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The National Small Business Poll is a series
of regularly published survey reports based on data
collected from national samples of small business
employers. The initial volume was published in 2001.
The Poll is designed to address small business-
oriented topics about which little is known but
interest is high. Each survey report treats different
subject matter.

The survey reports in this series generally
contain three sections. The first section is a brief
Executive Summary outlining a small number of
themes or salient points from the survey. The second
is a longer, generally descriptive, exposition of results.
This section is not intended to be a thorough analysis
of the data collected nor to explore a group of formal
hypotheses. Rather, it is intended to textually describe
that which appears subsequently in tabular form. The
third section consists of a single series of tables. The
tables display each question posed in the survey
broken-out by employee size of firm.

Current individual reports are publicly acces-
sible on the NFIB Web site (www.nfib.com/
research) without charge. They are also available
at www.4| I smallbusinessfacts.com. The 41 |
site also allows the user to search the entire data
base. It searches all of the questions in all of the indi-
vidual Polls with a user-friendly Google-type, key
word, topic, or Poll sort facility.

Published (printed) reports can be obtained at
$15 per copy or by subscription ($100 annually) by
writing the National Small Business Poll,
NFIB Research Foundation, 1201 “F” Street, NWV,
Suite 200, Washington, DC 20004. The micro-data
and supporting documentation are also available for
those wishing to conduct further analysis. Academic
researchers using these data for public informational
purposes, e.g., published articles or public presenta-
tions, and NFIB members can obtain them for $20

per set. The charge for others is $1,000 per set.
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Executive Summary

Business confidantes are the most common and influential small-business advisors. Two of three
(67%) owners have such a person, that is, a single person who they consult prior to addressing a
serious business problem or making a critical business decision. Business confidantes have typi-
cally served in that capacity since the business was founded.

Twenty-three (23) percent of the small-business owners do not engage any person or persons
in their deliberations when confronting a difficult business problem or critical business decision.
They rely on themselves.

Engaging different people for different situations appears to be the most productive consulting
style in terms of profitability and employment increase/loss of the three styles examined. Relying
on confidantes appears less productive and not engaging anyone appears even less so.

The firms/occupations that small-business owners most frequently solicit for advice and/or
counsel are accountants, insurance agents/brokers, other business owners, suppliers, bankers,
IT consultants, including Web designers, and lawyers in that order. Thirty-five (35) percent
consulted an accountant more intensively in the last 12 months than any other outside advisor.

The median amount of time that a small employer or his/her designee spent with the firm/indi-
vidual that he/she worked with most intensively the last year was 16 hours. The median amount
of money spent on it was about $2,000. The average was significantly higher.

Small employers who solicit advice tend to implement that received. However, most carefully
filter it, picking and choosing what they find useful and discarding the rest. About two of three who
solicited advice in the last 12 months were able to implement a majority of what they received.

The subject matter of the year’s most critical decision varied widely — sales or marketing, 22
percent; operations or purchases, 21 percent; finance, 17 percent, and disposition or changing
size of the firm, 13 percent. Fifteen (15) percent claim the year’s most significant decision
involved the very existence of the business.

Discovering critical problems that need to be addressed is often more challenging than resolving
them. In one of three cases, owners were surprised to find the matter that created the year’s
most critical business decision.

Within a week of discovering the matter that required the year’s most critical decision, half of
small-business owners began to pursue a corrective course of action. Those waiting longer solic-
ited counsel from more people about the matter. But the speed of instituting corrective action
was not related to the seriousness of the matter.

Small-business owners are substantially more likely to solicit information than they are to solicit
direction. They also typically consult more people when the business decision is more serious.

The most helpful advice paid consultants and vendors and suppliers typically provide is adding
detail and depth to the owner’s basic ideas.

Forty-seven (47) percent of small employers did not seek out anyone to discuss the year’s most
significant business decision. The most frequent reason (56%) offered for pursuing this closely
held course of action is that they knew what they needed to do as soon as they recognized the
matter. The second most frequently cited reason was privacy (22%).
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Advisors on Critical Decisions

Small-business owners typically seek business-relevant information from
many and various sources. They converse with others; they read; they “surf

the net”. Some prefer to collect their information in systematic ways; others

approach the task using ad hoc methods. Some are more likely to search

expansively, others to confine their search to their own counsel. However, at
some point small-business owners must make decisions, often critical deci-
sions, with the information then available. They never have the luxury of full
information, only better and worse content, greater and lesser amounts. But
better content and greater amounts are likely to yield better decisions, all fac-
tors equal. This issue of the National Small Business Poll therefore focuses
on collection of information, particularly information provided by business

advisors and more specifically, information provided by business advisors on

critical decisions.

A business advisor is anyone a small-busi-
ness owner solicits advice or counsel from on a
matter relevant to his or her business. That can
be just about anyone. Advisors in the broadest
terms can be a kid on the street (a customer)
or a partner at McKinsey. They are not neces-
sarily in the business of selling their ideas and
suggestions, though many are. More are likely
to be business acquaintances of greater and
lesser familiarity. There is also a strong possi-
bility that one or more are family members.

All business advisors are not created equal.
Some advisors sell a skill; others sell an analysis
or a thought process. Some sell their knowl-
edge and information indirectly, rolling their
selling price into sales of goods or services;
and others simply give it away. Some are one-
time and hold little sway; others are custom-
arily engaged and highly influential. And then,
there are small-business owners who keep the
counsel of only one person, themselves. They
do not solicit others. They effectively do not
use advisors.

Such enormous variation in business advi-
sors and their use results in the following
examination of broad patterns of small-busi-
ness owner and manager use of business advi-
sors and counselors.

Business Advisors and

Business Confidantes

The most influential and common business
advisor that small employers use is a busi-
ness confidant. Two of three (67%) have one,
that is, a single person that they consult prior
to addressing a serious business problem or
making a critical business decision (Q#1).
Confidantes could also be termed a small-busi-
ness owner’'s most trusted business advisor
or counselor. But, whatever the term, it is
the person an owner relies on when a critical
decision is to be made. Or at least that is the
small-business owner’s perception. The reality,
as will be demonstrated subsequently, is that
small-business owners do not always consult
their business confidante prior to making crit-
ical decisions, just usually. And, the use of
these people as “sounding boards” is a contin-
uous process.

Business confidantes are more frequent as
the owner’s business becomes larger. Four of
five (81%) small-business owners with firms
employing 20 or more people have a confi-
dante compared to 65 percent among those
employing fewer than 10. Still, confidantes are
widespread in all portions of the small-business
owner population.
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A key characteristic of business confidantes
is their longevity. Almost three of four (72%)
owners have used the same person as their
business confidant from the beginning (Q#1c).
The person has served in that capacity from
the day the owner entered his current business
(and perhaps before) and continues to do so to
the present. Even owners who have had their
firms for 30 years or more are very likely to
claim the same confidante now as when they
started. As a result, 48 percent of the entire
small-employer population has a typically long-
standing (from the beginning), close business
tie with a single individual.

Family Member Confidantes

If a small-business owner has a business confi-
dante, that person will more often than not be a
member of the owner’s immediate family (59%),
defined as a spouse, parent, child, or sibling
(Q#1a). Owners of smaller, small businesses are
considerably more likely to use a family member
than owners of larger, small firms (64% vs. 34%).
For the most part, these family member confi-
dantes are familiar with the business. Sixty-nine
(69) percent of them work in the business on a
daily or almost daily basis (Q#1al); 16 percent
help out periodically, though 15 percent do
not work in the venture. As a result, a substan-
tial majority of family member confidantes are
likely to be very familiar with the firm’s imme-
diate issues. The skills, experience, and knowl-
edge of these trusted advisors do not necessarily
complement those of the owner(s) however,
implying that management is likely to be deeply
knowledgeable of the business and its idiosyn-
crasies, though it may lack breadth and perspec-
tive. The same is true for any confidante, family
or not, working in the business.

While confidantes may or may not comple-
ment the owner’s strengths and weaknesses,
many family member confidantes who do not
work regularly in the business exhibit creden-
tials that indicate they have the skills, experi-
ence, and/or knowledge to counsel the owner.
Twenty (20) percent of them provide busi-
ness advice for a living, such as an accoun-
tant or management consultant (Q#1a2A); 27
percent own a business separate and distinct
from the owner’s (Q#1a2B); and, 29 percent
manage a different business or a department
in a large organization (Q#1a2C). There is
overlap in these positions. Still, two-thirds
of family member confidantes who do not
work regularly in the firm hold at least one of

them. That means about 8 percent of small
employers have an immediate family member
not working regularly in the business serving as
a confidante and that confidante has indepen-
dent qualifications to offer advice and counsel
in his/her own right.

