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Abstract:  This chapter presents an assessment of the marketing practices among 
African and Caribbean small businesses in London. The findings reveal the patchy 
application of an adapted market orientation framework; they also indicate that 
‘informal’ marketing deliberation are taking place and are consistent with Stokes’ 
and Blackburn’s assertion that marketing in the small business sector seems to 
be an informal and unplanned activity that relies on the intuition and energy of 
the owner-manager. The study was undertaken in response to calls for marketing-
related research in this sector and the results provide valuable insights into the 
UK’s intercultural dynamics. The study reveals considerable degree of evenness 
between the ease or difficulty of securing bank loans. The chapter concludes by 
drawing attention to managerial implications and future research directions.
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Introduction

In recent years, the subject of market orien-
tation has received a great deal of attention 
from marketing scholars who have devel-
oped, tested and refined market orientation 
scales for measuring the degree of market 
orientation that organisations exhibit (see 
Kohli and Jaworski, 1990; Narver and Slater, 
1990; Hart and Diamantopoulos, 1993; 

Hooley et al., 1998). The term market orien-
tation is preferred to marketing orientation 
because the former expression highlights 
an entire organisation-wide application 
whereas the latter phrase tends to describe 
activities that are specific to the marketing 
department. Market orientation stems from 
the marketing concept. The marketing con-
cept states that the key to organisational 
success is through the determination of the 
needs of its target markets. This must be ef-
fected more efficiently and effectively than 
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competitors. While the combination of 
changing market conditions has increased 
interest in the subject, it is surprising to 
realise that, despite the fact that in the UK, 
some 95% of firms are considered to be 
small business (Marketing Business, 1998), 
there is little research on market orientation 
within the small business sector in the UK 
(Harris, 1998; McLarty, 1998). Supporting 
this assertion, McLarty (1998) stated that:

… there is scant empirical evidence how-
ever on the part that marketing plays in 
SME research …

On the other hand, over the years, there has 
been increased related work published on 
diverse topics such as: “the role of the small 
firm in the UK economy”, “the future of the 
small firm in the UK economy” (see Curran 
et al., 1993; Blackburn, 1996; Curran, 
1996; Jarvis, 1996), and more recently, is-
sues about “enterprise and small business” 
(see Carter and Jones-Evans, 2000).

Literature review

There is a general agreement in the litera-
ture that a market oriented firm is one in 
which all employees are committed to the 
continuous creation of superior value for 
the customer (Narver and Slater, 1990; 
Kohli and Jaworski, 1990; Deshpande et 
al., 1993; Day, 1994; Narver et al., 1998). In 
general, researchers agree that a market ori-
entation encompasses three key behavioural 
components (i.e., ‘customer orientation’, 
‘competitor orientation’, and ‘interfunc-
tional co-ordination’) (Narver and Slater, 
1990, cited in Narver et al., 1998; Kohli and 
Jaworski, 1990).

While to date, researchers have found 
congruence between market orientation and 
the performance of the business (see, among 

others, Narver and Slater, 1990; Jaworski 
and Kohli, 1993; Deshpande et al., 1993), 
what is not clear is whether the market ori-
entation concept is appreciated by the small 
business owner. The latter assertion is not 
surprising, in that as Stokes and Blackburn 
(1999) contend, while traditional marketing 
is conceived of as a deliberate planned pro-
cess which proceeds from a careful identifi-
cation of market needs by formal research, 
through purposeful development of new 
offerings to the market place, the small 
business deliberation involves informal, un-
planned activity that relies on the intuition 
and energy of an individual (i.e., the owner-
manager) to make things happen (see also 
Henk, 1999). According to the authors, it 
comes as little surprise to realise that small 
business owners have a problem with mar-
keting and appear to give marketing low 
priority compared to the other functions of 
their business, often regarding marketing 
as “something that larger firms do” (Stokes 
and Blackburn, 1999).

Moreover, in support of the above, 
Harris (1998) contends that in reality, the 
dimensions of market orientation may not 
be applicable in the small business sector. 
According to Harris (1998), several key fac-
tors impinge on the ability of small hotels in 
focusing on market trends and needs, i.e., 
market orientation. 

These include:

•	 an unclear view of the customer

•	 contentment with the status quo

•	 ignorance of market orientation

•	 lack of competitive differentiation

•	 limited resources

•	 perceived inappropriateness 

•	 short-termism.
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The latter has, since 1993, been echoed by 
Carson (1993, cited in Carter and Tzokas, 
1999) who claims that small firms embark 
upon marketing in such a general and in-
appropriate way that it does not appear to 
have any significant impact on performance 
and as a consequence is not perceived to be 
useful.

Nevertheless, while the foregoing may 
hold true for some small businesses, follow-
ing observations in the small business sec-
tor in the London area, coupled with dis-
cussions with academic experts (i.e., small 
business marketing academic researchers) 
and practitioners, it can be asserted that in 
view of the ongoing government concern 
and support for the small business sector 
(see, for example, Cowe, 1998; Curran and 
Blackburn, 1999; Oldfield, 1999) further re-
search is needed to identify the appreciation 
of marketing and its practices within the 
small business sector. In addition, despite 
the fact that there is considerable evidence 
that marketing is crucial to the survival and 
development of small firms, and a key en-
trepreneurial skill (Stokes and Blackburn, 
1999; Stokes, 2000), as has already been al-
luded to, given that market orientation con-
cept was developed largely from studies of 
large organisations, it is timely to examine 
the appropriateness of the concept to small 
businesses.

Since the late 1970s, the UK and several 
other advanced and developing economies 
have adopted policies highlighting the cen-
tral role of the entrepreneurial small firm in 
furthering economic prosperity (Harrison, 
1994, cited in Curran and Blackburn, 
1999). Although the emphasis on the small 
business as an engine of economic regenera-
tion originated on the political right (Goss, 
1991; Harrison, 1994, quoted in Curran 
and Blackburn, 1999), it has now been ad-
opted virtually by all political parties. As 

Curran and Blackburn (1999) put it, in the 
UK, the change of government in 1997 il-
lustrated clearly just how much the belief 
in the importance of the small business to 
promote economic prosperity, has come to 
be shared.

