstable demand, etc.).

Many of these difficulties tend to be more perceived than real, being derived from the reduced capacity of the entrepreneurs in correctly reconstructing the actual and perspective strategic situation and, above all, to improve the corporate strengths to neutralize the market threats and exploit market opportunities.

Therefore, in order to strengthen the competitiveness of the small enterprises of the Pesaro-Urbino province, the question is posed as to how to help the small entrepreneurs to increase their strategic awareness. In the concluding part of the paper, several proposals in this direction are identified.

2. THE DEGREE OF STRATEGIC AWARENESS OF LOCAL ENTREPRENEURS

2.1 The nature of the decision making processes in the SEs 

In order to understand the role played by strategic awareness in the decision making process of the small enterprises, we must briefly mention the peculiarities that this process tends to assume in the SEs
.
In the SEs, the strategic decision making process is strongly conditioned by the scarcity of decision-makers, frequently identifiable in one or a few members of the entrepreneurial groups, as well as by the lack of resources for developing formalized analytical processes. Moreover, the decisions are strongly guided by entrepreneurial sensitivity, creativity and intuition rather than by the systematic analysis of the information regarding the potential impact of the various strategic alternatives
. 

The entrepreneur, or the entrepreneurial group
, tends to impose the need to maximize personal objectives over the aspirations for corporate growth
.
The subjective goals may be of both an economical/financial nature (identification of an income level capable of repaying the invested capital and of meeting the expectations of the owner-entrepreneur) as well as a psychological nature (tied to the entrepreneur’s desire to pursue objectives of physical and psychic wellbeing, of social prominence and self-realization)
. The subjective goals must be reconciled with other corporate goals, namely the search for forms of stabilization and dimensional growth, not always in line with his/her personal objectives (Birley, 1983). Because there is frequently a concurrence, in the SEs, between ownership and governing body, the corporate goal is often dictated primarily by the entrepreneur’s personal objectives (Marchini, 1995). In other words, the subjective goals tend to guide the entire decision making process, in line with the restrictions imposed by the corporate goals (the survival and continuity of the enterprise) and taking into account the motivations, values, culture and risk level accepted by those in command. Finally, the sum of the subjective and corporate goals, dialectically in evolution, guides and influences the realization of the strategic process in the SEs
.

The SEs, despite the variety of situations which characterizes the world of small enterprises (Pepe, 1996), tend to assume connotations common to them, among which, a low degree of devolution on the part of the entrepreneur and a scarce tendency to formalize activities. In fact, in addition to being conditioned by the entrepreneur’s ends, the strategic decision making process of the SEs is based on a procedural type approach in which the decision-maker does not set firm objectives, but considers one or more visions
 of a possible future state, to be gradually reached by seeking a continual equilibrium between subjective and corporate goals. The result is strategies that are not inspired by a strictly defined goal, but by a general idea, which can be progressively adapted along the way on the basis of learning and trial and error processes.

Hitt et Al. (2001) define this management style as “strategic entrepreneurship” (an expression that joins the pure strategic management approach with the entrepreneurship approach), which can develop greater capacity for adapting to the changes in the environment and for exploiting the opportunities deriving from the same
.

This approach has many affinities with the logical incrementalism model
, a decision making practice which, by proceeding in small steps and by trial and error, like the incremental approach, is more aware and purposive.

The entrepreneurial and procedural approaches to the formulation of strategies are considered to be particularly suited to SEs because, although they do not necessarily lack a strategic design, they usually do not plan
 and, above all, do not explicit their strategies
. 

In summary:

· in the SEs, the decision making process is based more on the entrepreneur’s intuitive/personal talents than on the capacity to analytically evaluate the potential impact of the various strategic options;

· in the SEs, the decision making process is strongly influenced by the entrepreneur’s subjective goals which integrate with corporate goals, orientating strategic behavior; 

· in the SEs, the strategies tend not to be planned or explicited, instead they are derived from incremental processes that envisage a continuous adjustment of the works in progress.

These three aspects, emblematic of the SE’s strategic decision making process, make the role of strategic awareness in the entrepreneurial group particularly critical in guiding the basic strategic choices of the SEs.

In fact, if it is true that in the SE, the strategic behavior tends to be strongly influenced by the entrepreneur’s intuitive skills and by his subjective goals, then a greater degree of strategic awareness allows, in the first place, better integration of the subjective goals with the corporate goals (awareness of the ends). Furthermore, strategic awareness can bridge and balance the absence of planning, allowing the entrepreneur to verify the coherence and the validity of the path chosen with respect to the strategic objective identified as the most advisable. Finally, strategic awareness makes it possible to pinpoint the relationship that exists between the simple, first approximation entrepreneurial visions and the concretely pursuable strategic objectives (awareness of the actual and perspective strategies).

Finally, we agree with Gibb and Scott (1985) that, although the strategic decision-maker never possesses sufficient levels of knowledge and information for optimizing the choices in a context of limited and weak rationality
, a good degree of strategic awareness is necessary, in any case, to guarantee the attainment of the objectives, the realization of the strategic projects and the continuity of the small enterprise, over time. 

2.2 Local Small Firms and Strategic Awareness

Our study shows that, for many entrepreneurs, the difficulty in meeting their strategic objectives largely depends on the scarce knowledge and skill in assessing the internal and external corporate situation, which prevents the selection of the most advisable strategic options, as well as assessing their repercussions in terms of future profitability.
The interviews show that the local entrepreneurs have a partial knowledge of their strengths and weaknesses, aspects which, in some cases, emerged more clearly also thanks to the methodological support and the assistance of the researchers during in depth dialogue.

The strengths indicated most frequently by those interviewed are:

· high level of technical/productive know-how (67%), deriving from a long experience gained in the sector of relevance, in which many enterprises originally produced on an artisanal level; a high level of know-how which is often recognized by the entrepreneurs as a decisive factor in terms of the technical quality of the product; 

· productive flexibility and elasticity (49%), conceived as the ability to adapt the offer – qualitatively (flexibility) and quantitatively (elasticity) – to the needs of the demand;

· orientation towards problem solving and towards the client (63%), for whom the SEs are able to adapt the product, to meet the delivery times and to ensure high levels of service;

· the entrepreneur’s high relational skills (29%), thanks to which the SEs have at their disposal a strategic network able to facilitate the acquisition of knowledge and critical skills for competitive success, in sales, production and innovation.