The immediate family member most likely
to serve in the capacity of most trusted busi-
ness advisor is a spouse (Table 1). Fifty-six (56)
percent identify a spouse as the family member
confidante, a particularly common phenomenon
in smaller, small firms (Q#1a3). In enterprises
employing fewer than 10 people a spouse is the
confidante in 58 percent of cases compared to
41 percent in larger, small firms. Brothers and
fathers (10% each) are the next most common
immediate family member confidantes followed
by sons (7%). Sons and brothers are more likely
to occupy that position in larger, small ventures.
Mothers, sisters and daughters combine for
10 percent, divided relatively evenly between
larger and smaller businesses.

Males tend to dominate the confidante
position (62%) even though males are most
commonly the owners, and spouses (females)
are their most frequent confident. Males
operate 59 percent of the businesses where
a family member confidante is present and
employ their spouse as the business confidante
44 percent of the time. When women operate
the business, they employ their spouse as the
business confidante 74 percent of the time.
If another family member serves in the most
trusted advisor capacity, males engage males in
82 percent of cases and females engage females
in about half of them, though few cases of the
latter are available (N=26). The survey contains
no data on changes in these relationships that
have occurred over time, though it is likely they
have evolved as women gained experience in the
business world and marriages grew less stable.

Non-Family Confidantes

Though family members are more commonly
the business confidante than not, a non-family
member serves that function in 40 percent of
small enterprises where a confidante is present.
The most common of these is a co-owner or
business partner (Table 1). Co-owners and
business partners constitute 46 percent of non-
family confidantes (Q#1b). That figure rises
to 75 percent when another person owns 10
percent of the firm or more. The remaining 25
percent, that is, those who share ownership
interests, but have someone else as their busi-



TaABLE |
BUSINESS ADVISORS AS A PERCENT OF THE POPULATION

Classification Frequency Classification Frequency
Confidante 67% No Confidante 32%
(Family) (40) (Outside Advisors) )
[Spouse] [22] [Different people] [8]
[Brother] [4] [Else] [
[Father] [4] (Self-reliant) (23)
[Else] [10]
(Non-Family) (27)
[Co-owner/Partner] [13]
[Else] [14]
Total 100%
N 750

ness confidante, likely have an exciting rela-
tionship with their co-owner(s). The number
of cases (N=19) is too small to examine those
relationships, however.

Thirteen (13) percent of non-family confi-
dantes are employees. Another 12 percent are
professional advice-givers, such as lawyers, and
8 percent are business owners who are not
professional advice-givers. Fifteen (15) percent
are someone else, though it is not clear who
these people are and what skills, experience,
and/or knowledge they bring. Still, a majority of
non-family confidantes are associated directly
with the business and an even larger majority
appear tied to the business world.

Webster’s ninth new collegiate dictionary
defines “mentor” as “a trusted councilor or
guide”. However, the term also contains teacher-
pupil or elder-student connotations. A mentor
is a confidante, plus. Small-business owners
consider their non-family confidante a mentor
in almost one-half (47%) of cases (Q#1bl).
Mentors are most commonly people outside
the firm. However, they can also be co-owners
or business partners, though less frequently.
Employees rarely appear to be mentors.

Without a Confidant

Small-business owners without a confidante
(32%) often seek outside advice and counsel
(9%), or at least ask for information that might
be considered advice. However, those without
confidantes more commonly avoid outside

input (23%).

a. Various and Sundry Advisory Sources

Of the nearly one-third who do not have a confi-
dante, 28 percent or about 10 percent of the
population use different people as the situation
demands or they use multiple people rather
than just one to make a decision (Q#2). Those
adopting the former approach are the more
numerous. In fact, owners who engage different
people as the situation demands are six times
as plentiful as those who draw on multiple
people (24% vs. 4%). The former seem to be
engaging in a type of “use the expert” policy to
fill their advisory needs. For example, members
of this group might consult their banker on a
finance problem, but their brother-in-law on
a marketing matter. This approach offers no
guarantee that those consulted will be the most
qualified (or even qualified) to offer advice for
the situation at hand. But if one examines the
educational background of owners adopting
this “use the expert” approach and assumes
peers prefer to consult peers, it would appear
that that is exactly what they are trying to
do. Sixty-seven (67) percent employing this
approach have a college or graduate degree. In
contrast, 48 percent using a confidante have
one or the other degree and 38 percent relying
on themselves exclusively have that level of
formal education.

A much smaller number seek the advice
of multiple, though not necessarily the same,
people. Just 16 percent who do not have a
confidante, but consult others, have a formal
Board of Directors that they use for advice
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and counsel (Q#2b). Thirteen (13) percent
of them have an informal advisory body that
meets periodically to review the business and
offer ideas and recommendations (Q#2c).
Family members are often included in the
process. At least one is consulted in 47 percent
of cases involving owners who consult, but who

do not have a confidante (Q#2a).

b. Self-Reliance

A significant share of small employers (23%) does
not solicit counsel when confronting a serious
business problem or a critical business decision.
They rely on themselves in those situations. That
does not mean these small employers do not ever
solicit advice, however. Later in these pages the
reader will learn that self-reliant owners some-
times do solicit outside opinion though perhaps
they might prefer to term it information rather
than advice. Their solicitation is just not neces-
sarily to help them resolve a serious business
problem or make a critical decision.

The principal reason for the behavior of the
group is that these matters are private (47%),
that is, business problems and/or developing
critical decisions are matters for the owner(s)
exclusively (Q#2d). One in 10 small-business
owners, therefore, does not seek assistance in
important business matters because they think
relevant information cannot be shared without
unacceptable consequences. The survey did
not elicit the nature of those unacceptable
consequences, though they do not necessarily
assume betrayal of a confidence.

The second most common reason for not
consulting others during deliberations over
serious business problems or critical decisions
(29%) is the view that others can never be in
your position. This outlook effectively treats
every issue as unique to each business. Expe-
rience in other firms is therefore not transfer-
able, and hence irrelevant. While concern over
the uniqueness of businesses and situations has
merit, that outlook is parochialism carried to
the extreme. There must be something that
one can learn from the experiences of others.
Assuming most would defend that argument,
the uniqueness reason may just be another way
of expressing the privacy concern.

The remainder of reasons cited for the failure
to solicit outside opinions and assessments are
scattered. Eight (8) percent argue that they just

have not found the right person with whom to
discuss such matters. This is an expected reason
of owners newly in business. There are too few
cases to judge the accuracy of that expectation,
but only one firm of the 12 relevant cases was
less than five years old. Another reason is poten-
tial cost and/or obligations (7%) involved with
soliciting counsel from another person. Just 2
percent claim they tried to solicit advice and it
just did not work out for them.

While one would expect owners closed to
outside influences to fare much less well than
those more open to them, the variables here
cannot substantiate that proposition. The prin-
cipal differences between the two are that the
self-reliant experience less change, perhaps
because they have less desire to grow. Those
who consulted outside sources grew (measured
by employment) more often and more than
those who did not and appear to more often
have experienced greater recent proﬁt growth
as well. But they also saw a larger proportion
losing employees and faring less well with
recent profitability.

Outside Advisors

The term “outside advisor” in the current
context means any person outside the firm
who a small-business owner might consult
or seek advice from regarding a business
matter. The potential population is there-
fore huge. For example, the private sector
has 134,796 management, scientific and
technical consulting service firms, rising to
640,829 if independent non-employing firms
are included.! It has 108,701 accounting,
tax preparation, bookkeeping-type ventures,
rising to 350,368 including the self-employed.
And, 178,714 enterprises offer legal services,
rising to 254,570 counting independent non-
employers. Those industries are only the most
obvious. The outside advisors discussed below,
therefore, are loosely classified by the industry
or occupation in which they work.
Eighty-three (83) percent of small-busi-
ness owners solicited advice, paid or unpaid,
from someone outside the firm in the last 12
months. However, most solicited advice from
relatively few sources. The median is three
and the mean over four out of the 13 types
of potential advice-givers listed on the survey
(Table 2). While 13 percent identified only a

' These 2008 data were taken from SBA’s Office of Advocacy Web site, http://www.sba.gov/advocacy/849/12 1 62#ne



single source from the list as one that they had
used during the year, another 12 percent iden-
tified two; 8 percent claim to have engaged
more than seven.