According to Mukhtar (1998), there is 
no single official definition for a small firm. 
In fact, according to the author, in practice, 
a wide range of definitions is used. The 
European Union’s Directeur General (DG 
XXIII) for instance defines businesses as 
follows:

•	 micro: 0–9 employees

•	 small: 10–99 employees

•	 medium: 100–499 employees

•	 large: 500+ employees.

The Wiltshire committee’s definition of 
small business is often used by researchers 
and states that:

… it is a business in which one or two per-
sons are required to make all the critical 
management decisions such as finance, 
accounting, personnel, purchasing, pro-
cessing or servicing, marketing, selling, 
without the aid of internal specialists and 
with specific knowledge in only one or 
two functional areas … (Berryman, 1983)

In the UK, the small business sector has 
been accepted as an important contributor 
to the nation’s overall wealth and a major 
source of jobs (Command Paper, 1994, 
cited in McLarty, 1998). Daly and McCann 
(1992, quoted in Curran and Blackburn, 
1993) claim that there were an estimated 
three million small businesses in the UK in 
1989. In Australia, for example, small busi-
nesses employ more than 60% of the work-
force in the private sector – an equivalent 
of 44.4% of the nation’s employed persons 
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(Berryman, 1983). Despite the impact of 
the small business on nations’ economies, 
the small business venture remain risky (see 
McLarty, 1998). In view of the foregoing, 
given the increasingly competitive thrust 
of the marketplace, small businesses are 
likely to face greater threats for survival. 
Consequently, it can be inferred that there 
is the need to increase assessment of market-
ing practices of small businesses, and more 
importantly, ethnic minority (i.e., African 
and Caribbean) businesses in view of the 
scant research activities in the area. Having 
discussed the theoretical perspectives of this 
study, we now turn to issues on African and 
Caribbean small businesses in London.

African and caribbean small 
businesses in London

In the UK, despite the interest given to 
ethnic minority small businesses by aca-
demics (see Curran and Burrows, 1988; 
Jones, 1993), practitioners (see Sills and 
Desai, 1996) and the media (see, for ex-
ample, Jones, 1996; The Guardian, 1999; 
Atherton, 1999; Williams, 2000), so far, 
research on the patterns and practices of 
marketing of African and Caribbean busi-
nesses has been overlooked by researchers. 
This is surprising in view of the fact that the 
UK has the largest population of people of 
African origin in Europe with an estimat-
ed annual spending power of £10  billion 
amongst all ethnic minority communities 
(Afrikan Business & Culture, 2000). The ex-
ploratory study presented here attempts to 
redress such omission by serving as a useful 
background for more rigorous quantitative 
data collection (see, for instance, Hooley 
et al., 1998, p.483). More specifically, this 
study investigates the practices of market-
ing, and in particular, the appropriateness 
of an existing market orientation construct 
(see McLarty, 1998) in different business 

environments (see, for example, Rexha et 
al., 1998), i.e., the African and Caribbean 
owner-manager small businesses in London, 
UK. In addition, this research attempts to 
build on the scant empirical and theoreti-
cal evidence available on the African and 
Caribbean small business sector in the UK. 
The latter is useful in view of the long-held 
myth that African and Caribbean minori-
ties in the UK, unlike their south Asian 
counterparts, are not successful small busi-
ness entrepreneurs (Kazuka, 1980; Soar, 
1991; Ward, 1987; 1991; cited in Ram et al., 
1999). It is however worthy to note that the 
latter assertion can be inferred to be outdat-
ed and, in fact, has recently been regarded 
to be generally bullish and dangerously divi-
sive in a multicultural market environment 
(Ram et al., 1999; Ram and Barrett, 2000). 
This is taken up by Fadahunsi et al. (1999) 
who conclude that in their study, apart from 
the fact that most African (i.e., Nigerian) 
small business owners were first generation 
settlers and may not have access to local 
role models, they were equally creative and 
successful business owners like their south 
Asian counterparts. Moreover, not only is 
the study of market orientation within the 
ethnic minority business sector timely, but 
it has been identified as a research prior-
ity area by the Marketing Science Institute 
(MSI) (1998–2000).

Curran and Blackburn (1993) found 
that around one in ten small businesses 
in the UK is owned by members of ethnic 
minorities. According to The Guardian 
(1999), it is estimated that members of 
ethnic minority communities own 20% 
of 241,000 businesses in London and that 
the growing importance of this sector in 
the city’s economy is being increasingly ac-
knowledged. In addition, Atherton (1999, 
p.1) predicts that by the year 2011, one in 
four owners of London’s small businesses 
will be from an ethnic minority group. 
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Moreover, according to Atherton (1999), 
the London skills forecasting unit, a body 
which is backed by London’s Training and 
Enterprise Councils, conducted a survey in 
London that revealed that, one in five of 
all privately owned firms in London has a 
non-white proprietor. The survey further 
found that, contrary to the myth held about 
African and Caribbean small business 
owners (see Ward, 1987; 1991, quoted in 
Ram et al., 1999; Ram and Barrett, 2000), 
black women have the highest rate of busi-
ness ownership of women from any ethnic 
group, including whites (see also, Munro, 
1999, p.20). The study also found that eth-
nic minority business owners were better at 
building overseas trade links. Curran and 
Blackburn (1993) note that ethnic minor-
ity small businesses’ contribution to the 
small business sector has played a part in 
the revival of the small business in the UK. 
Curran and Blackburn’s (1993) assertion is 
supported by Ram and Barrett (2000) who 
write that in general, ethnic-minority-owned 
businesses are now an established and grow-
ing feature of the British economy.

In recent years, there has been a gradual 
recognition for African and Caribbean 
women’s business skills in the UK (The 
Voice, 1998). The latter is in line with 
Carter’s (2000) writing that overall, the 
past two decades have seen a profound in-
crease in the number of women entering 
self-employment and business ownership 
in the UK. The foregoing is evident in the 
general appreciation and interest in African 
and Caribbean businesses and noted in a 
report commissioned by the Small Business 
Research Trust (see The Guardian, 1998) 
and which concluded that, there is the ur-
gent need for better information on the pro-
file of African and Caribbean and other eth-
nic minorities in business. The report goes 
on to claim that greater clarity about their 
marketing patterns and practices is needed. 