The weaknesses perceived most frequently by those interviewed are:

· insufficient qualified human resources, both in terms of laborers and more developed technical/managerial personnel
 (39%);

· fragile sales network, which slows the possibilities of development on the market and tends to favor little effective management of client relations, entrusted to confused, non-programmed procedures (20%);
· lack of specialized marketing and communication skills, which determines the absence of strategic demand segmentation and inadequate marketing management policies
 (27%);
· organizational problems, induced by the small entrepreneurs themselves and by their centralizing culture, which leads to organizational designs characterized by scarce division of the tasks and confusion over roles and responsibilities (51%). These aspects also determine scarcity of time for the entrepreneurial work of strategic analysis and planning by the entrepreneurs: everyone interviewed, including those who did not report organizational problems, emphasized that the lack of time is one of the principal problems that slows corporate development;

· deficiencies in the economic/financial plan, found in about 29% of the enterprises studied, which affirm that they cannot pursue the objectives for growth because of the limited available financial resources. 
Full awareness of the strengths and weaknesses on the part of the entrepreneurial subject (awareness of the resources and skills) was not always found. The problem of the deficiencies in marketing and communication, for example, did not spontaneously emerge from the interviews: frequently, the interviewed subjects, not even knowing the correct meaning of the marketing concept, which they confused with commercial communication, were not aware of the potentials of the managerial tool or the criticality of marketing activities for competitive purposes. However, the problem clearly emerged after discussion with the researchers, in which important consequences were also identified, namely the absence of systematic demand segmentation activities, scarce market visibility, the incapacity to affirm the corporate image, using the strengths and the benefits expected by the purchasers, inadequate management of the relationship with the client and the incapacity to keep the dynamics of the demand and of the competition under control. Moreover, the interviewed subjects identified their strengths and weaknesses, preferring an internal and subjective perspective, which neglects the analysis of the external environment and of the competitors; in this way, the profile of the resources and skills was the fruit of an inward oriented investigation which fails to relate this profile to critical success factors and context contenders. 

As regards environmental awareness, the interviewed subjects recognize the existence of important threats in the markets they work in, namely the actual and potential competition (71%) and other factors linked to the sector/market [changes in the habits of clients and other operators in the sector (39%), negative trend in demand (27%), scarcely specialized or qualified labor market (10%), uncertain and oppressive legislative context (8%)], just like they catch a glimpse of interesting growth opportunities linked to the opening of new national and international markets (53%), to the positive trend of the demand particularly attracted by unique, artisanal products linked to the “Made in Italy” mark (22%), to the possibility of strengthening inter-organizational relations (22%) or of developing strategic and operative marketing actions
 (20%).

However, these exogenous factors are not always clearly perceived by the entrepreneurs and are frequently confused with the internal strengths and weaknesses.

With respect to the possibility of expansion in international markets, for example, several entrepreneurs, unable to develop an accurate analysis of the foreign markets, assert that they are “too small for the world”, considering an aspect (enterprise size with respect to the size of the market) which in reality may represent a great opportunity, to be a weakness.

In other cases, the SEs state that they compete on a global scale, but when asked who their most direct competitors are, they only succeed in identifying a few national and local rivals (which emerge as SEs, micro-enterprises or independent artisans) that are probably only active on a regional, or at most, national market (Figs. 7-8).

All of this is the result of scarce capacity and aptitude for analyzing the market and the competitive environment, which do not necessarily require recourse to sophisticated forecasting models (ex. analysis of the scenarios, econometrical and statistical models), but require at least the internal skills to acquire and interpret the wealth of information available through the various channels (starting from the Internet Web), using it for strategic control of the markets, demand segmentation and to seek market niches, attractive for SEs.

Finally, the local entrepreneurs do not always succeed in relating the corporate perspective to the external environment and only through guided discussions do they realize the importance of assessing corporate resources and skills, placing them into relation with the external environment and with the competitors.

Scarce strategic awareness of the role that internal and external variables play in corporate success, reduces the degree of actual or perspective awareness, penalizing the implementation of deliberate and/or emergent strategic projects and growth processes. 

3. SMALL FIRMS AND GROWTH STRATEGIES

The concept of growth adopted in this paper is broad and is not limited to simple dimensional growth, but also extended to paths and processes for qualitative development
. This concept is adopted knowing that “not all small entrepreneurs prioritize the growth objective, but, to the contrary, some privilege keeping the enterprise small” (Marchini, 1995) and when we speak of SEs, we must disassociate them from strategic models that do not consider dimensional growth the result of a subjective choice, but rather a deterministically obligated path to safeguard the very survival of the enterprise
.

The strategic options for undertaking the path to growth and, in general, for pursuing the competitive advantage, may be of various types
. The generally accepted theoretic reference is that of Porter (1985), who identifies three basic strategies: cost leadership, differentiation and focalization on a particular market segment or niche. In this study, we share the approach of those who
 retain that the focalization on a market niche is the strategy most coherent with the characteristics of the small enterprise, which tends to compete on more exclusive segments with respect to the large enterprise
.

Another variable to be considered in the context of a “broadened” growth concept regards the nature of the resources on which the development is grounded; they may be possessed within the enterprise (internal development) or else exist outside of it, although accessible through various contractual forms (external development).

The interviewed enterprises demonstrated a substantial “tendency” towards growth, not only of a quantitative character in terms of dimensional expansion, but also qualitative, with the aim of reaching standards of excellence in the various areas of corporate management.  

In relation to the growth processes, the objectives declared by the entrepreneurs in the course of the interviews (Table 3) suggest that the need to expand the volumes of turnover (67%) and of the national (47%) and foreign (55%) markets prevails over that of stabilization (27%). Also significant, was the number of enterprises declaring that they aim at mere qualitative growth (55%), even though various cases of convergence and overlapping emerge
 between the two cases in point (quantitative/qualitative growth)
.

The paths for growth which came to light in the course of our investigation have been grouped as follows:

- growth through internationalization;

- external growth based on strategic alliances; 

- growth based on innovation in the broad sense (innovation in technology, processes and products, organizational-managerial, commercial, etc.).
3.1 Growth through internationalization

Internationalization can be considered a “particular way of implementing growth options” (Rispoli, 2002), driven by the attempts to exploit the possibilities offered by the foreign markets and by the intention to “exploit productive opportunities by localizing the businesses where they can be more efficiently managed” (Grant, 2005).

In line with the above comments on the nature of the resources (internal/external) employed for growth, it is possible to identify three forms of internationalization (Rispoli, 2002):

· internal, based on resources already present in the enterprise;

· external, grounded on the availability of financial resources used for acquiring enterprises or parts of enterprises already operating in foreign countries;

· collaborative, through forms of  both equity and non-equity cooperation between enterprises

These ways must be crossed with the alternatives for entry into foreign markets
, which can be identified according to the degree of the enterprise’s involvement (Grant, 2005): at one extreme, simple exports, to be included in the commercial relations group; at the other, the creation of a subsidiary completely integrated with the mother company and which represents the most extreme form in the direct investments group.

The third option for entry into foreign markets is International alliances
, treated in different ways in literature
 because of the multiple criteria used for classifying the internationalization methods
.

The field research shows that about half of the enterprises declares a more or less significant presence on foreign markets, while 44% declares to have had no relationships with foreign countries. Trade relations embrace the majority of the options implemented by the enterprises, in particular through exports (27%)
 and the search for purchasing sources (19%) (Table 4). The explicit interest of thirteen SEs in initiating or intensifying foreign relations also emerges. Among these, only three still have not developed any type of foreign relations (Table 5).

As much as they are motivated to increase and stabilize the degree of internationalization, the enterprises are not always aware of the organizational impact that these types of choices may mean for the corporate structures and processes, just as they do not always have a clear idea of the objectives, in terms of expected profitability, and the risks that may result. In other words, the path of internationalization frequently emerges as a planning idea, which has not yet been introduced, and which requires development of greater strategic awareness in terms of risks, attainable results and the real degree of profitability. 