Though 23 percent report that they handle
serious problems and make critical busi-
ness decisions by themselves (the self-reliant
group), only 17 percent did not solicit advice
or counsel from someone outside the firm,
paid or unpaid, in the last 12 months. Over
one in four of small employers who claim to
handle critical business decisions by them-
selves therefore solicited outside advice in the

last 12 months. The reverse is also true. Four-
teen (14) percent who claimed to have a busi-
ness confidante or who sought out an expert
depending on the situation consulted no one in
the past year, or at least no one on the 13-item
list of potential advice-givers.

In almost all cases, except for govern-
ment-supported sources, owners of larger,
small businesses (20 or more employees)
proved considerably more likely to contact
outside sources for advice and counsel than did
owners of smaller, small firms (fewer than 10
employees).?

TABLE 2
OutsIDE ADVISORS USED IN LAsT 12 MONTHS

Most Intensively

Advisor Used - 2011 Used - 2011 Used - 2002%*
Accountant 64.4% 35.0% 58.7%
Engineer 1.5 1.6 10.5
Women'’s Business Center 1.3 0.3 N/A
Banker 34.6 5.9 28.2
Insurance Agent/Broker 41.5 53 30.3
SBDC 7.2 0.8 N/A
Supplier 382 10.7 313
Marketing/Advertising Consultant 18.8 4.2 12.8
Lawyer 33.1 5.0 39.1
Management Consultant 5.7 0.3 2.8
Business Owner 39.1 10.7 342
SCORE 3.9 0.6 N/A
Designer (not IT) 83 .1 16.5%
Computers/Software/Web 332 6.7 16.5%
Other — 4.3 —
Minimal — 4.6 —
DK/Refuse — 27 —
Total — 100% —
N 750 639 751

Data from Advice and Advisors, National Small Business Poll, (ed.) William J. Dennis, Jr., Vol. 2, Iss . 5, NFIB Research

Foundation, Washington.

T The 2002 data make reference to "“a management, marketing, or financial consultant.”

#

NA Not asked

The 2002 data make reference to “a designer, including a Web site designer.”

2 Two points should be noted here. The first is that the number of different sources is the measure employed to

determine use of outside advisors. The number of contacts with an advisor is an alternative measure. The survey at-

tempts to address that perspective by examining intensity of use. The second point is that this small-business sample

includes only current employers. It does not include people who are in the process of starting a business or who

are self-employed, but employ no other people. These groups may solicit advice from different sources in different

amounts than current employers.
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The Most Frequent

Advisory Sources

The most frequently solicited source of advice
in the last 12 months was an accountant. Sixty-
four (64) percent of small employers or about
3.7 million of them sought the counsel of an
accountant (Q#3A). While owners of larger,
small firms were more likely to do so than
owners of smaller, small firms, the difference
was only 8 percentage points. The 2011 total
represents an increase of about 5 percentage
points from 2002, nine years ago (Table 2).

The second most common was an insur-
ance agent or broker. Forty-two (42) percent
consulted or solicited advice from at least one
of them in the last 12 months (Q#3E). The
frequency of contacts suggests the importance
and lack of familiarity many small-business
people have with insurance products. While
the public is now focused on employee health
insurance and its costs due to recent enact-
ment of major health care legislation, property
and casualty, products (professional) liability,
workers’ compensation and vehicle insurance
are other examples of important and costly
forms of insurance that most small businesses
must purchase. The 2011 number represents a
12 percentage point increase from 2002. The
immediate instinct is to attribute the increase
to the doubling of health insurance costs over
the period, and subsequent shopping for new/
different policies. That may be responsible for
a large share of the increase. But, one cannot
ignore the increasing attention given all forms
of business insurance.

Other business owners, both in their
capacity as owners and as suppliers, are another
group solicited often. Thirty-nine (39) percent
sought out other business owners in the last
year (Q#3K) and 38 percent did the same
with suppliers (who may or may not be other
business owners) (Q#3G). Small-business
owners increased their use of the former by 5
percentage points and the latter 7 percentage
points since 2002. Other business owners and
suppliers offer at least three advantages over
most other potential advisors: they typically
can convey industry-specific information, the
type of information generalists cannot offer.
There is usually no direct cost. There may be
indirect cost in the sense that advice is rolled
into the purchase price of a good or another
service. But there is no direct outlay, which
may cause owners to balk at soliciting sources
that sell advice. And third, contacts are more

likely to occur in an informal setting, encour-
aging a peer-to-peer atmosphere.

Less Frequent, But Still
Common Sources

Bankers and lawyers are other common sources
of advice and counsel. Thirty-five (35) percent
report soliciting advice from a banker in the
last 12 months (Q#3D). The Great Reces-
sion created a number of finance issues, partic-
ularly for larger, small businesses. Owners of
these businesses sought out a banker much
more frequently than owners of smaller, small
firms (51% vs. 33%). The number of owners
overall consulting a banker rose 7 percentage
points compared to 2002, another period of
economic recovery though not as extended as
the present one. Still, the increase does not
appear unique to bankers. Other major sources
of advice, excepting lawyers, seem to have
grown in frequency by similar amounts.

Lawyers are a traditional source of advice
for small employers. One-third (33%) of them
or just under two million sought advice from
a lawyer in the last 12 months (Q#3I). That
number rose to 52 percent among owners
of businesses employing 20 or more people.
However, the number consulting a lawyer
declined from 39 percent in 2002. The data do
not provide a reason for the decline. However,
it is likely tied to the cost of legal advice and its
increasing availability on the Web.

The growing use of information tech-
nologies (IT) among smaller firms, including
Web sites, spurred the engagement of outside
computer specialists. In fact, outsourcing IT
functions is now common. IT firms, including
Web designers, were engaged by one in three
(33%) employing small businesses in the last 12
months (Q#3N). Owners of larger, small firms
were about 50 percent more likely to use one
than owners of smaller, small firms. The current
measure cannot be directly compared to 2002.
But it appears and makes intuitive sense that
small business demand for these services grew
substantially over the past several years. While
one assumes that use of IT advisors is likely
to continue to grow, that may not be true. As
computer-based skills become more common,
increased employee technical skills may cap the
need for outside IT capabilities.

The Great Recession and its aftermath
left many small firms with serious sales issues.
Nineteen (19) percent responded by solic-
iting counsel from a marketing or advertising



consultant (Q#3H). By way of comparison,
just 6 percent used a management consultant
(Q#3J). Again, the 2011 figures cannot be
directly compared to 2002 for either marketing
or management consultants, when marketing,
management, and financial consultants were
wrapped into a single survey item.

Government Sources

The remaining three potential sources of advice
and counsel on the assessed list are government
supported, though the amount of that support
and their interaction with the private sector
varies notably. The largest and most expen-
sive are university-based small business and/or
entrepreneurship development centers, gener-
ally falling under the rubric of SBDCs. They are
principally financed by public resources (federal,
state and local), though they draw notable
private money. Seven percent or a little over
400,000 small employers solicited one (or more)
of these centers in the last 12 months (Q#3F).

SCORE receives a smattering of govern-
ment funds, but is financed primarily from the
in-kind contributions of its retired business
executive counselors. Four percent of small
employers sought counsel from SCORE over
the last 12 months, the overwhelming majority
of whom owned firms having fewer than 10
employees (Q#3L).

The third of the government supported
organizations is Women’s Business Centers.
Since only women obtain advice from these
centers, comparison with other sources is not
directly relevant. Four percent of female small
employers patronized these centers in the last
12 months (Q#3C). That number represents
about 1 percent of the entire small-employer
population

Groups of Providers

Small-business owners tended to solicit advice
from groups of providers. In other words, if an
owner solicited one type of provider, there was
a good chance he or she would solicit another
in the group as well. The first group included
the big four: accountants, lawyers, insurance
agents and brokers, and bankers. These are
the traditional suppliers of business advice to
small firms, and typically would be the first
to be identified as such. The services of these
professionals are not free, though insurance
agents/brokers and bankers usually sell their
expertise as part of a package of products and/
or services. The characteristic that identifies

use of this cluster of expertise is ownership
of larger, small firms. Owners of larger, small
firms are more likely to use the four in combi-
nation than are other groups of businesses.
The reason is that these firms are large enough
to support (pay for) all four and internally
complex enough to be able to use them all.