The lack of research in the African and 
Caribbean business community has been 
noted by Curran and Blackburn (1993) who 
assert that despite media attention, little 
is known about the growing African and 
Caribbean business practices (see also, Ram, 
1998, cited in Ram and Barrett, 2000), let 
alone their marketing practices and which 
may have caused the negative perceptions 
attributed to their business performance. 
According to the authors, this omission 
culminated in the launching in 1985 of the 
Ethnic Minority Business Initiative (EMBI), 
a joint private sector – government support 
initiative. An exception to the latter asser-
tion, however, are some recent related work 
by researchers examining ethnic minority 
networking (Fadahunsi et al., 1999) and the 
ethnic minority restaurant sector (Ram et 
al., 1999).

Research aim and objectives

The aim of this research is to assess prac-
tices of marketing within the African and 
Caribbean small business sector in London, 
UK. More specifically, the objectives of this 
chapter are to:

•	 identify the general practices of market-
ing within the African and Caribbean 
small business sector using an adapted 
market orientation framework 

•	 assess the appropriateness of the market 
orientation concept in the small busi-
ness sector.

Methodology

The pilot study 

In order to fine tune the interview questions 
and to be familiar with the research setting, 
firstly, a pilot study involving participant 
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observation, i.e., overt and covert observa-
tion (see Stafford and Stafford, 1993; Gill 
and Johnson, 1997; Omar, 1997), was em-
barked upon among a number of African 
and Caribbean small businesses in London. 
More specifically, the overt observation in-
volved four small businesses in Battersea 
and Clapham Common (south London). 
The four businesses included:

1.	 a restaurant

2.	 a public house (pub) 

3.	 a barbershop 

4.	 a solicitor’s firm.

Second, 15 small businesses were observed 
using the covert observation technique 
in Balham and Brixton (south London), 
East Ham and Hackney (east London) and 
Seven Sisters – Tottenham (north London). 
Thirdly, four owner-managers were inter-
viewed using the face-to-face technique 
in Battersea (south London). The latter 
interviewees agreed to further interviews 
and subsequently formed part of the main 
sample of this research.

The main study

In view of the exploratory nature of this 
research, it was decided, at this stage, that 
qualitative research was most appropriate 
(see also, Fadahunsi et al., 1999; Ram et 
al., 1999). In-depth face-to-face interviews 
were identified as a suitable technique for 
broadening the scope of our research and to 
raise further issues that would subsequently 
underpin a quantitative study (see, for in-
stance, Hooley et al., 1998). The questions 
employed in the face-to-face interviews were 
open-ended and were adapted from Kohli 
and Jaworski’s (1990) constructs. In line 
with Goodwin et al.’s (1997) assertions, 
we believe that whilst virtually all studies 
of market orientation utilise quantitative 

techniques and that although this effec-
tively contributes to our understanding of 
market orientation, we suggest that a quali-
tative approach will offer unique advan-
tages, especially for the sparsely researched 
area of the African and Caribbean small 
business sector. As was stated by Goodwin 
et al. (1997), qualitative data offer access 
to the perspective of the business phenom-
enon first hand. For example, focus group 
interviews conducted by Parasuraman et al. 
(1985) identified managers’ and industrial 
customers’ views about services.

The sample and data collection 

The population of African and Caribbean 
small business owner-managers was located 
across London. A random selection of The 
Voice newspaper, from January to March, 
1998, Ghana Review International maga-
zine from December 1997 to March 1998, 
the Yellow Pages telephone directory from 
1998, Hackney Mare de Gras 1999 Souvenir 
Guide and Ghanapa directory 1995–1996 
(first edition) provided the sample frame 
from which the population of African and 
Caribbean small business owner-manag-
ers were obtained. The Voice newspaper, 
Ghana Review International magazine and 
Ghanapa directory are London-based and 
are popular and contemporary outlets for 
advertisements and directory, respectively, 
for African and Caribbean businesses in 
the London area. In addition, snowball and 
foot-in-the-door approaches were employed 
to increase the number of respondents.

Following refusals to be interviewed by 
four small business owners, the non-proba-
bility convenient sample size involved in this 
study was 26 (i.e., 20 male and six female) 
London-based African and Caribbean owner-
managers of small businesses. The businesses 
were made up of ten business/professional 



	 Marketing practices of African and Caribbean small businesses in London, UK	 313

services, six restaurant and public houses and 
ten retail/stores. Whilst this is a minimum 
figure, yet representative of the research pop-
ulation, we adhered to Oppenheim’s (1992) 
and Loos’ (1995) contention that in qualita-
tive research:

Quality, rather than quantity, should be 
the essential determinant of numbers. 

In addition, our sample is in line with related 
studies (i.e., Goodwin et al., 1997 (16); Omar, 
1997 (12); Hooley et al., 1998 (11 in Hungary, 
12 in Poland, 11 in Slovenia); Doherty, 2000 
(7)). Appointments for the interviews were 
arranged in person by the first author, who, 
prior to this, telephoned the managers to in-
troduce the purpose of the research in order 
to obtain collaboration.

Conducting the interviews 

The interviews were conducted by the first 
author at the respondents’ premises be-
tween March and June 1998 and between 
April and November 1999. This enabled 
the interviewer to gain further insight into 
the marketing practices of the businesses. 
It is important to note that the interview-
er originates from Africa and is consis-
tent with Curran and Blackburn’s (1993) 
work. During the interviews, discussions 
was allowed to develop naturally with the 
interviewer ensuring that the areas under 
discussion were covered (see, for example, 
Yueh-hsiu and Hemmington, 1997; Omar, 
1997). Notes were taken supported by au-
dio tape recording. The interviews lasted 
between 45 min and 1 h.

Construct

As has been alluded to, the interview ques-
tions were open-ended and were adapted 

from Kohli and Jaworski (1990) following 
refinements after the pilot study. In line 
with Wright and Kearns’ (1998) sugges-
tions for replications of existing marketing 
frameworks, Kohli and Jaworski’s (1990) 
work was adapted for its popularity and 
replications in extant literature (Hart and 
Diamantopoulos, 1993). It is important 
to note that adaptation of existing market 
orientation constructs in different environ-
ments is not without precedent. Hooley et 
al. (1998), for example, adapted the Narver 
and Slater (1990) scales for their research in 
Central Europe, whilst Rexha et al. (1998) 
adapted the MARKOR scale in small firms 
in Western Australia.