The SEs open to internationalization tend to conceive the foreign market as place of sales or purchasing: cases in which the interest to initiate production delocalization processes are lacking, because they are considered to be risky and difficult to implement because the necessary human, financial and organizational resources are lacking. In particular, internationalization tends to emerge as a possible response to a critical emergency situation that the enterprises are experiencing, due to numerous factors (growing competitive pressure, increasing numbers of low cost manufacturers, saturation of national markets, etc.) that are putting the development and the survival of the local SEs at risk, pushing them to seek new development opportunities (or simply consolidation) beyond the national borders
. 

The main restrictions on the International growth strategies for the SEs derive from: difficulty in finding sales personnel; lack of specialized marketing and communications skills which determines scarce visibility of the SE on an International level, and above all, insufficient knowledge of foreign markets
; fragility on an economic/financial level and scarce resources, which impedes hiring of new personnel, expansion of the distribution network and the possible constitution of points of sale in the destination countries. 

This difficulty slows the internationalization projects and forces the enterprises to find ad hoc solutions, at times temporary and not always optimal in terms of expected profits; these solution consist in the recourse to export companies, purchasing agents, importers/distributors or middlemen who are entrusted sales management in the foreign destination market. Various studies point out that the recourse to indirect channels are the most common forms of entry onto foreign markets
: it identifies an effective approach for reaching the final market, as long as the enterprise succeeds in establishing stable, good quality relationships with the middlemen, which are gradually transformed in function of new corporate strategies and changes due to the variety and variability of the demand.
In our study, we rarely came across strategic projects that require direct investments: in one case only, there is a reference to the opening of self-owned points of sale; in another, there is a reference to the creation of an export company.

Cooperation with other enterprises for the purposes of internationalization, instead, seems to be a fairly frequently used method and, in any case, considered desirable in an eventual path of International development (eight of the thirteen enterprises interested in an internationalization project, declared that they preferred the agreement method)
.
Although this interest is widespread, the intention to cooperate frequently is difficult to translate into forms of collaboration between the enterprises, due both to the persistence of a more or less fearful entrepreneurial mentality which considers collaboration more as a possible threat of losing know-how and strategic independence than as an opportunity for growth, as well as to the objective difficulties in indentifying partners which whom to collaborate. 

In short, for the small entrepreneur, internationalization represents an important factor for corporate development, although the awareness as to how to implement the international strategy (which countries to enter, how, with what implications and performance expectation, etc.) is still modest, representing one of the main limits to its implementation.
3.2 External growth based on strategic alliances 

Agreements are a strategic path, particularly suited for implementing most of the strategies linked to development. The alliance maneuver is a useful tool for increasing innovative capacities, for developing promotional and commercial joint actions, for starting the externalization processes for some of the production process phases, for entering into contact with potential new clients, for extending the gamma of products and complementary services, for managing larger job orders, and last but not least, for increasing the possibility of SEs to access bank credit.  Also, cooperation is useful in minimizing investments and corporate risks, in obtaining more incisive tools for fighting the competition and for sharing the risks and costs with other partners, meeting the non-secondary needs for independence and control, typical of small entrepreneurship (Pencarelli, 1995) 
.

In our research, a significant number of enterprises showed explicit interest in projects of starting or strengthening forms of aggregation for various purposes (Table 6): about 39%
 of the enterprises under examination sees in collaboration an important (if not the only) possibility for starting up and conducting growth paths. 

The objectives that the entrepreneurs stated regarding growth through cooperation can be referred to the following
:

- start up/strengthening of internationalization paths;

- development/management of marketing/communication activities (comparable to marketing agreements);

- management of productive activities.
We have spoken about international growth above. As regards agreements in the field of marketing and communication, these may be either horizontal or vertical in nature. The first generally arise in relation to needs for scales of economies, completing gammas and promotion of a product’s primary demand; instead, vertical alliances principally regard the enterprises’ relationships with commercial middlemen, considered to be particularly important and useful in accessing marketing information, ensuring more effective pre and post sales assistance and developing eventual promotional initiations for product support (Pencarelli, 1995)
. In the studied cases, both types are found. One enterprise, for example, aware of its reduced capacity for affirming a visible and recognizable image on the market, intends to “join together” with partner companies to acquire a more solid position on the national market through more significant marketing actions that cannot be managed individually; another two enterprises intend to create networks within their sectors to promote communications, participating in tradeshows and managing other promotional and distribution initiatives; finally, one enterprise intends to create a network with other enterprises, trade associations and financing companies specialized in consumer credit to offer its clients favorable conditions and installment payment plans.
On a productive level, the aggregation projects may serve to improve flexibility and elasticity in production (as in the case of an enterprise that intends to seek partners for “creating a system” based on their respective production capacities, in order to effectively and efficiently meet the qualitative and quantitative fluctuations in the demand), or to obtain learning advantages from interactive cooperation. In addition, cooperation in the area of production appears to be effective also in guaranteeing the manufacturing system high performance in terms of quality, reliability, rapid delivery times, timely introduction of a product onto the market, or else, to contain manufacturing costs
, including the financial costs of the investments in raw and semi-processed materials, and finished products.
Aggregation may also have a double purpose, both productive and commercial, as in the case of one company that operates in the artistic artisanal sector, whose project has the purpose of involving companies in complementary sectors in terms of the internally possessed skills, in order to improve not only the production aspects (for example increasing the types of goods produced), but also the commercial aspects (for example, expanding the distribution channels). 

At times the development and management of collaborative relationships fall within planned and formalized strategies, other times (frequently the case among the studied enterprises), the collaborations develop on the basis of simple contingent situations, in response to occasional factors, by following spontaneous, unprogrammed paths, which try to exploit the opportunities of the moment
.

Most of the collaboration projects discussed with the interviewed subjects represent vaguely defined ideas which the entrepreneurs are thinking about for the future. This is due to the many difficulties that the SEs meet in concretely putting their plans for aggregation into action. In particular, the projects defined have difficulty in taking off because they need economical-commercial project feasibility studies which the enterprises are not capable of performing. The SEs have difficulty in estimating several important factors that determine the development of the collaborative relationship, namely the partnership costs and the real interest in collaborating, which will tend to be greater if one of the two subjects has highly specialized and useful skills; if there are strong fluctuations in the demand and if there is elevated uncertainty of the obtainable performance levels. To these difficulties we must add the problem of scarce financial resources that forces exclusive recourse to forms of informal collaboration, which are unlikely to materialize if a common vision and strong collaborative spirit are missing.

3.3 Growth based on innovation understood in the broad sense

Sixteen enterprises, are working on new entrepreneurial projects, to be noted for their degree of innovation and for the significant results expected for both the single enterprise and for the local economical system.

The nature and the goals of the projects are varied, because they are linked to the single enterprises. However, we cite four types of innovative projects (Table 7).

1- Business innovations (extension/redefinition of the business). For example, there is the case of an enterprise that operates in the transportation sector which is planning on offering additional services, proposing itself for the externalization of the entire logistics operation. On one hand this enriches the offer and, therefore, the created value for the client and, on the other hand, it allows the enterprise to diversify its business, reducing the risk of specific threats. Another example, contrary to the first, regards an enterprise working in the engineering sector which aims to abandon diversification to return to its specialization, to affirm the enterprise on the market as a “center of technological excellence” in precision mechanics.