Designers (non-IT) and IT specialists,
including Web designers, compose the second
group. Designers normally are associated with
product design, and therefore with engineers
or even marketing consultants (advertising).
However, their tie with IT consultants here
suggests the growing use of computers to design
things. The process need not be as sophisti-
cated as CAD-CAM. Yet, when looking for
design expertise, small-business owners appear
to also need IT expertise. The data provide no
ties to the group of firms using these informa-
tion sources, suggesting that ties are product or
process-oriented rather than demographic or
performance-oriented.

Management consultants and engineers fall
into a third group. This combination suggests
efforts to grow and/or to develop new prod-
ucts and services. Both must be paid directly,
implying a project large enough to incur some
expense. However, correlations to growth,
desire to grow, or increasing profitability could
not be established. Relatively few firms use
either source.

The fourth group is the government group
or free/low cost group. It includes SBDCs and
SCORE. Women'’s Business Centers were not
included in the calculation because well over
half of the sample, that is, all males, cannot
obtain assistance there. The cluster suggests a
working relationship between the two sources,
implicit or explicit, where clients of one avail
themselves of services from the other. The
group is associated with owners of younger
firms and those who were less profitable
compared to the prior year.

The Most Intensive
Consultation in the

Last 12 Months

Small-business owners solicited advice from
a number of different people in the last year.
However, they worked more intensively with
some than with others. A plurality (35%)
worked more intensively with an accoun-
tant during the last 12 months than they
did with any other advisory source (Q#4)
(Table 2). The only two other sources that
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earned double-digit citations were other busi-
ness owners (11%) and suppliers (11%). The
remainder worked most intensively with
people in widely scattered businesses/occupa-
tions. Traditionally important sources, such as
bankers and lawyers, drew only 6 percent and
5 percent respectively. A computer or software
specialist, including a Web designer, surpassed
both at 7 percent. Frequency and intensity are
loosely related. As a general rule, the more
small employers who use a source, the more
who choose to work most intensively with
them. Major exceptions occur. The largest is
insurance agents/brokers. Owners solicit them
often (42%), but infrequently work most
intensively with them (5%).

Most small-business owners chose a source
from the list of 13 potential providers of advice
and counsel. However, 4 percent of them indi-
cated that they worked most intensively with a
source not on the list. Another 5 percent indi-
cate that they did not work intensively with
any advisor. Two (2) percent did not respond.

The Time and Money Spent

The amount of time spent working with
an advisor is an indicator of the impor-
tance attached to the consultation. Time is a
resource. Therefore, the more time the owner
spends on the consultation, the more valuable/
important he is likely to consider it. At this
point the author examines the amount of time
(and later money) spent on the advisor that the
owner worked most intensively with in the last
12 months.

The median amount of time the owner
and/or his employees spent working with this
advisor, including preparation time such as
gathering documents, was about 16 hours or
the equivalent of two full days (Q#5). The
average was close to 50 hours. The variation
among firms was notable. Ten (10) percent
spent less than one hour in their most intensive
consultation of the year while 11 percent spent
more than 160 hours or more than one month.
In fact, one in five (20%) claim to have spent
the equivalent of two weeks or more working
with what amounts to the year’s most impor-
tant advisor. That is a huge commitment of
resources, even if employees absorb part of it.
Employees must be paid for their time.

Small employers averaged most time
(when it was their most intensive consultation
during the year) with those they solicited less
frequently. Thus, they averaged much more

time with engineers, management consul-
tants and designers than others. They aver-
aged least time with other business owners and
accountants. The average time spent with the
remaining principal sources lumped together in
the middle.

Cost is a second indicator of the value/
importance of the year’s most intense consul-
tation. The measure is probably not as useful
in determining relative importance as hours
given that considerable advice is provided for
nothing and the price of other advice is rolled
into purchases. Still, cost is useful for no other
reason than estimating out-of-pocket expen-
ditures on advisory services. Thirteen (13)
percent indicated that they incurred no cost
in their most intensive consultation during
the year (Q#6). Another 28 percent calcu-
lated the cost as less than $1,000. The median
expenditure (excluding non-response) for the
year’s most intense advisor is therefore low,
about $1,000.

The average is higher, about $12,000.
Almost 20 percent spent $10,000 or more of
which 7 percentage points spent $50,000 or
more. Those data consider only the advisor
with whom they worked most intensively.

One-quarter (25%) of respondents could
not estimate the total costs of the advisory
services they obtained in their most intensive
consultation. The lack of data from these non-
respondents could substantially influence both
the median and mean figures. If the number
of hours engaged in the most intense consulta-
tion serves as a proxy for cost, both average and
median costs for the population are likely low.
How low is difficult to estimate. The median
is likely to rise no more than $1,000 and the
average perhaps $2,000 - $3,000. Still, these
are not huge outlays, particularly assuming
reasonable value for the money.

Task Resolved

Business consultation leaves the impression of
strategy development, that is, a relatively high
level of planning and organization designed to
carry out a strategic move. That impression is
not accurate. More often than not, consulta-
tion or advice as it applies to small businesses
means something more mundane.

The most frequent outcome of small
employers soliciting advice is information.
Simply put, the best description of the type
of task that an advisor worked on most inten-
sively with his client over the last 12 months



was to provide the client, colleague, friend or
confidante information that he or she needed.
This was the principal outcome of the consul-
tation in 61 percent of cases (Q#7). The
principal outcome in just 15 percent of cases
involved resolution of a business problem. In
9 percent of cases, the principal outcome was
help to take advantage of a business opportu-
nity. Another 9 percent of tasks contained two
or more elements of three just noted. Even if
the latter group is classified as involving stra-
tegic decisions, small-business owners are
more likely to solicit information than they are
to solicit direction (to the extent the two can
be separated). While the proportion defending
themselves was higher than those deciding on
offensive action, these data show that even in
poor economic times there are a non-trivial
number of small employers who are looking to
exploit an advantage.

Implementation and Satisfaction
Implementation of the advice given and expres-
sions of satisfaction with it are opposite sides of
the same coin. However, the former is likely the
more reliable indicator as it shows a reaction or
response to the advice given. An oral expression
of happiness/unhappiness is less convincing.
While small-business owners appear to receive
the advice of their outside consultants well,
they are less inclined to implement it than they
are to express satisfaction.

Most small employers who solicited advice
or counsel from an outside source in the last 12
months put a share of it into operation; some
did more. Ninety-two (92) percent report that
they implemented at least some of the advice,
suggestions, or recommendations offered by
the advisor with whom they were involved
most intensively (Q#8). Only 6 percent
rejected it all. However, many were inclined
to sort through the advice and adopt the pieces
they liked. Thus, just 27 percent adopted the
counsel offered. Another 36 percent imple-
mented most of it. But 29 percent rejected a
substantial portion of the advice, suggestions,
or recommendations offered and implemented
only some of them. If a majority implemented
is declared a success and a minority imple-
mented is declared not, about two-thirds of
those consultations were successful and one-
third not.

Oral descriptions of the outcomes, the
lowest level of evaluation, were more posi-
tive. Fifty-three (53) percent report that the

outcome of their relationship with the person
or organization offering the advice is very satis-
factory and another 32 percent report it satis-
factory (Q#9). Six percent indicate that it is
too soon to judge. Only one-half of 1 percent
called the outcome unsatisfactory or very
unsatisfactory. Clearly, many of those who
found the relationship satisfactory rejected
suggestions. In fact, those who rejected advice
were almost as likely to say that the outcome of
the relationship with the person they worked
most intensively with was very satisfactory or
satisfactory. That juxtaposition might occur
because the source delivered beyond expecta-
tion, the importance of an accepted suggestion
was alone more important than the volume of
those rejected, or small-business owners are
thankful for the effort even when it yields no
results. The latter is particularly likely when
the direct cost is minimal.

The Year’s Most
Critical Decision

The initial portion of this discussion
focused on the broad use of advisors and
counselors. But what happens during “crunch
time”, that is, when a critical decision must be
made? Do small-business owners solicit advice
and/or counsel in the same amounts, from the
same people, etc., that they do on an on-going
basis? This second portion of the discussion
attempts to be more specific. It examines the
year’s single most significant and/or critical
decision and determines who small employers
brought into the decision-making process (and
not) when deciding upon a course of action to
pursue. The operating hypothesis is that the
more critical the decision is, the more likely
owners are to obtain advice and counsel from
outside sources. And, as a general rule, that
hypothesis is correct, though less than many
might think optimal.