Validity checks 

In view of the subjective nature of the study, 
in line with Goodwin et al.’s (1997, p.170) 
methodology, we assessed the validity firstly, 
by sending a summary of the findings to two 
owner-managers for their comments and 
suggestions. While the managers agreed 
with our summaries, their suggestions and 
corrections were incorporated in our final 
analysis. Secondly, two experts (i.e., academ-
ics with expertise in marketing in the UK 
small business sector) with expertise in small 
business and qualitative research were given 
copies of the draft version of this chapter 
for their comments. Their suggestions were 
subsequently incorporated in the chapter.

Research results

As is typical with exploratory research us-
ing means-end chains (Omar, 1997), the 
data generated were not numerical. Instead 
the data were in the form of protocols and 
means-end maps for individual respondents. 
Patterns of responses and observed similari-
ties across individuals therefore forms the 



314	 Charles Blankson, Ogenyi E. Omar and Trang Tran

results of this study (see Goodwin et al., 
1997). The interviews (see the Appendix) 
were analysed using inductive reasoning 
and followed good practice in the literature 
(see Durgee, 1986; Kirk and Miller, 1986; 
Gordon and Langmaid, 1988; Wolcott, 
1990; Donmoyer and Yennie-Donmoyer, 
1995; Feldman, 1995; Shaw, 1999). As was 
noted by Crane (1997):

Inductive research methodology is regard-
ed to be an appropriate method for devel-
oping insights in a relatively new and un-
der-researched field where little is known 
about the phenomenon in question and 
where current perspectives lack empirical 
substantiation (see also O’Donnell and 
Cummins, 1999). 

The analysis presents responses pertaining 
to the constructs highlighted by Kohli and 
Jaworski (1990) to be the bases of market 
orientation culture in the firm. It is impor-
tant to mention that at this stage, this study 
adopts a rather basic approach to the assess-
ment of the authors’ constructs (i.e., deals 
with an account of the existence of the con-
structs), rather than an examination of the 
causal links between the antecedents and 
consequences of the market orientation 
framework (see Jaworski and Kohli, 1993). 
It is anticipated that the latter will form the 
basis of a research using quantitative analy-
sis. In the ensuing section, the results of the 
research in the form of the constructs em-
ployed in the study are presented in turn.

Top management 

All managers involved in the study claimed 
to be involved in the day to day manage-
ment of their businesses. In addition, they 
all affirmed that they were highly customer 
focused and adhere to notions such as “the 
customer is always right” and “the customer 

is king” and strive to give customers what 
they want. A manager of a shipping com-
pany simply claimed that they felt they were 
second to none when it comes to looking 
after the customer. He claimed to know his 
customers well and kept them informed 
whenever there were problems. An interest-
ing way of looking after the customer was 
how all the owner-managers involved in this 
study said they treated the customer with re-
spect and they believed that was what kept 
customers coming back to them.

In terms of business risks such as credit 
facilities, the majority (i.e., 70%) of the owner-
managers appeared to shy away from it. For 
instance, with regard to bank loans, they claim 
to take it with prudence. With the exception of 
four (i.e., 15%) owner-managers interviewed, 
the rest said that in view of their inability to 
raise capital from banks, they mostly rely on 
family and friends for financial support.

Interdepartmental dynamics 

Almost all managers (i.e., 90%) interviewed 
claimed to have good staff relationship built 
mostly on pragmatic approaches to problem 
solving. As was noted by a manager of a bar-
bershop:

… we are almost like brothers and sisters 
and we are sensitive in dealing with each 
other … we look after each other … 

More than half (60%) of the owner-managers 
claim that there is good relationship between 
staff members and believed that this was the 
main reason for the low staff turnover.

Organisational systems 

About half of the managers interviewed 
undertake monthly staff meetings. As was 
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stated by a manager of a grocery, import/
export firm:

… in terms of meetings, we set it up when-
ever there is the need …. 

On the other hand, partners (i.e., owners of 
the business) meet each end of day to iron 
out problems arising during the day. Only 
one firm formally meets yearly, at Christmas. 
The latter is supported by a manager of a 
second-hand car dealers who said that:

… we do not have meetings on a regular 
basis but we have one main meeting once 
a year where rules are emphasised … 

Only one firm (i.e., a barbershop) had in 
place a set system governing staff duties 
and activities (e.g., starting work and clos-
ing). With regard to rewards, extra rewards 
for staff members are based on how much 
money they bring into the business. For 
all owner-managers interviewed, long term 
staff members as well as the hard working 
are rewarded. As was noted by a manager of 
a shipping company:

… we reward our staff based on how 
much money they bring in … 

Yet another manager of a barbershop point-
ed out that they rewarded staff members 
who attracted business (i.e., kept custom-
ers coming back for haircuts) and had good 
customer behaviour. With regard to reward 
system, perks such as Christmas gifts, birth-
day presents and preferential treatment for 
staff members’ families (e.g., half fee for cut-
ting hair at the barbers) are provided.

Market orientation

There is no formal market research (e.g., 
customer survey, etc.) undertaken by any of 

the firms. However according to a barber 
cum ladies hairdressing salon manager, data 
collection is undertaken through the obser-
vation method. He noted that:

… we go to other barber shops to see 
how they are doing and then copy some 
of their good practices … we also talk to 
customers from time to time to find out 
how they like our service … 

For the rest of the managers, customer sur-
vey is only carried out on an ad-hoc basis.

Apart from financial constraints, there 
seems to be complacency on the part of 
managers about how well they were far-
ing; hence, in our view, the lack of formal 
market research. All managers were aware 
of marketing and its importance for their 
business although they seem to be passive 
about reading the marketing literature 
(i.e., books, journals and related maga-
zines). This highlights the lack of effort 
on the part of the small owner-managers 
to read published work on practices of 
marketing and to some extent, supports 
Harris’ (1998) assertion that small busi-
ness managers were content with the sta-
tus quo and generally are ignorant about 
market orientation.

Employees 

The results of the interview revealed three 
key issues common with all the owner- 
managers:

1.	 Commitment: The overall impression 
gained from the interviews is that com-
mitment from staff members is excellent 
and is based on communication. This is 
supported by a manageress of a ladies’ 
hairdressing salon who claimed that “… 
commitment is very good and this is 
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based on our practice of careful selection 
of staff …”.