2- Process innovations. Among these, for their significant strategic relevance, we note the programs for the purchase of new management software proposed by two enterprises. The first intends to develop a system for direct information and sales, which allows the supply of highly personalized, rapid, interactive service that gives the client an active role in the product specification process and lowers the cost of the relations with the client. Instead, the second intends to purchase new software for the design and management of sales distribution, which allows information sharing between agents and retailers, favoring the development of reciprocal skills and, more importantly, the constitution of a real “network” for creating value to the benefit of the client. 

3- Product innovations. Although the majority of the innovative projects regard single products to be launched on precise market targets, we note a company in the engineering sector which proposes a true, articulated and comprehensive plan for innovation that regards both of the SBAs in which it operates.

4- Organizational/managerial innovations. In this case, we note the case of an enterprise with great potential for development stemming from its internal skills, which, however, needs support on an organizational level. The idea is that of structuring a sales and service network, which makes it possible to expand the reference market and, at the same time, focalize its efforts on better defined targets.

On a whole, the planning ideas of these enterprises are innovative and frequently challenging, bringing to light the remarkable intuition of the interviewed subjects, bearers of original visions aimed at increasing the value for its clientele. These projects, although still in the ideational and embryonic vision phase, without having undergone feasibility and profit studies ex ante, both for lack of resources and expertise, reveal within the SEs a vast portfolio of strategic ideas which are a strong foundation for corporate growth.
However, also from this standpoint, the entrepreneurs are not always fully aware of the objective of these projects and, above all, of their strategic, economic and organizational implications, hampering the potential for entrepreneurialism and development.

4. CONCLUSIONS AND PROPOSALS FOR INCREASING THE STRATEGIC AWARENESS OF THE SMALL ENTREPRENEURS

The study shows that the interviewed entrepreneurs have in mind or are implementing various growth strategies, frequently hampered by inadequate strategic awareness and by insufficient capabilities for independently performing SWOT analyses of their own enterprise, not being able to order and systemize the available information into a clear conceptual map.

Although with degrees of entrepreneurial perception that are not always complete, the study indicates the existence of obstacles, of internal and external origin, to the growth of the SEs of the Pesaro-Urbino province. 

	On the external front, the actual and potential competition is always perceived to be sharper and, especially, dominated by price and cost competitive strategies (71%). To this is added the perception of a series of bureaucratic, technological, economic and legislative restrictions stemming from the market sector (63%) and other obstacles linked to the small size and prevalently artisanal nature of the SEs (16%) which, according to the interviewed subjects, hampers the possibility of access to bank credit, the entry into some markets and, in general, their possibilities for growth and development. To these exogenous difficulties, are added a series of internal weaknesses. In addition to the problem of a lack of financial resources (29%), the enterprises complain of a strong lack of qualified human resources, both in terms of labor and specialized technical personnel (39%). On an organizational level (51%), then, the persistence of an entrepreneurial culture strongly influenced by the successes of the initial phases of the life of the enterprise, where decision making centralization and authoritarian paternalism were effective leadership models, tends to cause confusion between roles and responsibilities and to slow the growth processes, difficult without greater devolution and without adequately facing the delicate processes of generational passages, which also emerged from this study, as in others
, a restriction on corporate growth and competitiveness. The scarce division of tasks and the frequent confusion of roles and responsibilities also determine scarcity of time for the entrepreneurial work of strategic analysis and planning by the entrepreneurs: a problem found in all of the cases and perceived as particularly relevant among the causes that slow corporate development. Finally, the marketing deficiencies (27%) were significant: the enterprises tend to neglect market analysis (competitors, clients, demand) and strategic segmentation. They manage client relations very informally, without creating systematic Customer Relationship Management (CRM). Moreover, the SEs are not aware of the position they occupy on the market with respect to their competitors and in the mind of the purchasers, they have difficulty in managing sales and communication activities and in affirming their image. However, the SEs observed have significant potential for development, because they possess qualified elements of distinction (technical-productive know-how, product quality, capacity of offering personalized solutions, relational capabilities, entrepreneurial skills) which make it possible to follow dynamic and strongly focalized client problem solving strategies, stressing differentiation paths capable of enhancing the originality of artisanal production and defying the challenges of price from recently industrialized countries (China, India, etc.) or from large enterprises that follow mass marketing strategies. 


The growth paths identified in the study have an interesting profitability potential, both for the individual enterprise and for the local productive system. However, the research suggests that, in order to implement the growth strategies, the SEs need greater resources and skills and, above all, greater strategic awareness attainable through original entrepreneurial learning processes orientated at the correct managerialization of the SEs.
In this sense, it is not always necessary for the SEs to proceed with costly investments, however openness to change and managerial innovation is required of the small enterprises, called upon to introduce original forms of management and, above all, suited to the SEs, in a scenario in which the management paradigm appropriate for the new millennium must still be written
. One of the critical innovations for the SEs is that of considering the enterprise as a knowledge based organization. This managerial perspective, which assumes that innovation is, in itself, a knowledge creation process (NonaKa and Takeuchi, 1995), requires the enterprises to supervise and carefully management the strategic knowledge, that is the knowledge useful for the enterprises competiveness (key or core knowledge), favoring individual, group and organizational learning processes. (Lipparini, 2002; Profili, 2004).
In the wake of the Knowledge Management perspective, in order to initiate the path of strategic awareness in the SEs, in the first place it is advisable to start from the inside, enhancing and institutionalizing the data and the information already available, frequently dispersed among different people (including the entrepreneurial team)
, depositaries of experience and personal intuitions, not properly filed in user-friendly databases and capable of favoring the reading and integrated use of the data.

On an external level, the Local Institutions can play an important role, through policies aimed at supporting the entrepreneurs in improving their level of awareness in terms of corporate strengths and weaknesses and of the gaps to be filled with regard to the pursued objectives and the competitive challenges to be faced. Reinforcing strategic awareness means improving the entrepreneurial skills: these are based on the stock of knowledge incorporated in the mind of the people making up the governing body and on the flows of knowledge acquirable through learning processes and entrepreneurial relations. The entrepreneurial skills based on the strategic awareness represent a source of managerial innovation crucial to the success and growth of the SEs. Laying stakes on skills, understood as the capacity to enhance, acquire and manage strategic knowledge, implies attenuating, and perhaps overcoming, the classic limit of the resources possessed by the SEs: the expertise linked to strategic awareness allows the entrepreneurial group to mobilize the resources necessary for the various strategic projects, as well as to enhance the resources possessed, using them for focalized initiatives. Finally, the Knowledge Management skill of the small entrepreneurs must be increased, so their capacity to create, combine, socialize and circulate knowledge is stimulated, creating  greater strategic awareness, necessary for growth (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Grant, 2005).

The small entrepreneurs must increase their capacity to recognize corporate strengths and weaknesses, to select the unique, original and distinctive elements on which to ground the competitive advantage, orientating strategies for seizing opportunities or facing threats, profiting from what the SEs know how to do best (personalization of the products, service, productive flexibility, problem solving). In this way they deal with problems of knowledge combination and internationalization and they improve and reinforce their distinctive skills for defending and sustaining their competitive position, over time.

Therefore, we believe it is desirable to integrate the traditional public policies, based on financial contributions, in support of the SEs, with policies for supporting entrepreneurial training for the purpose of increasing the strategic skills and the knowledge capital of the entrepreneurial group.

We propose three possible lines of intervention to increase the strategic awareness of the small entrepreneurs; they can be interpreted in the perspective of Knowledge Management, as tools for individual and organizational learning aimed at growth strategies:

· Information;

· Training;

· Development and management of the relational network. 