Critical or most significant decision means
different things to different people. Some
owners may face a series of critical decisionsin a
year while others may not truly have any. Since
one expects small-business owners to behave
differently when their year’s most significant
decision is substantially more important than
those typically made, the survey first exam-
ined the decisions that small-business owners
consider their most significant or critical in the
last 12 months.

Small-business owner respondents assessed
the year’s most critical decision on a scale of
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1 — 10 where 1 was slightly more important
than most decisions made for the business and
10 was hugely more important. Their evalu-
ations ranged widely on the scale, but clus-
tered toward the more serious end as might be
expected given that the decision is the year’s
most significant and occurred in the aftermath
of the Great Recession. The median on a 1 —
10 scale lay between 7 and 8 (Q#11). Very
few (16%) placed their decision on the lower
end (1 - 3). In contrast, 42 percent placed it on
the upper end (8 - 10) with 21 percent rating
their decisions as a 10. To make these divisions
less confusing as the discussion moves forward,
the self-assigned significance of the decision
is divided into three: low (1 - 3 on the scale),
medium (4 - 7 on the scale) and high (8 - 10
on the scale).

The significance of the decision was also
assessed in a different manner. The assess-
ment employed words rather than numbers. It
showed, for example, 15 percent thinking that
the decision involved the survival or existence
of the firm (Q#12). Another 18 percent indi-
cated that the decision would mean a signifi-
cant difference in firm profitability. Twenty-six
(26) percent term the decision as entailing a
better, more efficient business operation with
31 percent saying it amounts to a tune-up or
modest adjustment.

The two methods of assessment yield
roughly similar results, but not sufficiently
similar to argue we are measuring the same
thing. In particular, those who think their
decision involves significant difference in firm
profitability appear to be thinking in terms of
longer-term planning and investment rather
than something immediate or pressing. As a
result, parallel measures of decision signif-
icance are often used moving through the
following discussion.

The Decision

The nature of the year’s most critical decision
can be divided into decisions that make some-
thing happen and decisions that prevent some-
thing from happening. The former is effectively
an offensive action and the latter is a defensive
action. However, small-business owner respon-
dents frequently refused to classify their most
significant and critical business decision made
in the last 12 months as either. A majority
(53%) claimed elements of both offensive and
defensive in the decision (Q#13). Meanwhile,
34 percent maintained that their decision was

offensive in character, that is, trying to make
something happen. Nine percent maintained
theirs was the opposite, a defensive move.

The subject matter of the year’s most critical
decision finds no overriding theme. Everyone is
not focused on the same issues notwithstanding
common commentary to the contrary. Each
owner faces his or her own problems and oppor-
tunities. However, the largest portion (22%) of
owners described their year’s most significant
decision as involving sales, marketing and/or
customers (Q#14). Since sales has consistently
been the principal problem of small business
throughout and in the wake of the Great Reces-
sion, its ranking here is consistent with available
information. More specifically, small employers
who cite sales most often had significant deci-
sions involving a sales or marketing strategy
(25%), e-marketing or Web sites (19%), adver-
tising or promotion (9%), obtaining customer
leads (7%), and training or incentivizing sales
people (5%) (Q#14d). Almost one-third (31%)
identified other sales-related matters as their
principal concern.

A second common issue area is operations
and purchases (21%), problems that appear
inherent to business conduct and are not neces-
sarily tied to the business cycle. The most
frequent of these issues involve new or different
plant or processes (20%), followed by incor-
porating new technology (10%) and changing
layout or operations (9%) (Q#14c). However,
most specific issues were not identified as 45
percent listed “other”. That large number
suggests industry-specific matters dominate.
When responses splinter as they have here, the
likelihood is of unique issues. Unique does not
mean inconsequential, however.

The third most frequent issue area (17%)
is finance. Cash management (23%) and
financial planning (21%) were the two most
frequently cited kinds of critical decision in
the finance area (Q#14b). Despite newspaper
attention and policy focus, just 10 percent
identified getting a loan or other financing, and
another 8 percent involved an investment or
potential investment. The former represents
about 2 percent of the entire population. Four
percent found their year’s most important
decision focused on collections or trade credit.
Twenty-nine (29) percent had a different
finance issue.

The fourth most frequent issue area is
expansion, contraction, sale of the firm or
closure (13%), the most common sub-topic



being business expansion (57%) (Q#14e).
Thus, expansion involves the year’s most serious
decision for 7 percent of the population. These
data again demonstrate that even when busi-
ness conditions are poor, a non-trivial number
of small-business owners find opportunities.

About one in 10 businesses typically cease
to exist in any year. That figure has been higher
recently. However, comparatively few claim
that business exit or contraction decisions
were the year’s most significant. Perhaps those
affected simply see termination as the inevi-
table consequence of other, more significant
decisions. The other explanation is that those
who seriously deliberated the matter are now
gone and therefore could not be included in
the survey.

Other topics around which the year’s most
critical decision was made include personnel
or HR (5%), with sub-topics firing or disci-
pline (26%), wages or benefits (18%), hiring
or recruiting (16%), training (11%), work-
place safety or health (8%) and other (21%)
(Q#14a); legal (5%); and family-related busi-
ness issues (4%). Eight percent cited overlap
among topics and 5 percent could not decide.

Recognizing the Issue

Requiring a Decision

The first step in making a critical decision is
recognizing that an issue in need of resolu-
tion exists. No problem or opportunity can be
addressed unless it is first known and acknowl-
edged. As will be shown, recognizing the matter
for a small-business owner is often more diffi-
cult than resolving it.

(71) percent of small
employers indicate that they personally recog-

Seventy-one

nized the matter which required their most
significant decision of the year (Q#15). Just
11 percent admit that someone else brought it
to their attention. Fifteen (15) percent think it
was some of both.

Most owners (72%) who recognized the
matter report that its detection occurred grad-
ually, over time (Q#15a). It was a realization
rather than a revelation. In contrast, 24 percent
report that the matter’s detection occurred
abruptly, suddenly. If someone else brings a
matter to the owner’s attention, we can assume
the information is new to the owner. The
information reaches them abruptly, suddenly.
Should that be true, about one in three small
employers were surprised by the matter
requiring the year’s most significant decision.

When the owner was surprised by exis-
tence of the matter on which a decision needed
to be made, the decision was typically graded
as more critical than when the owner gradu-
ally recognized it. For example, twice as many
who had the matter catch them by surprise
evaluated the significance of their decision as
high compared to those who evaluated it low

(28% vs. 14%).

Deciding on a Course of Action
Readers may think that once a matter requiring
a critical decision is discovered, small-busi-
ness owners rush to address the issue. They
do not, at least they do not about half of the
time. Though 23 percent did take less than a
day to start a course of action to resolve the
matter, another 26 percent took more than
a day, though less than a week to initiate it
(Q#15b). The other half of the population
was more deliberate. Twenty-one (21) percent
consumed between a week and a month to
initiate action and another 23 percent took
between a month and a year. Five percent took
more than a year!

The immediate question is why such
different amounts of time transpire before
a course of action is pursued. Several items
are tied to the speed of action, including who
discovered the matter and how suddenly, the
number of consultations with other people,
and the type of decision-making typically
pursued. Speed in pursuit of a corrective
course of action is not associated with the
seriousness of the issue. Decisions considered
of relatively high significance are no more or
less likely to be addressed immediately than
those of low significance. The outlier is deci-
sions that take a year or more to initiate. These
appear to be actions which have a long plan-
ning frame and no immediacy. A major invest-
ment and expansion are examples. Still, the
category has relatively few cases from which
to generalize (N=42).

a. Outside Opinion

An important reason that small-business
owners do not always leap to action is that
they want to consider the matter and perhaps
consult with another person or persons about
how to handle it. Fifty-three (53) percent did
exactly that (Q#16). They sought out people
to discuss the matter prior to making a decision
about the proper course of action. Forty-three
(43) percent did not. However, that decision
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to engage outside opinion was not tied to the
speed of action.

Small employers who consulted people
discussed the matter with a median of three
and a mean of about five (Q#16a). The mean
could not be precisely calculated as 6 percent
gave non-specific quantities, such as “a lot” or
“quite a few”. Eleven (11) percent discussed
the matter with only one person while 16
percent talked to six or more, excluding the
non-specified quantities. Those who evalu-
ated their decision as highly more significant
than usual discussed the matter with more
people than those who evaluated their decision
as marginally more significant. For example,
25 percent of the former group talked to one
or two people about the matter compared to
35 percent in the latter group. However, 44
percent of the former consulted three to five
compared to just 25 percent for the latter.