2.	 Dedication: Dedication seems to be the 
natural progression from commitment 
and apart from one manager, all manag-
ers interviewed praised their staff mem-
bers as being dedicated in their work. 
The latter is supported by a partner in 
a solicitors firm who noted that: “… 
amongst our staff, there is an excellent 
esprit de corps …”. 

3.	 Motivation: This is considered to be very 
important by all managers. According to 
the managers, in view of the motivation 
of the staff members, this has resulted in 
very low staff turnover. As was claimed 
by a manager of a travel agency: “… staff 
members are well respected … we all 
operate on the same level, which breeds 
motivation …”

The three key issues are summarised in 
comments made by a manager of a shipping 
company that:

… we have a very dedicated staff and we 
treat them well …. … our staff members 
are good at their work and they are aware 
that if they do a good job, then this will 
bring more customers and consequently 
they will be rewarded in pay and in perks 
… 

A partner in a solicitor’s firm also noted 
that:

… our staff try to help customers even 
after closing time … 

Environment

The main issue raised by all managers is 
competition. There was an overwhelming 
awareness of the prevailing competition 

within the catchment areas in which they 
operate.

Apart from good provision of service 
and customer care, managers appreciate the 
importance of upgrading their systems as a 
way of circumventing the competition. This 
is supported by a partner in a solicitor’s firm 
who put it that:

… we gear ourselves up by keeping abreast 
with any future changes by upgrading our 
computers and acquiring the latest legal 
software and office equipment … 

All managers regarded “looking after the 
customer” as the mainstay of surviving the 
competition. The latter is evident in com-
ments made by a manager in a travel agency 
who said that:

… it’s a highly competitive market but we 
thrive on our good customer relationship 
… 

A partner in a firm of solicitors claimed 
that:

… we know that in the legal profession, 
people are very important rather than the 
computers …

Business performance 

The vast majority of the owner-managers 
(i.e., 70%) report of improvements in prof-
its from the previous year although there 
was an indication of a drop in market share 
within certain sectors such as the barbers, 
launderettes and restaurants. Interestingly, 
this was not the case for the ladies’ hair-
dressing salons where, according to an 
owner-manager, since opening for business 
in less than two years, their customer base 
has grown from Londoners to residents 
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from Milton Keynes, Luton, and Bedford. 
According to the manager, she believes the 
growing market share stems from word of 
mouth carried around by her satisfied cus-
tomers. The latter is in line with comments 
made by a barber cum ladies hairdressing 
salon manager that: 

… we have a large market share … we 
are doing all right but because of com-
petition, we have to make sure that we 
are not complacent in our dealings with 
customers … 

All businesses claimed to pursue the mass 
market (i.e., all social groups within the 
ethnic minority market) and only one res-
taurant manager confirmed that they pur-
posely aimed to attract the larger, i.e., white, 
population.

Conclusions and managerial 
implications

This study has explored, through qualitative 
research, practices of marketing by ethnic 
minorities, i.e., African and Caribbean, 
small businesses in London, UK. While it 
can be inferred that the market orientation 
concept is appropriate for the small business 
sector, this study reveals that not only does 
the latter appear to be employed informally, 
but they tend to be largely unplanned and 
intuitively driven (see Stokes and Blackburn, 
1999). In other words, our sample seems to 
apply ‘common sense’ business/customer 
oriented tactics rather than the ‘text-book’ 
marketing tactics and strategies (see Carson 
and Gilmore, 2000). The latter is consistent 
with a recent article published in the Detroit 
News (Henk, 1999) about the success of B. 
Lodge & Co. a small retailer that claims “… 
to accommodate anybody who walks in here 
…” and has contained competition from 
Wal-Mart and Kmart in downtown Albany, 

New York. This evidence supports Stokes 
and Blackburn’s (1999) contention about 
the informality and unplanned approach to 
marketing exhibited by small businesses.

It is important to mention that although 
the sample size in this study is limited, the 
study has a particular relevance to market-
ing, in that it raises awareness about the 
scant literature on marketing activities of 
African and Caribbean small businesses in 
London (see Ram and Barrett, 2000) and 
as a consequence, may serve as the prelude 
to further research activities in this sector. 
Furthermore, to an extent, this study re-
sponds to researchers’ concern about the 
lack of awareness about the business and 
marketing practices within the African 
and Caribbean small business sector (see 
Curran and Blackburn, 1993). The latter is 
important for potential investors and policy 
makers who may be interested and/or con-
cerned about the marketing practices in this 
sector. In addition this study attempts to 
contribute to marketing theory and practice 
by furthering our understanding of a sector 
of the UK’s multi-cultural market dynamics 
(see for instance, Penaloza and Gilly, 1999).

To recapitulate the overall results of the 
study, we found that a certain level of prac-
tice and appreciation of marketing is taking 
place in the UK African and Caribbean 
small business sector albeit in the form of 
informal and unplanned activities. In addi-
tion, we found that owner-managers who 
were well educated (i.e., of university edu-
cation) were more inclined to be aware of 
government grants for businesses and also 
tended to pursue the mass clientele (i.e., 
attracted both ethnic minorities and the 
larger population) in order to be competi-
tive. However, the majority (88%) of the 
businesses we interviewed claimed to op-
erate (i.e., marketed offerings familiar to 
and solely to the African and Caribbean 
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community) within their own ethnic mi-
nority group. The latter is in line with the 
locations of their businesses, which exclu-
sively, are located in heavily African and 
Caribbean populated areas of London. The 
long experience of running the business 
and family/friends help were common with 
the businesses that claimed to be successful. 
Our study also reveals the difficulties en-
countered by some (60%) owner-managers 
in their quest to obtain bank loans. This is 
evidenced in a restaurant manager’s com-
ment that: 

“… banks consider us as risky, but we try 
to prove them wrong …”. 

For a few owner-managers interviewed (i.e., 
20%), in their bid to circumvent the dif-
ficulties they face in securing bank loans, 
they have resorted to family/friends loans 
or become prudent in the running of their 
businesses.