In terms of information, since the key knowledge for development regards both the sources of new resources as well as opportunities yet to be exploited, there can be appropriate initiatives for SEs favoring greater availability of information on the various markets (outlets, sourcing, financial, etc.) or on the political and economical situations significant for the strategic decision-makers. In this field, the Trade Associations and the local Chamber of Commerce play a critical role, since they are in close contact with the entrepreneurs, to whom they frequently provide assistance on operative and current businesses, however without isolating the information critical for corporate development and pointing it out to the entrepreneurial group.
In terms of formation, the Trade Associations, in collaboration with the Training Institutions and the Universities, could, first of all, develop teaching activities directed at entrepreneurial groups, on the themes of greatest criticality, arising from the survey: marketing and communication, management of new technologies, control of management, sales, human resources management and organization, internationalization.

The study also brings to light the need to innovate the approach to training, transforming it from traditional classroom teaching methods for standardized classes of participants, towards personalized training initiatives to be implemented on the field, i.e. at the enterprise, aimed at sparking in the entrepreneur, dynamic and interactive practical, as well as theoretical, learning processes, focalized on the main criticalities that have come to light. For this purpose, in addition to the contribution from university teaching staff, consultants and trade associations, a useful contribution might come from university students, called upon to develop training projects on concrete problems, for which the meeting between the entrepreneurs’ practical knowledge and the general abstract knowledge of the students, appropriately guided by tutors, may favor fertile learning processes and increase the strategic awareness of the governing body.

A third possible area of intervention might regard the strengthening of the network and the management of the entrepreneurial relations. From the study, it results that a significant number of enterprises have an elevated aptitude for cooperation and an interest in aggregative networks for various purposes. However, there is a series of obstacles that make it difficult to start up and manage these forms of aggregation. In virtue of these difficulties, it might be useful to encourage meetings between the local enterprises to sensitize them to national and international cooperation and help them to find institutional, and especially, commercial partners with whom to initiate forms of collaboration. Cooperation might be an effective tool for strengthening strategic awareness, by placing the enterprises in relation with each other; even, and preferably, from different and complementary sectors (therefore not in direct competition), of similar size and with common management problems and goals, favoring competitive benchmarking
. Learning by cooperation is a learning process known to the scholars of industrial districts and of networks and which is frequently known to the community of practice, where learning emerges from social relations, as a social construct.  

For example, as concerns the projects for internationalization, from the confrontation between entrepreneurs, expert in international markets and inexpert subjects, we can see that there is the potential for information contamination and cross fertilization, useful for the strategic awareness of the entrepreneurs in terms of the difficulties or the opportunities of certain markets or of given strategic solutions. Cooperating to learn and to be more aware is definitely a way for increasing acquired expertise.

In conclusion, strategic awareness is the entrepreneur’s special skill which aids him/her in the formulation of corporate strategies and which can be differentiated, in function of the more or less new nature of the strategic problem, since the novelty influences both the environmental awareness of the threats and opportunities of new competitive, social, political or economic environments (ex. entry in foreign markets, entry in new businesses, etc), as well as on the awareness of the internal resources or skills possessed and necessary (ex. process and product innovations, organizational innovations, new human resources, new information systems, new quality management systems, etc.).

Awareness favors the identification of growth paths and of the relative forms of implementation most suited to SEs, by enhancing, rather than dispersing the many strategic ideas of the entrepreneurs and strengthening the competitive capacity of the enterprises.

Strategic awareness requires that the entrepreneurs have the capacity to generally comprehend business and the enterprise as well as the capacity to connect, in the long-run, entrepreneurial visions and objectives with the deliberate and emergent strategies and with the desired or imposed strategic actions, combining ideational phases with actual and perspective phases of strategic implementation.  

This represents a factor of dynamic expertise, which may be increased through the acquisition of methods for strategic analysis, attainable by the entrepreneurs through the participation in training courses or through common work, on the field, with experts capable of transferring knowledge, by developing analysis activities referred to specific strategic problems.  

Although the work proposed here has several limits due to the scarce number of cases examined, to the use of a qualitative method which may determine elements of interpretive ambiguity and to the lack of a longitudinal reading, extended to a period of time linked to the development of the results of the growth strategies either envisaged or placed into action, opens the way to other interrogatives for research. For example, in the SEs, is strategic awareness always a support to growth, or at times can it be an obstacle to growth, discouraging its start, since strategic awareness increases not only the information base, but also the perceived risk of some initiatives?  Initiatives which the entrepreneurs would start up, perhaps, with a certain degree of recklessness and “by taking a leap of faith, without thinking too much about the consequences. And again, do conscious growth strategies really perform better than unconscious growth strategies? In the wake of an interrogative raised by Hambrick (1981), must strategic awareness be limited to the entrepreneurial group or must it also be extended to collaborators and to all of the personnel who are, in fact, called upon to implement the strategies, whether they be emergent or deliberate? And again, is strategic awareness in the SEs always relevant, given the low degree of formalization of the strategies and the strong influence of the subjective goals on the strategic decisions, or does it also depend on the characteristics of the competitive environment (level of competitive pressure) in which the SE does business?

These, and other interrogatives suggest the expediency of continued research on the theme of strategic awareness within the confines of a contingent and dynamic context which permits its broader meaning to be praised
, i.e the capacity of the entrepreneurial subject to develop a proactive attitude towards his/her own enterprise and towards the external context of reference, entering into the reality of the situation and facing all of the resulting challenges.

TABLES AND FIGURES 

Table 1: – Brief description of the enterprises studies

	Company code
	Legal status
	Business sector
	Turnover class

	Number of employees
	Group membership
	Type of internation-alization
	Geographic reference markets 

(% of turnover)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Italy
	Europe
	Extra Europe
	Region

	01
	General Partnership
	Furniture-interior design
	C
	10
	NO
	Absent
	70%
	0
	0
	30%

	02
	Ltd.
	Furniture-interior design
	B
	13
	NO
	Absent
	22%
	0
	0
	78%

	03
	General Partnership
	Cosmetics
	//
	30
	NO
	Absent
	100%
	0
	0
	

	04
	Ltd.
	Artistic handcrafts
	C
	49
	YES
	Export/purchasing
	81,5%
	17,25%
	1,25%
	0

	05
	Ltd.
	Furniture-interior design
	C
	42
	NO
	Absent
	0
	0
	0
	100%

	06
	Ltd.
	Textiles-clothing
	B
	19
	NO
	Export
	85%
	11%
	4%
	0

	07
	Ltd.
	Services
	B
	4
	YES
	Absent
	30%
	0
	0
	70%

	08
	Limited partnership
	Textiles-clothing
	A
	7
	NO
	Export
	60%
	0
	10%
	30%

	09
	Ltd.
	Construction
	C
	9
	NO
	Export/Partnership
	92%
	3%
	0
	5%

	010
	Limited partnership
	Furniture-interior design
	B
	6
	NO
	Absent
	100%
	0
	0
	0

	011
	Consortium
	Engineering
	//
	//
	YES
	Export
	//
	//
	//
	//

	012
	Sole proprietorship
	Textiles-clothing
	B
	14
	NO
	Absent
	92%
	0
	0
	8%

	013
	Joint-stock co.
	Mechanical engineering
	E
	210
	YES
	Export/production unit/sales subsidiaries/ partnership
	60%
	30%
	10%
	0