Those who consulted more people also
tended to move more slowly in pursuing a
course of action. For example, 32 percent of
those initiating action within a week consulted
one or two people and another 28 percent
consulted three to five. The comparable figures
among those initiating action more than one
week after discovery were 23 percent and 47
percent respectively.

The first person the owner would logically
turn to when making the year’s most critical
decision would be their business confidante.
And, indeed they did. If the decision-maker
had a business confidante, he consulted the
confidante in 87 percent of cases (Q#16¢).
Confidantes were obviously not consulted in
every instance because the small employer did
not always bring someone else into the delib-
eration. Still, when people were brought into
the year’s most significant and critical business
decision, the confidante usually was there.

Given the number of people that small-
business owners consulted on the matter that
caused the year’s most significant decision, it
is clear that they discussed it with a variety of
people. For example, 51 percent who discussed
the matter with anyone consulted at least one
family member in the process (Q#16b), some
of whom were likely to have been confidantes.
Seventy-four (74) percent did so with another
owner of the business (Q#16d).

b. Directly and Indirectly Paid Consultants
Small employers can obtain information or
advice from others, paying for it in one of three

ways. They can pay directly; they can pay by
rolling in the cost as part of a purchased product
or service; or, they can obtain it for nothing
or very low cost. Seventeen (17) percent of
small employers who consulted someone in
the process of making the year’s most impor-
tant business decision thought the matter suffi-
ciently serious to bring in a paid consultant to
help (Q#16e). Most who did think that they
received value for their money. Thirty (30)
percent say that they received very good value
for their money and another 50 percent say
that they received good value. The largest share
of the remainder think that it is too soon to
tell (14%), leaving only 6 percent disappointed
to date. Those figures suggest that owners on
balance believe they received fair value. Still,
data containing behavioral measures would
have been preferable in making the evaluation.

Though 16 percent hired someone to help
them, 84 percent did not. The most important
reason (46%) given for not hiring someone is
that the small employer did not believe that
he needed help with the decision (Q#16f).
That response was least likely to be given by
someone using a confidante (36%) compared
to those using several people (50%) and those
who are self-reliant (48%). It was also more
likely to be given as the reason for not hiring
someone when the decision was more signif-
icant than less. The second most frequently
cited reason (27%) for not bringing in a paid
consultant was that they could get the advice
they needed without paying for it. Just 16
percent thought the cost would be too great
and 6 percent considered the matter too small
to engage paid assistance. Practically no one
(2%) responded that they could not locate
the right expertise or that the matter was too
urgent to locate someone.

Thirty-five (35) percent, more than double
the number who paid directly for consulting
help, solicited venders and suppliers for input
(Q#16g). The cost of these consultations is
presumably paid indirectly through the price
of goods and services purchased even though
a sale may not have occurred at the time. For
the most part, small-business owners think
that these venders have exerted influence
over their thinking. Fourteen (14) percent
claim their influence was critical, while 65
percent termed it “very important” (Q#16gl).
Another 10 percent report it too soon to tell.
Again, there are no behavioral measures to
verify the generally positive assessment. Yet,



the fact that owners keep returning to these
sources strongly suggests a significant degree of
satisfaction with the result.

An alternative to paying someone for
advice or counsel is to obtain assistance from
the government or a non-profit at little or
no cost. Nine (9) percent claimed to have
explored this option by contacting an SBDC,
SCORE, or a community organization of some
type (Q#16h). Owners of the smallest busi-
ness were most likely to pursue this course of
action. Unfortunately, the number of cases of
owners making these contacts is too small to
provide any information about their experi-
ences. The number of cases of owners rejecting
this course of action, in contrast, was adequate
to determine the reasons they did not use one
of these low-cost or free services.

The most important reason that small
employers did not seek an outside source of
free or low-cost consultation or advice was
the same one given for not hiring someone —
they didn’t need any help making the deci-
sion. Forty (40) percent cited it (Q#16j).
The second most frequent reason given was
also the same as the second one given for not
hiring someone — they could get all the advice
they needed elsewhere (17%). The third most
frequent reason was that owners did not know
these organizations existed (13%). In effect,
the reasons cited for not hiring someone and
not seeking low-cost (or free) advice were
almost identical, except for those unique to
the source.

c. Learning from Consultation

Soliciting the advice or counsel of other people
prior to making a critical business decision
may (or not) prove beneficial, but the process
clearly costs the decision-maker soliciting them
whether or not he directly pays for it. The
principal cost in most cases is the small-busi-
ness owner’s time, even when there is a fee.
Time is probably the owner’s most valuable
asset. Using it to consult others therefore is an
investment in finding an appropriate outcome.
Though owners typically think their consulta-
tions were worthwhile, the parallel question is
what did they learn from them.

Discussion of the matter with others
contributed to small-employer understanding
of the issues and development of a course of
action in virtually all instances. One-quarter
(25%) reached the conclusion that their discus-
sions with others had simply confirmed what

they had been thinking (Q#16j). The advice
contributed nothing new to owner’s delibera-
tion, but reinforced existing thought. Confi-
dantes were more likely to reinforce an owner’s
view than those contributing from outside.
Confirmation can be a positive outcome, if
not a particularly exciting one. It builds owner
confidence about a course of action that he or
she intended to pursue. Only the owner can
evaluate whether the added assurance that he
or she received was worth its cost in time, let
alone direct outlays if any.

Thirty-three (33) percent of their collec-
tive consultations changed the way small
employers thought about the matter and likely
modified or adjusted their course of action.
Twenty-seven (27) percent considered the
most important result of these discussions the
addition of depth and detail to the owner’s
basic ideas. The fundamental direction of the
decision may not have changed, but the consul-
tations added important elements or nuance
which may have modified it enough to yield
notable results. The opposite is true as well.
Subtraction or focus can be just as important
as addition. Six percent identified subtraction
(refinement) from the owner’s basic ideas as
the primary benefit.

The most favorable result, at least from
the perspective of obtaining more material
from outside sources, is that consultations
brought new information and ideas to the
decision-makers thought process (27%). The
survey did not divulge the amount or novelty in
the intelligence gathered, but it was enough for
the owner to incorporate new material into the
decision. New material, including ideas, could
lead to a significant change in the final action
taken from that initially considered.

Just 3 percent who consulted others
considered the exercise a waste of time. The
remaining 12 percent either did not respond or
cited other outcomes.

The relative significance of the decision(s)
to be made was associated with various results
achieved, but not all of them. For example,
the most positive results, that is, the consul-
tations that brought new ideas and/or infor-
mation, were more likely to occur when the
decision was most significant. Twenty-nine
(29) percent achieved that outcome in the
most signiﬁcant cases compared to 20 percent
in the least significant. Similarly, the poorest
result, that is, time wasted, was also identi-
fied by 5 percent in the most significant cases
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and O percent in the least significant. Thus, the
most significant decisions appeared to yield
the greatest variety of outcomes. Expectations
when the consultations began may explain the
divergent result.

Confirmation of current thinking was also
associated with significance of the decision,
but in reverse. Small employers who evaluated
the decision as relatively modest were likely to
have their thoughts confirmed in 37 percent of
cases compared to 24 percent of cases for the
most significant. As a result, small employers
who solicited advice about more significant
decisions were more likely to be influenced
in the substance of their decisions by their
consultations, though the difference may not
appear as often as many may think

Paid consultants along with vendors and
suppliers are more likely to add depth and
detail to the owners’ basic ideas than are other
advisors who owners may solicit for advice.
They are also the least likely to confirm the
owners’ plans. This result is to be expected.
Both groups of people are outside the firm and
likely offer outside perspectives, perhaps even
a complementary outlook. So, they build from
what the owner has to offer. However, they
neither result in proportionally greater subtrac-
tion or focus nor new ideas and information.
The reason(s) is unclear.

Decisions Without Consultation
Forty-seven (47) percent indicated that they
did not seek out anyone to discuss the year’s
most significant business decision. The most
frequent reason that small-business owners
offered for pursuing this closely held course
of action (56%) is that they knew what they
needed to do as soon as they recognized the
matter (Q#16k). In these cases, the major
issue for the small-business decision-maker
was recognizing that he/she had a matter that
needed to be addressed. The easy part appears
to have been its solution.