Furthermore, although there were indi-
cations of difficulties to secure bank loans, 
a few (i.e., 30%) owner-managers actually 
thought (perhaps in the face of the difficul-
ties to obtain bank loans) that it was expe-
dient to rely on family/friends’ financial 
help or rely on their business credit cards 
as they believe this to be suitable for their 
businesses. As was stated by a manager of a 
shipping company:

… I don’t believe in bank loans … I prefer 
to use my credit cards … 

Yet a manager of a restaurant said that:

… I don’t get bank loans at all … never in 
need of bank loans … 

A manager of a hairdressing salon simply 
claimed that they do not like bank loans. 
In contrast, support for bank loans was 

evident and out of the 26 owner-managers 
interviewed, two (i.e., 5%) underlined 
the importance of bank loans to their 
businesses. For example, a manager of a 
shipping company denied any allegations 
of difficulties in securing bank loans by 
saying that:

… bank loans are taken, and we have no 
problems with that … 

An interesting issue worthy of mention is 
that all businesses involved in our study 
are within the province of the service sec-
tor and are fragmented – a fact which in-
variably highlights African and Caribbean 
small businesses’ lack of access to the wider 
labour market opportunities (Fadahunsi 
et al., 1999; Afrikan Business & Culture, 
2000).

Finally, based on the findings of this 
study, one can highlight certain pertinent is-
sues that invariably affect planned approach-
es to marketing practices within the African 
and Caribbean small business sector:

•	 lack of appreciation of the marketing lit-
erature (e.g., pertinent magazines, news-
papers, journals and books) and aware-
ness of the basic principles of marketing

•	 unplanned marketing practices and the 
lack of pursuit of market research com-
mensurate with business objectives and 
budgets

•	 little awareness of government support 
services for small businesses. 

Future research directions

Despite the increasing attention given to eth-
nic minority (e.g., African and Caribbean) 
businesses in the UK, market orientation 
in this sector is still underdeveloped. As 
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this exploratory study has attempted to 
provide some insights into current patterns 
of marketing practices, there are several 
possible areas for future research. Firstly, 
this study could be strengthened through 
quantitative research using a large sample. 
Secondly, as this study is heavily biased 
towards a sample from the London area, 
a logical extension could consider a wider 
population of African and Caribbean busi-
nesses in other cities in the UK such as 
Birmingham, Bristol, Leicester, Liverpool, 
and Manchester. Thirdly, it would be worth 
comparing the African and Caribbean small 
business sector with the Asian, and ulti-
mately the mainstream UK small business 
to identify any similarities and differences 
in marketing practices. Fourthly, future 
research could examine the interface be-
tween market orientation of small African 
and Caribbean businesses and their busi-
ness performance. Lastly further research 
could extend this exploratory study to one 
which examines the causal links between 
the constructs with the aim of assessing the 
antecedents and the consequences of the 
market orientation constructs.

Acknowledgements

The authors thank the two reviewers and 
the editor for their comments and sugges-
tions. They are grateful to the owner-man-
agers who participated in the interviews. 
In particular, they express their sincere 
thanks to Mrs. Mitchen of J & J Travels, 
Mr. Emmanuel of Emmanuel Barbershop, 
Mr. Allotey of Allotey Solicitors, Mr. 
Asiedu of Seacas International Shipping 
Ltd, Ms. Cordilia of Chic Afrik, Mr. Afum-
Dankwa of African Child Crafts Ltd., Mr 
Boahene of Joy & Associates, and Roshview 
International Shipping.

References

Afrikan Business & Culture (2000) The Future of 
UK Black Businesses, March, p.28.

Atherton, M. (1999) It’s Ethnic Enterprise, South 
London Business Press, 19 October, No. 26, 
London, UK.

Berryman, J. (1983) ‘Small business failure 
and bankruptcy: a survey of the literature’, 
European Small Business Journal, Vol. 1, No. 4, 
pp.47–59.

Blackburn, R. (1996) The Future of the Small Firm 
in the UK Economy, The Third Midland Bank 
Small Business Lecture, Kingston University 
Business School, London.

Carson, D. (1993) ‘A philosophy for marketing 
education in small firms’, Journal of Marketing 
Management, Vol. 9, No. 2, pp.189–204. 

Carson, D. and Gilmore, A. (2000) ‘Marketing 
at the interface: not ‘what’ but ‘how’’, Journal 
of Marketing: Theory and Practice, pp.1–7.

Carter, S. (2000) ‘Gender and enterprise’, 
in Carter, S. and Jones-Evans, D. (Eds.): 
Enterprise and Small Business: Principles, 
Practice and Policy, Prentice Hall/FT, 
Harlow.

Carter, S. and Jones-Evans, D. (Eds.) (2000) 
Enterprise and Small Business: Principles, Practice 
and Policy, Prentice-Hall/FT, Harlow.

Carter, S. and Tzokas, N. (1999) ‘Marketing 
activities and the performance of small 
firms: a cross-national study of European 
SMEs’, Leeds, paper presented at the 22nd 
ISBA National Small Firms Policy and Research 
Conference: European Strategies, Growth and 
Development, pp.227–243. 

Command Paper (1994) Competitiveness – 
Helping Business to Win, HMSO, No. 2563, 
London. 

Cowe, R. (1998) Small Firms May Get their Bank, 
The Guardian, p.22.

Crane, A. (1997) ‘The dynamics of marketing 
ethical products: a cultural perspective’, 
Journal of Marketing Management, Vol. 13, 
No. 6, pp.561–577.



320	 Charles Blankson, Ogenyi E. Omar and Trang Tran

Curran, J. (1996) The Role of the Small Firm in 
the UK Economy, The First Midland Bank 
Small Business Lecture, Kingston University 
Business School, London.

Curran, J. and Blackburn, R. (1993) Ethnic 
Enterprise and the High Street Bank: A Survey of 
Ethnic Businesses in Two Localities, The Small 
Business Research Centre Report, Kingston 
University Business School, August, London.

Curran, J. and Blackburn, R.A. (1999) ‘A 
critical examination of the proposed new 
small business service and response to the 
DTI consultancy paper’, Small Business 
Research Centre, Kingston University, 
London, paper presented to the ISBA Small 
Firms Policy Forum-Sponsored by Lloyds TSB 
at the Association of Chartered and Certified 
Accountants, 11 October, Small Business 
Research Centre, Kingston University, 
London, UK.

Curran, J. and Burrows, R. (1988) ‘Ethnicity 
and enterprise: a national profile’, Paper 
presented to the Small Firms Policy and 
Research Conference, November, Cardiff. 