	014
	Ltd.
	Engineering
	C
	28
	NO
	Absent
	70%
	0
	0
	30%

	015
	Ltd.
	Electronics
	C
	28
	NO
	Absent
	10%
	0
	0
	90%

	016
	Sole proprietorship
	Services
	//
	1
	Start-up
	//
	
	
	
	

	017
	General Partnership
	Services
	C
	7
	NO
	Absent
	80%
	0
	0
	20%

	018
	Joint-stock co.
	Engineering
	C
	117
	NO
	Absent
	100%
	0
	0
	0

	019
	Sole proprietorship
	Information science/technology
	A
	1
	NO
	Purchasing
	0
	0
	0
	100%

	020
	Ltd.
	Engineering
	B
	15
	YES
	Absent
	20%
	0
	0
	80%

	021
	Ltd.


	Services
	B
	14
	YES
	Partnership
	20%
	0
	0
	80%

	022
	Ltd.
	Engineering
	C
	35
	NO
	Export/purchasing
	94%
	6%
	0
	0

	023
	General Partnership
	Engineering
	B
	6
	NO
	Absent
	10%
	0
	0
	80%

	024
	Ltd.
	Furniture-interior design
	B
	14
	NO
	Absent
	100%
	0
	0
	0

	025
	Ltd.
	Artistic handcrafts
	B
	20
	NO
	Export
	94%
	5%
	1%
	0%

	026
	Ltd.
	Engineering
	C
	66
	NO
	Export/partnership
	98%
	1%
	1%
	0%

	027
	Sole proprietorship
	Artistic handcrafts
	A
	3
	NO
	Absent
	80%
	0
	0
	20%

	028
	Sole proprietorship
	Foods
	B
	5
	NO
	Export/purchasing
	15%
	80%
	5%
	0

	029
	Ltd.
	Furniture-interior design
	B
	13
	NO
	Export
	55%
	0
	15%
	30%

	030
	Ltd.
	Furniture-interior design
	C
	22
	YES
	Export/purchasing
	79%
	1%
	20%
	0

	031
	Ltd.
	Engineering
	C
	12
	NO
	Export
	65%
	10%
	23%
	2%

	032
	Ltd.
	Navigation
	C
	10
	NO
	None
	0
	0
	0
	100%

	033
	Ltd.
	Textiles-clothing
	A
	16
	NO
	Absent
	0
	0
	0
	100%

	034
	Sole proprietorship
	Artistic handcrafts
	B
	10
	NO
	Export
	34%
	20%
	46%
	0

	035
	Ltd.
	Engineering
	B
	23
	NO
	Absent
	0
	5%
	0
	95%

	036
	Ltd.
	Furniture-interior design
	B
	9
	NO
	Export
	71%
	0
	19%
	10%

	037
	Ltd.
	Furniture-interior design
	C
	8
	NO
	Export
	0
	38%
	62%
	0

	038
	General Partnership
	Mobile
	A
	2
	NO
	Export
	48%
	25%
	25%
	2%

	039
	Ltd.
	Engineering
	D
	85
	YES
	Export/partnership
	18,2%
	16,4%
	1,1%
	64,3%

	040
	Ltd.
	Information science/technology
	B
	7
	NO
	Absent
	0
	0
	0
	100%

	041
	Ltd.
	Engineering
	B
	15
	NO
	Export
	18%
	0
	2%
	80%

	042
	Ltd.
	Engineering
	C
	48
	NO
	Export/purchasing
	9%
	26%
	0%
	65%

	043
	Limited partnership
	Cosmetics
	B
	7
	NO
	Export/purchasing
	87%
	10%
	2%
	1%

	044
	Ltd.
	Engineering
	C
	26
	NO
	Absent
	24%
	0
	0
	76%

	045
	Ltd.
	Textiles-clothing
	A
	13
	NO
	Absent
	20%
	0
	0
	80%

	046
	Ltd.
	Furniture-interior design
	A
	2
	NO
	Purchasing
	30%
	0
	0
	70%

	047
	Ltd.
	Furniture-interior design
	C
	7
	NO
	Export
	5%
	25%
	70%
	0

	048
	Joint-stock co.
	Engineering
	E
	95
	NO
	Export/purchasing
	69%
	10%
	3%
	18%

	049
	Ltd.
	Furniture-interior design
	B
	38
	NO
	Absent
	100%
	0
	0
	0


Source: our own data 
Figure 1: Distribution of the enterprises by business sector
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Figure 2: Distribution of the enterprises in terms of number of employees*
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Source: our own data (*The data does not take into account a Consortium which did not declare the total number of employees).

Figure 3: Distribution of the enterprises in terms of turnover (% values calculated over a total of 46 enterprises that have declared their turnover for 2006)
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Figure 4: Legal status
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Table 2: Distribution of the companies by percentage of overturn realized on foreign markets

	Percentage of overturn realized abroad
	No. of enterprises*

	< 20%
	14

	20 – 50%
	5

	>50%
	4

	0  
	24


Source: our own data (*Two companies did not declare the percentage of overturn totally realized on foreign markets)

Figure 5: Strategic Awareness


Source: Gibb, Scott, 1985

Figure. 6: The dimensions of strategic awareness


Source: our own data
Figure 7: Dimensional characteristics of the first competitor
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Figure 8: Geographic localization of the first competitor
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Table 3: Strategic objectives declared by the enterprises for the next three-year period 

	Strategic decision
	No. of Enterprises

	List the enterprise on the stock-exchange
	1

	Transfer the enterprise on the market
	1

	Transfer the enterprise to children
	2

	Enter new foreign markets
	27

	Enter new national markets
	23

	Aim at developing turnover
	33

	Aim at qualitative growth
	27

	Stabilize turnover and corporate dimension
	13

	Other
	4


Source: our own data
Table 4: Most widespread types of internationalization

	Type of internationalization
	No. of enterprises*

	Purchasing only
	2 (4%)

	Export only
	13 (27%)

	Mixed internationalization (Export/partnership/purchasing)
	Purchasing/Export
	7 (15%)

	
	Export/sales partnership 
	4 (8%)

	Sales partnership only
	1 (2%)

	Absent
	21 (44%)


Source: our own data (*The percentage value is calculated over a total of 48 enterprises that responded to the question)

Table 5: Enterprises engaged in growth paths through internationalization

	Enterprise code
	Sector
	No. of employees
	Type of internationalization
	% turnover realized abroad
	Method for implementing the project

	03
	Cosmetics
	30
	Absent
	0
	Indirect export

	04


	Artistic handicraft
	49
	Export/Purchasing
	19%
	Opening of proprietary stores/agreements with local entrepreneurs

	07
	Communication and Marketing Services 
	4
	Absent
	0
	Aggregation

	011
	Engineering
	//
	Export
	/
	Constitution of export company and warehouse in China

	013
	Mechanical engineering
	210
	Export/partnership/ purchasing
	40%
	Aggregation

	015
	Electronics
	28
	Absent
	0
	Aggregation

	022
	Engineering
	35
	Export/Purchasing
	6%
	Not specified

	025
	Artistic handcrafts
	20
	Export
	6%
	Aggregation

	031
	Engineering
	12
	Export
	33%
	Aggregation

	036
	Furniture-interior design
	9
	Export
	19%
	Aggregation

	041
	Engineering
	15
	Export
	21%
	Aggregation (agreements with a local middleman)

	042
	Engineering
	48
	Export/Purchasing
	26%
	Increase sales network

	047
	Furniture-interior design
	7
	Export
	95%
	Aggregation


Source: our own data
Table 6: Companies engaged in external growth paths based on strategic alliances