The second most frequent reason given for
not consulting others prior to the decision on a
course of action is that the matter is private (22%).
Privacy keeps these small-business owners from
discussing personal business matters. It is not
clear whether their privacy concern is generated
by competitive worries, possible information
leaks, embarrassment in admitting they could
use advice, that they possibly made a mistake, or
the simple belief that their business affairs are no
one else’s concern.

Other responses provided include: the
matter was too small (7%); they needed to
move too quickly (5%), and the cost or obliga-
tion was too high (5%)

The reason for not consulting is tied to the
importance of the decision to be made. Sixty-
five (65) percent knew what needed to be done
when they evaluated their decision as of rela-
tively low importance compared to 55 percent
for relatively high importance. Privacy was also
more likely to be the principal impediment
on less significant matters (30%) compared to
more important matters (21%).

Thirty-eight
employers with confidantes did not engage
them in the year’s most significant deci-
sion. Curiously, those with a confidante were
as likely to cite the privacy reason as those

(38) percent of small

without one.

Final Comments
Small-business owners who make the critical
decisions that shape their businesses ultimately
bear the responsibility and absorb the conse-
quences of their choices. The possibility of favor-
able outcomes from those decisions, however,
appears to rise when an outside perspective is
presented, if not incorporated, into their critical
decisions. This relationship implies that those
small employers who are more open to outside
advice, including suggestions, recommenda-
tions, and relevant information are more likely
to fare better, other factors equal. Still, the data
warn about exaggerating the gaps.
Small-business owners are more likely to
go outside the firm for advice and counsel the
more significant the decision becomes. They
are also more likely to engage more people in
the process when the decision is significant,
and numbers also appear associated with more
positive results. Still, a substantial number of
small businesses survive perfectly well when
owners keep their own counsel. The difference
between soliciting outside views and not is the
proportion and the extent, particularly among
the group that is more likely to use different
people to help them address different issues.
That group is more successful by the conven-
tional measures available than are those who
either use business confidantes or fail to engage
others in the critical decisions they make.
Relevant business advice can originate
from any number of places. But to understand
small-business owner decision-making one
must understand business confidantes. Two



of three owners have them and most are long-
standing. Many are family members; a majority
of the family members is a spouse. While these
enterprises may be derisively called “Mom and
Pops”, the fact is that a spouse often is the prin-
cipal influence on the owner and in many cases
is the effective, if not the legal, co-owner. But
even when there is no family bond, particu-
larly when the firm is larger, confidantes exert
an important influence on the owner. The role
of confidantes does not imply that owners fail
to engage other people. They often do, some-
times even to the exclusion of confidantes.
But, a person intending to influence owners
would do well to recognize the presence of
business confidantes and the important role he
or she plays.

Despite the notable use of business advi-
sors by most small-business owners, those
normally soliciting advice from others often
make important, even critical decisions,
without consulting anyone. That is perfectly
rational behavior if the decision or course of
action is obvious as owners claim often occurs.
Another rational reason for moving without
consultation may be time, though the time
used to initiate the course of action requiring
the critical decision was not associated with
the seriousness of the matter. Nor did owners
often cite time as a constraining factor.

This relationship suggests that time is not
often a barrier to consultation on a serious
matter. Other reasons appear more dubious.
For example, cost is rarely cited, though
the frequent use of other business owners,
suppliers, and confidantes suggests cost may
be an assumed barrier. Still, many also say that
they can get all the advice they need elsewhere.
And, comparatively few resort to publicly
supported programs which are low-cost.

Privacy is as an impediment to obtaining
outside counsel, particularly by those who here
have been termed “self-reliant”. But it is even
occasionally an issue for those who are typi-
cally open to outside ideas and opinions. The
resulting question, not addressed in this survey,
is what small-business owners mean when they
say privacy. Are they concerned that a confi-
dence will be betrayed? Or is it something else?
The answer may explain why small-business
owners are so often resistant to seeking outside
advice and counsel.

The business of directly offering infor-
mation, advice and counsel to small-busi-
ness owners is a huge industry, an industry

augmented by the experience and insights
of suppliers and other business people. No
shortage of supply is apparent. The quality of
supply is another matter. But while one must
assume quality is checkered, that would not
distinguish the small-business advice industry
from most others. That means small employers
are accustomed to searching for quality.
Matching quality information and advice with
owners needing it, therefore, appears to origi-
nate on the demand side, with the owners. Like
many personal situations in life where outside
counsel can be effective, the hard part is often
getting into the system, in other words, initially
locating the right people to help. That may be
an important explanation for confidantes being
so common and tenured. New entrants grab
and hold them, building confidence in them
as the business survives and even prospers.
That confidence in turn can dissuade efforts
to find better quality and/or more specialized
assistance, which may or may not prove to be
a problem. Still, it is critical to recognize that
small-business owners typically seek informa-
tion, not direction. And, information is more
likely to be generally available, easily accessed,
and it's quality readily comparable than the
more tailored, firm-specific, direction.

Ultimately, decisions made about obtaining
counsel and information are similar to decisions
made about the acquisition of other business
resources. A likely, but undocumented differ-
ence, at least in this survey, is self-image. Occa-
sionally, it can get in the way when seeking and
taking advice.
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Advisors on Critical Decisions

(Please review notes at the table’s end.)

Employee Size of Firm
I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms

Is there ONE person that you are likely to talk to or discuss matters with
prior to addressing a serious problem or making a critical decision involv-
ing this business?

l. Yes 64.7% 70.4% 80.8% 66.8%
2. No 347 29.6 19.2 32.6
3. (DK/Refuse) 0.7 — — 0.5
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

la. Is that person an immediate family member, that is a spouse, parent,
child, brother or sister?

l. Yes 64.0% 54.4% 33.9% 59.42%
2. No 35.2 45.6 66.1 40.2

3. (DK/Refuse) 0.8 — — 0.6
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 260 139 140 539

lal. Does that immediate family member work in the business:?

I. On a daily or almost

daily basis 66.4% 80.6% 80.0% 68.8%
2. Periodically helps out  17.8 6.5 10.0 16.1
3. Does not work in the

business 15.8 129 10.0 15.1

4. (DK/Refuse) — — — —

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 160 77 52 289

la2. Does that immediate family member:?
A. Provide business advice for a living
l. Yes 19.3% —% —% 19.6%
2. No 80.7 — — 80.4

3. (DK/Refuse) — — — —

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 50 13 I 74



Employee Size of Firm
I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms

B. Own a business separate and distinct from this one

l. Yes 26.5% —% —% 26.9%
2. No 73.5 — — 73.1
3. (DK/Refuse) — — — —

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 50 13 I 74

C. Manage a different business or a department in a large
organization

l. Yes 30.1% —% —% 29.3%
2. No 69.9 — — 70.7
3. (DK/Refuse) — — — —

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 50 13 I 74

Ia3. Which immediate family member are we discussing? Is he or she a: ?

|. Spouse 59.1% 43.8% 35.0% 55.9%
2. Son 53 12.5 13.6 6.7
3. Daughter 2.8 3.1 — 2.7
4. Brother 85 18.8 13.6 10.4
5. Sister 32 6.3 45 37
6. Father 10.5 94 5.0 10.0
7. Mother 32 3.1 5.0 33
8. (Another family member,

e.g., nephew) 6.1 3.1 5.0 5.7
9. (DK/Refuse) 1.2 — 10.0 1.7
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 160 77 52 289
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Ib. Is that person a:?

I. Co-owner or business

partner 46.9% 40.7% 50.0% 46.6%
2. An employee 9.8 14.8 21.1 12.5
3. A professional advice-

giver, such as a lawyer

or accountant 12.6 14.8 79 12.0
4. A business owner who

is not a professional

advice-giver 6.3 18.5 53 77
5. Someone else 15.4 1.1 15.8 14.9
6. (DK/Refuse) 9.1 — — 6.2
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 103 64 89 256

Ibl. Do you consider that person a mentor?

l. Yes 44.8% 48.1% 48.7% 45.9%
2. No 51.7 48.1 51.3 51.2
3. (DK/Refuse) 35 37 — 29
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 103 64 89 256

lc. Has that person been your closest business advisor since you first
entered THIS business?