Curran, J., Jarvis, R., Blackburn, R.A. and 
Black, S. (1993) ‘Networks and small firms: 
constructs, methodological strategies and 
some findings’, International Small Business 
Journal, Vol. 11, No. 2, pp.13–25.

Daly, M. and McCann, A. (1992) ‘How many 
small firms?’, Employment Gazette, pp.47–51.

Day, G.S. (1994) The Capabilities of Market-
Driven Strategy, The Free Press, New York, NY.

Deshpande, R., Farley, J.U. and Webster, 
F.E. (1993) ‘Corporate culture, customer 
orientation, and innovativeness in Japanese 
firms: a quadrad analysis’, Journal of 
Marketing, Vol. 57, No. 1, pp.23–37.

Doherty, A.M. (2000) ‘Factors influencing 
international retailers’ market entry mode 
strategy: qualitative evidence from the 
UK fashion sector’, Journal of Marketing 
Management, Vol. 16, Nos. 1–3, pp.223–245.

Donmoyer, R. and Yennie-Donmoyer, J. (1995) 
‘Data as drama: reflections on the use of 
readers theatre as a mode of qualitative data 

display’, Qualitative Inquiry, Vol. 1, No. 4, 
pp.402–428. 

Durgee, J.F. (1986) ‘Richer findings from 
qualitative research’, Journal of Advertising 
Research, August–September, pp.36–44.

Fadahunsi, A., Smallbone, D. and Supri, 
S. (1999) ‘Networking in ethnic minority 
enterprise: an analysis of small minority-
owned firms in north London’, Leeds, paper 
presented at the 22nd ISBA National Small 
Firms Policy and Research Conference: European 
Strategies, Growth and Development, Leeds, 
Vols. 17–19, pp.491–511. 

Feldman, M.S. (1995) Strategies for Interpreting 
Qualitative Data, A Sage University Paper, 
Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks, CA.

Gill, J. and Johnson, P. (1997) Research Methods 
for Managers, 2nd ed., Paul Chapman 
Publishing Ltd., London.

Goodwin, C., Mayo, M. and Hill, R.P. (1997) 
‘Salesperson response to loss of a major 
account: a qualitative analysis’, Journal of 
Business Research, Vol. 40, pp.167–180.

Goss, D. (1991) Small Business and Society, 
Routledge, London.

Gordon, W. and Langmaid, R. (1988) 
Qualitative Marketing Research, Gower, 
Aldershot. 

The Guardian (1998) Black Businesses Break Out, 
20 January, p.19.

The Guardian (1999) Ethnic Expertise in London, 
29 June, p.21.

Harris, L.C. (1998) ‘The obstacles to developing 
market orientation: a study of small hotels’, 
Proceedings of the Academy of Marketing 
Conference, Sheffield Hallam University, 
Sheffield, pp.612–613. 

Harrison, B. (1994) Lean and Mean, the Changing 
Landscape of Corporate Power in the Age of 
Flexibility, Basic Books, New York, NY.

Hart, S. and Diamantopoulos, A. (1993) 
‘Linking market orientation and company 
performance: preliminary work on Kohli 
and Jaworski’s framework’, Journal of Strategic 
Marketing, Vol. 1, No. 2, pp.93–122.



	 Marketing practices of African and Caribbean small businesses in London, UK	 321

Henk, D. (1999) ‘Since 1867, good support 
keeps store in business’, The Detroit News, 
29 December, p.3B.

Hooley, G., Cox, T., Fahy, J., Shipley, D., 
Beracs, J., Fonfara, K. and Snoj, B. (1998) 
‘Market orientation in the transition 
economies of central Europe’, Proceedings of 
the 27th EMAC Conference, Track 5, 20–23 
May, Stockholm, pp.479–498. 

Jarvis, R. (1996) Finance and the Small Firm: A 
Journey to Find Size Does Matter, The Second 
Midland Bank Small Business Lecture, 
Kingston University Business School, London.

Jaworski, B.J. and Kohli, A.K. (1993) ‘Market 
orientation: antecedents and consequences’, 
Journal of Marketing, Vol. 57, No. 3, pp.53–70.

Jones, N. (1996) ‘Official figures prove creation 
of middle-class’, New Nation Newspaper, 18 
November, p.6.

Jones, T. (1993) Britain’s Ethnic Minorities, Policy 
Studies Institute, London.

Kazuka, M. (1980) Why so Few Black Businesses, 
Report on the Findings of the Hackney, 
Ethnic Minority Business Project, London, 
UK.

Kirk, J. and Miller, M.L. (1986) Reliability 
and Validity in Qualitative Research, Sage 
Publications, Newbury Park, CA.

Kohli, A. and Jaworski, B. (1990) ‘Market 
orientation: the construct, research 
propositions and managerial implications’, 
Journal of Marketing, Vol. 54, pp.1–18.

Loos, G.P. (1995) ‘Foldback analysis: a method 
to reduce bias in behavioural health research 
conducted in cross-cultural settings’, 
Qualitative Inquiry, Vol. 1, No. 4, pp.465–480.

McLarty, R. (1998) ‘Case study: evidence of a 
strategic marketing paradigm in a growing 
SME’, Journal of Marketing Practice: Applied 
Marketing Science, Vol. 4, No. 4, pp.105–117. 

Marketing Business (1998) Marketers-not Soft 
Enough, November, No. 74, p.10. 

Marketing Science Institute (1998–2000) 
Research Priorities: A Guide to MSI Research 
Programs and Procedures, Cambridge, MA.

Mukhtar, S.M. (1998) ‘Business characteristics 
of male and female small and medium 
enterprises in the UK: implications for 
gender based entrepreneurianism and 
business competence development’, British 
Journal of Management, Vol. 9, pp.41–51.

Munro, G. (1999) ‘Sisters doing it for 
themselves’, The Journal – The Voice 
Newspaper, No. 3, November, pp.20–21.

Narver, J. and Slater, S. (1990) ‘The effect of a 
market orientation on business profitability’, 
Journal of Marketing, Vol. 54, pp.20–35.

Narver, J.C., Slater, S.F. and Tietje, B. (1998) 
‘Creating a market orientation’, Journal 
of Market Focused Management, Vol. 2, 
pp.241–255. 

O’Donnell, A. and Cummins, D. (1999) 
‘The use of qualitative methods to research 
networking in SMEs’, Qualitative Market 
Research: An International Journal, Vol. 2, 
No. 2, pp.82–91.