	Enterprise code
	Sector
	Dimension
	Group member
	Collaboration with other enterprises
	Aim of the project

	
	
	No. of employees
	Turnover class
	
	
	

	010
	Furniture-interior design
	6
	B
	No
	No
	Mktg/communication initiatives

	025
	Artistic handcrafts
	20
	B
	No
	No
	

	027
	Artistic handcrafts
	3
	A
	No
	Si
	

	034
	Artistic handcrafts
	10
	B
	No
	Si
	

	039
	Furniture-electronics
	2
	A
	No
	Si
	

	045
	Textiles-clothing
	13
	A
	No
	No
	

	06
	Textiles-clothing
	19
	B
	No
	No
	Production activity management

	021
	Heating & plumbing services
	14
	B
	No
	Si
	

	029
	Furniture-interior design
	13
	B
	No
	Si
	

	032
	Navigation
	10
	C
	No
	Si
	

	034
	Artistic handcrafts
	10
	B
	No
	//
	

	018
	Engineering


	117
	C
	No
	//
	Training of professional figures


Source: our own data
Table 7: Enterprises engaged in growth paths based on innovation in a broad sense

	Company code
	Sector
	Size
	Nature of project

	
	
	Staff class
	Turnover class
	

	017
	Haulage services
	<10
	C
	Extension/redefinition of the business

	024
	Furniture-interior design
	11-30
	B
	

	043
	Cosmetics
	<10
	B
	

	044
	Engineering
	11-30
	C
	

	030
	Furniture-interior design
	11-30
	C
	Process innovations

	08 
	Textiles-clothing
	<10
	A
	

	09
	Construction
	<10
	C
	Product innovations

	030
	Furniture-interior design
	11-30
	C
	

	033
	Textiles-clothing
	11-30
	A
	

	035
	Engineering
	11-30
	C
	

	048
	Engineering
	51-100
	E
	

	016
	Services
	<10
	//
	Organization/Increase sales network

	042
	Engineering
	31-50
	C
	

	028
	Foods
	11-30
	B
	Other

	032
	Navigation
	<10
	C
	

	040
	Information science/technology
	<10
	B
	


Source: our own data
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� The authors worked jointly on the paper. However, in the drafting phase, Tonino Pencarelli edited Par. 4, Elisabetta Savelli edited Pars. 1 and 2, Simone Splendiani edited Par. 3. 


� The study stems from an innovative project (ISIDE: Imprese, Strategie e Innovazione per un Distretto di Eccellenza / Entreprises, Strategies and Innovation for a District of Excellence) promoted by the Chamber of Commerce and by various Trade Associations in the Pesaro-Urbino Province and carried out by a work group from the University of Urbino “Carlo Bo” Ce.S.I.T. (Centro Studi Impresa e Territorio / Enterprise and Territory Study Centry) coordinated by professors Giancarlo Ferrero and Tonino Pencarelli.  The project was financed by Banca Marche, Banca dell’Adriatico and by the Chamber of Commerce with the objective of pinpointing the competitive situation and the prospects for the strategic growth of the enterprises in the local district of the Pesaro-Urbino province, providing them with support for improving their capability of analyzing success factors, expertise and the relative resources for achieving them.


� Table 1 in the Appendix synthetically outlines the enterprises on the basis of several descriptive parameters.


� This method, based on the use and triangulation of various information sources (Bonoma, 1985), is particularly useful and effective in analysing constantly changing, complex phenomena (namely the strategic paths of the SE), which can only be explained by examining the phenomenon in progress in the context of the enterprise’s real life, using numerous interacting factors (Yin, 1981).





� More specifically, strategic awareness regards:


the internal resources and expertise possessed and their capacity (tendency, suitability) to translate into competitive advantages over their competitors; 


the actual and anticipated opportunities and environmental restrictions and the market’s critical success factors;


the possible strategic alternatives for improving the enterprise’s strong points and neutralising its weak points (Gibb, Scott, 1985).


� Cfr. Grant (2005).


� Cfr. Coda (1984).


� On the distinction between deliberate and emergent strategies Cfr. Mintzberg, Waters (1985).


� In fact, the SEs cannot be likened to a large enterprise with a reduced number of problems. They have their peculiarity and, therefore, require different managerial criteria and a specific approach to decision making problems (Ferrero, 1992; Welsh, White, 1988). 


� Cfr. Dean, Brown, Bamford (1998) and Gilmore, Carson, Grant, Pickett, Laney (2000).


� In the small enterprises, the figure of the single entrepreneur is frequently more a conceptual stereotype than a reality. A study made several years ago on a sample of 137 SEs, showed a total of 314 entrepreneurs, of which 212 held strategic controlling roles: this implied that, on an average, each enterprises was directed by more than 2 people. The presence of a single entrepreneur was found in only 14 of the enterprises, equal to 10% of the cases (Pencarelli, 1992).


� Cfr. Sciarelli (2002); Zan (1998).


� Cfr. Pencarelli (2006).


� Among the studies variously orientated towards finding a dialectical approach between the subjective perspective (of the subjects) and objective perspective (of the systems) we note the works of Amaduzzi (1953), Golinelli (2001) and Rullani (1984).


� In the SEs, the identification of the goals to be reached takes place more through the sedimentation effect and the progressive selection of a series of strategic “visions” that derive both from the intuitions of the corporate management and from the rational formulation of objectives (Normann, 1979). The role of the visions in the formulation of the strategies can be ascribed to the so-called Visionary School, according to which the real protagonist of the process is the entrepreneur who develops a general plan and a project to be realized, far from the identification with a specific, firm and predefined objective, typical of the planning logics (Depperu, 2001).


� In the Authors’ opinion, the entrepreneurial logic implies the creation of new resources or the combining of existing resources in function of new modalities, for the purpose of developing and selling new products, working in new markets and/or serving new clients; Strategic management implies a series of commitments, decisions, programmed and implemented actions to produce a competitive advantage and obtain an above average yield. In other words, “Entrepreneurship is about creation; strategic management is about how advantage is established and maintained from what is created (Venkataraman, Sarasvathy, 2000).


On this topic, also see the contributions of Carson et Al. (1995) and Guercini (2005), although their reflections are more specifically referred to the management of marketing activities.


� Logical incrementalism differs from simple "incrementalism" in the awareness that typifies it (Marchini, 1989). In fact, by progressively adjusting his actions, the decision-maker moves towards a goal which is generally predefined, even if in a vague and inexplicit manner.


� Cfr. Perks (2006).


� Beaver (2002) supports the existence of a basic distinction between the content of the strategy (“what the business actually does) and the strategy process (“the way the business decides what it is going to do), and emphasizes how this distinction seems little recognizable in the case of the small enterprise for various reasons: Not enough time, Unfamiliarity with strategic management techniques and process, (Lack of skills), Lack of trust and openness.