Oldfield, C. (1999) ‘Help for small firms to beat 
bureaucrats’, The Sunday Times Business, 14 
November, p.3.

Omar, O.E. (1997) ‘Target pricing: a marketing 
management tool for pricing new cars’, 
Pricing Strategy and Practice, Vol. 5, No. 2, 
pp.61–69.

Oppenheim, A.N. (1992) Questionnaire Design, 
Interview and Attitude Measurement, Pinter, 
London.

Parasuraman, A., Zeithaml, V.A. and Berry, L.L. 
(1985) ‘A conceptual model of service quality 
and its implications for future research’, 
Journal of Marketing, Vol. 49, pp.41–50.

Penaloza, L. and Gilly, M.C. (1999) ‘Marketer 
acculturation: the changer and the changed’, 
Journal of Marketing, Vol. 63, pp.84–104.

Ram, M. (1998) ‘Enterprise support and ethnic 
minority firms’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration 
Studies, Vol. 21, No. 1, pp.143–158.

Ram, M. and Barrett, G. (2000) ‘Ethnicity and 
enterprise’, in Carter, S. and Jones-Evans, D. 
(Eds.): Enterprise and Small Business: Principles, 
Practice and Policy, Prentice-Hall/FT, Harlow.



322	 Charles Blankson, Ogenyi E. Omar and Trang Tran

Ram, M., Sanghera, B., Abbas, T., Barlow, 
G. and Jones, T. (1999) ‘Ethnic minority 
businesses in comparative perspective: the 
case of the independent restaurant sector’, 
Paper presented at the 22nd ISBA National 
Small Firms Policy and Research Conference: 
European Strategies, Growth and Development, 
17–19 November, pp.1131–1149. 

Rexha, N., Ramaseshan, B. and Kirk-Burnnand, 
T. (1998) ‘The use of the MARKOR scale in 
assessing market orientation in small firms’, 
Proceedings of the International Conference 
on One World One Market – Vision 2020 
(in Collaboration with Academy of Marketing 
Science, USA, and Global Business Association), 
28–30 December, New Delhi, pp.63–67. 

Shaw, E. (1999) ‘A guide to the qualitative 
research process: evidence from a small 
firm study’, Qualitative Market Research: An 
International Journal, Vol. 2, No. 2, pp.59–70.

Sills, A. and Desai, P. (1996) ‘Qualitative 
research amongst ethnic minority 
communities in Britain’, Journal of the Market 
Research Society, Vol. 38, No. 3, pp.247–265.

Soar, S. (1991) ‘Business development 
strategies’, Paper presented at the TECs 
and Ethnic Minorities Conference, Warwick 
University, Coventry. 

Stafford, M.R. and Stafford, T.F. (1993) 
‘Participant observation and the pursuit 
of truth: methodological and ethical 
considerations’, Journal of the Market Research 
Society, Vol. 35, No. 1, pp.63–76. 

Stokes, D. (2000) ‘Marketing and the small 
firm’, in Carter, S. and Jones-Evans, D. 
(Eds.): Enterprise and Small Business: Principles, 
Practice and Policy, Prentice-Hall/FT, Harlow.

Stokes, D. and Blackburn, R. (1999) 
Entrepreneurship: Building for the Future, 
Small Business Research Centre, Kingston 
University, Working paper, Kingston upon 
Thames, UK.

The Voice (1998) Recognition For Women’s 
Business Skills, No. 807, 25 May, p.7.

Ward, R. (1987) ‘Ethnic entrepreneurs in 
Britain and Europe’, in Goffe, R. and Scase, 
R. (Eds.): Entrepreneurs in Europe, Croom 
Helm, Beckenham. 

Ward, R. (1991) ‘Economic development 
and ethnic business’, in Curran, J. and 
Blackburn, R. (Eds.): Paths of Enterprise, 
Routledge, London. 

Williams, P. (2000) ‘24-hour trees therapy’,  
The London Evening Standard Newspaper,  
9 March, p.52.

Wolcott, H.F. (1990) Writing Up Qualitative 
Research, Sage University Publications, 
Newbury Park, CA.

Wright, M. and Kearns, Z. (1998) ‘Progress in 
marketing knowledge’, Journal of Empirical 
Generalizations in Marketing Science, Vol. 3, 
pp.1–21.

Yueh-hsiu, L. and Hemmington, N. (1997) 
‘The impact of environmental policy on 
the tourism industry in Taiwan’, Progress 
in Tourism and Hospitality Research, Vol. 3, 
pp.35–45.

Note

1Original version of this paper was published 
in Qualitative Marketing Research, An 
International Journal, Vol. 5, No. 2, 2002, 
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Appendix: Interview questions

Top management

•	 Compared with your competitors, what 
is the level of customer service in your 
business? 

•	 What do you consider to be your major 
business risks (e.g., bank loans, loans 
from financial institutions, etc.)? 

Interdepartmental dynamic

•	 How do you solve problems between 
your staff members? 

•	 What is the level of relationship amongst 
staff members? 
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Organisational systems

•	 In your business, what systems do you 
use (e.g., staff meetings, management 
meetings)? 

•	 Please discuss any reward systems (e.g., 
extra pay, overtime for extra work, prais-
es, bonuses, perks etc.) that you have in 
your business. 

Market orientation

•	 What sort of market research or data col-
lection do you engage in? If you do, how 
do you disseminate the results in your 
business? 

•	 How do you respond to the changing 
customer needs in your market? 

•	 Please discuss about the local business 
culture. 

Employees

•	 Compared with your competitors, what 
is the level of commitment (i.e., what 
sort of commitment do staff have for the 
business) from your staff? 

•	 What is the level of esprit de corps/moti-
vation amongst workers in your business? 

Environment

•	 Please discuss the current market turbu-
lence (market situation) that your busi-
ness is in.

•	 What is the level of competition in the 
market that you operate in? 

•	 Technology affects business performance, 
what technological systems (e.g., comput-
ers, fax machines, electronic mail, etc.) 
have you introduced in your business in 
the past two years? 

Business performance

•	 Compared with your competitors, how 
profitable is your business? 

•	 How do you compare your market share 
with your competitors? 

Other questions

•	 What is your highest level of educational 
qualifications? 

•	 How long have you been in this business?