� In fact, the available information is frequently inadequate for reaching optimal objectives, allowing the entrepreneurs to pursue objectives which are only satisfying, according to forms of limited and weak rationality (Simon, 1988).


� See Cardon (2003) on the theme of locating and managing Human Resources for small enterprises in their growth phases.


� Similar results on this theme emerge from the study by Pencarelli, Cioppi (2008).


� Cfr. Acedo, Florin (2007) on the SE managers’ perception of risk with respect to strategic opportunities (particularly linked to internationalization).


� According to Rispoli (2002), “the actions that are understood to be pertinent to the concept of strategy” – are those that relate – “directly to the creation of the enterprise’s lines of development, in both quantitative and qualitative terms”.


� Reference is made to various Anglo-Saxon scholars who, focalized on the concept of the life cycle of the enterprise, ascribe to the “grow or fail” hypothesis, i.e. the existence of a natural process of SE growth towards large size (Chandler Jr., 1962, 1977; Greiner, 1972; Rostow, 1960; Scott, 1971; Steinmetz, 1969).


� See, in particular, Rispoli (2002). Other interesting classifications, with specific reference to SEs, are those proposed by Utterback and Abernathy (1975), Lathi (1989) and Ebben and Johnson (2005).


� See, among the others, Lathi, 1989.


� Cfr. Dean, Brown and Bamford (1998) and, on niche business, Mattiacci and Ceccotti (2007). The latter, in particular, support the adequacy of the niche approach for the Italian enterprises’ growth strategies. The Authors argue that niche business is focalized on the business and not on the market in a geographical sense. Therefore, “the elevated international propensity of our enterprises […] must […] be channelled into a new perspective: that of multiplying the geographic areas of exchange, precisely for the production of niches, in this way they would see their focalised business replicated to the nth degree.” Cfr. also Echols, Tsai (2005) and Sorenson et Al. (2006).


� The primary consideration of the strategic objectives of the entrepreneurial subjects does not, in any case, tend to ignore the existence of conditioning factors both outside (dynamics of the competitive context, sector concentration, etc.) and inside the enterprise (conservative entrepreneurial mentality, afraid to lose one’s independence, centralised decisional power, management structure limited to a few people, possession of structure advantages, etc.), which may play a determining role precisely in the growth paths of the SEs. It must also be specified that the primary consideration of the declared objectives does not reject the approach adopted in this work, according to which the strategy formulation process in the small enterprise includes the definition of the objectives in addition to the corporate policies for realizing them: the decision of the goals to be reached and the disposition of the means tend to occur in a simultaneous and dialectical fashion, with each benefiting from the existence of the other (Di Bernardo and Rullani, 1986; Chandler, 1962; Mintzberg, 1996).


� The example of some enterprises that have, on the agenda, the development of new products which, in order to be realised, require an increase in the staff through the hiring of new personnel, is typical; or the case of the SEs which, in order to pursue the primary objective of an increase in turnover, foresee actions based on process innovations, business focalization or internal reorganization. 


� The entry intended as motivated to exploit the opportunities present on foreign markets as well as those linked to production abroad.


� Alliances for the purposes of internationalization, with advantages mostly linked to the penetration into new environments-markets or, more simply, to the possibility of exploiting the advantages induced by the cost differentials of the productive factors (Pencarelli, 1995), make it possible to overcome the limits typical of the enterprise which is internationalizing: reduce the costs of transaction, increase the market power, share risks and have facilitated access to key-reserves like capital and information. Despite this, alliances are not immune to risks and complexities that may cause their instability or failure. The major problems may stem from “goal conflicts, lack of trust and understanding, cultural differences, and disputes over the division of control” (Lu and Beamish, 2001).


� Valdani (1988), for example, considers International cooperation agreements as intermediate and complementary forms between the market transactions and the forms of extreme internal growth (direct foreign majority investments). Rispoli (2002), instead, identifies the contractual type as a third form of internationalization (after exports and direct foreign investments); this type envisions long term agreements principally of the “non equity” type.   


� Lu and Beamish (2001) analyze the impact of internationalization on the performance of the SEs, through a sample of Japanese enterprises, in particular, the effects (including crossed effects) of three internationalization strategies: direct foreign investments, exports and alliances. The study highlights that the impact of internationalization on corporate performance is, on a whole, positive, but principally sensitive to the level of Foreign Direct Investments (FDI).


� This percentage rises to 50% if we also include mixed forms of internationalization. It must be pointed out that the share of turnover totally generated abroad tends to be rather low, now exceeding 20%.


� Specifically, downstream internationalization (export) represents a possibility for expanding the share of turnover through broadening the client base and seeking new outlet markets, while upstream internationalization (sourcing) is interesting for recovering and improving efficiency, through the recourse to less costly raw materials and labour. The enterprises that declare they are already internationalized, register a share of foreign turnover that varies, on an average, between 20% and 30% of the total. Only one enterprise declares a very low export turnover (2%) and one declares a very high export turnover (about 95% of the total). 


� Precisely the lack of knowledge of foreign markets makes it difficult to identify the most interesting geographical areas, to select the suppliers to contact, to identify clients and estimate the market potential. 


� Cfr.: Dalli, Ferrucci, Piccaluca (1993); Grandinetti (1992); Mediocredito Centrale (1995); Minguzzi (1993); Nardin (1993).


� It should be specified that with agreements for the purpose of internationalization, we do not exclusively intend agreements that envision the presence of foreign subjects alone, but also, at times pre-eminently, of local subjects. 


� The cooperation agreements implemented by the SEs certainly do not represent a recent strategic solution, but the novelty is, with the passing of the years, an increase in the entrepreneurs’ awareness of the strategic value of agreements, for the exchange of expertise, resources and experience that lead to an increase in the possessed knowledge and skills. On this theme, also cfr. Rispoli (2002).


� This percentage is calculated on the eleven enterprises indicated in Table 6 and the eight in Table 5 that consider cooperation as a way of implementing the internationalization path. 


� We also note the case of the only enterprise that discussed an aggregation project for the training of professional sales figures. The proposed idea was to use student mobility programs on an International level to organise on-the-job-training programs (in parallel or successive to the student’s course work), during which the foreign student, being part of the working reality of the enterprise, can learn more about its products and production processes, so that he/she can than become a valid sales partner in his/her country of origin. This is a potentially significant project because it shows how deeply the problem of the lack of qualified human resources is felt on a district level. Its feasibility can guarantee significant results not only for the single interested enterprise, but also for the entire local training and employment system. 


� On the analysis of the marketing networks in the SMEs cfr. Carson, Gilmore and Rocks (2004).


� Zanoni (1992).


� Contractor and Lorange (1990) and Lyons (1991) emphasize the agreements that are simply the result of competitive pressure. These agreements may prove to be a source of defeat and are more easily subject to failure.


� Cfr. Corbetta (1995), Preti (1991).


� Cfr. Hamel (2008).


� Cfr. Chiarvesio, Moretti, Tabacco (2007).


� Cfr. Camp (1995).


� This affirmation calls for a wider reflection, of a philosophical/political nature, on the theme of strategic awareness: see the work of  Ciappei (2006) on the strategic realism in enterprise management.


� The turnover classes have been divided as follows:


A) <= 500,000 Euro


B) 500,000 < f <= 2 mln


C) 2 mln < f <= 10 mln


D) 10 mln < f <= 25 mln


E) > 25 mln
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