I. Yes 74.4% 69.6% 57.6% 71.9%
2. No 244 28.6 424 26.9
3. (DK/Refuse) 1.3 1.8 — 1.2
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 260 139 140 539

Are you more likely to discuss a serious business problem or a critical deci-
sion with several people, a different person depending on the situation, or
are you more likely to handle it yourself without outside input?

I. Several people 3.3% 4.2% —% 4.0%
2. Different person depending

on the situation 238 16.7 — 235
3. Handle it yourself 69.0 79.2 — 68.8
4. (DK/Refuse) 3.8 — — 3.6
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 130 50 31 211



Employee Size of Firm
I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms

2a.

2b.

2c.

2d.

Would at least one of those people with whom you might discuss the
decision be an immediate family member, that is, a spouse, parent,
child, brother or sister?

[. Yes —% —% —% 46.7%
2. No — — — 533
3. (DK/Refuse) — — — —

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 40 12 I 63

Does this business have a formal Board of Directors?

I. Yes —% —% —% 15.8%

2. No — — — 81.6

3. (DK/Refuse) — — — 2.6

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

N 40 12 I 63

Do you have an informal advisory group that periodically meets to
review your business and offer advice or counsel?

I. Yes —% —% —% 15.8%

2. No — — — 84.2

3. (DK/Refuse) — — — —

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

N 40 12 I 63

Is the primary reason that you make critical decisions about this busi-

ness without consulting others because:?

I. You just haven’t found
the right people to

discuss matters with  8.3% —% —% 8.7%
2. You tried that approach
and it didn’t work 1.4 — — 2.3

3. There are serious
potential costs or

obligations involved 6.9 — — 6.9
4. No one can be in

your position 29.2 — — 28.9
5. These matters are

private 47.2 — — 45.7
6. (DK/Refuse) 7.0 — — 7.6
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 90 38 20 138
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Employee Size of Firm
I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms

Whether paid or unpaid, did you consult or solicit advice in the last 12
months on some aspect of this business from:?

A. An accountant

I. Yes 63.1% 67.9% 78.1% 64.7%
2. No 36.6 321 26.0 35.1
3. (DK/Refuse) 0.4 — — 0.2
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

B. An engineer

I. Yes 10.9% 8.6% 21.9% 11.7%
2. No 89.1 91.4 78.1 88.3
3. (DK/Refuse) — — — —

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

C. A Women’s Business Center

l. Yes 3.7% 4.5% 6.3% 4.0%
2. No 95.7 90.9 93.8 95.1
3. (DK/Refuse) 0.5 45 — 0.9
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 122 77 60 259
D. A banker

l. Yes 32.6% 35.8% 50.7% 34.7%
2. No 67.1 63.0 47.9 64.8
3. (DK/Refuse) 0.3 1.2 1.4 0.5
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

E. An insurance agent or broker

I. Yes 39.7% 46.3% 49.3% 41.4%
2. No 59.6 534 493 57.8
3. (DK/Refuse) 0.7 1.2 1.4 0.8
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750



Employee Size of Firm
I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms

F. A university-based small-business or entrepreneurship development
center

I. Yes 7.2% 4.9% [1.1% 7.3%
2. No 923 93.9 88.9 92.1
3. (DK/Refuse) 0.5 1.2 — 0.5
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

G. A supplier

I. Yes 36.3% 43.2% 47.9% 38.2%
2. No 63.7 56.8 52.1 61.8
3. (DK/Refuse) — — — —

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

H. A marketing or advertising consultant

I. Yes 17.6% 22.2% 28.8% 19.2%
2. No 8l1.7 77.8 69.9 80.2
3. (DK/Refuse) 0.7 — 1.3 0.7
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

I. A lawyer

I. Yes 30.2% 38.3% 54.2% 33.3%
2. No 69.7 61.7 44.4 66.4
3. (DK/Refuse) 0.2 — 1.4 0.2
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

J. A management consultant

I. Yes 4.5% 9.9% 11.0% 5.7%
2. No 94.6 88.9 87.7 93.3
3. (DK/Refuse) 0.8 1.2 1.4 0.9
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750
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Employee Size of Firm

I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms
K. A business owner
I. Yes 39.2% 39.5% 42.5% 39.5%
2. No 59.8 59.3 56.2 59.4
3. (DK/Refuse) 1.0 1.2 1.4 .1
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750
L. SCORE
I. Yes 4.2% 1.3% 4.1% 3.9%
2. No 953 98.8 95.9 95.7
3. (DK/Refuse) 0.5 — — 0.4
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

M. A designer, not including a Web designer

l. Yes 7.4%
2. No 92.5
3. (DK/Refuse) 0.2
Total 100.0%
N 390

7.4% 15.1% 8.1%
92.6 84.9 91.7
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
189 171 750

N. A computer or software specialist, including a Web designer

I. Yes 31.0%
2. No 68.5
3. (DK/Refuse) 0.5
Total 100.0%
N 390

37.0% 46.6% 33.2%
61.7 52.1 66.2
1.2 1.4 0.5
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
189 171 750



Employee Size of Firm
I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms

With which of those people or organizations did you work most intensively
with over the last 12 months?

I. An accountant 34.4% 43.5% 32.8% 35.2%
2. An engineer 1.4 29 3.0 1.8
3. A Women’s Business Center 0.4 — — 0.3
4. A banker 47 7.2 13.4 59
5. An insurance agent or broker 5.7 5.8 3.0 54

6. A university-based small-
business or entrepreneurship

development center 0.8 — 1.5 0.8
7. A supplier 10.8 13.0 6.0 10.6
8. A marketing or advertising

consultant 43 29 45 4.2
9. A lawyer 4.7 29 9.0 5.0
10. A management consultant — 1.4 1.5 0.3
I'l. A business owner 1.9 43 8.6 10.7
2. SCORE 0.8 — — 0.6
I3. A designer, not including a

Web designer 1.2 — 1.5 [.1

4. A computer or software
specialist, including a

Web designer 6.7 7.2 6.0 6.7
I5. (Other) 5.1 2.9 — 43
16. (None intensively;

minimal; etc.) 4.7 29 6.0 4.6
17. (DK/Refuse) 22 |.4 3.0 23
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 322 162 I55 639

Please estimate the number of hours in the last 12 months that you and/or
your employees worked with this person, including hours putting together
any materials that this person needed to help you.

I. < One hour 11.4% 6.3% 3.4% 10.0%
2. One to four hours 10.7 7.8 8.6 10.1
3. Five to eight hours 9.5 7.8 52 8.9
4. Nine - 16 hours 16.0 14.1 13.8 15.6
5. 17 - 40 hours 17.7 25.0 19.0 18.7
6. 41 - 80 hours 7.2 9.4 13.8 8.2
7. 81 - 160 hours 8.6 7.8 I15.5 9.2
8. More than 160 hours 9.5 15.6 15.5 10.9
9. (DK/Refuse) 9.3 6.3 52 8.5
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 283 149 138 570
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Employee Size of Firm
I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms

6.

8.

Please estimate the total costs of that person or firm’s services over the
last 12 months?

I. Nothing 14.4% 9.5% 10.2% 13.4%
2. < $1,000 29.3 27.0 20.3 28.1
3. $1,000 - $4,999 9.1 9.5 6.8 8.9
4. $5,000 - $9,999 6.3 3.2 6.8 6.0
5. $10,000 - $19,999 4.4 4.8 1.9 53
6. $20,000 - $49,999 5.8 32 13.6 6.1
7. $50,000 or more 7.0 6.3 11.9 74
8. (DK/Refuse) 23.7 36.5 18.6 24.6
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 283 149 138 570

Which BEST describes the type of task that person or firm performed for
you. Did he or she:?

I. Help resolve a business

problem 14.2% 20.3% 15.0% 15.0%
2. Help take advantage of a

business opportunity 9.6 6.3 10.0 9.2
3. Simply provide information ~ 61.5 56.3 60.0 60.8
4. (More than one of them) 9.6 10.9 1.7 9.9
5. (DK/Refuse) 5.2 6.3 33 5.1
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 283 149 138 570

Did you implement all, most, some or none of the advice, suggestions, or
recommendations that this person or firm offered?

I. All 27.7% 34.5% 16.7% 27.4%
2. Most 343 37.9 458 36.1
3. Some 30.1 17.2 333 288
4. None 6.0 34 42 5.5
5. (Gave no advice, suggestions,

or recommendations) 0.6 34 — 0.9
6. (DK/Refuse) 1.2 34 — 1.4
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 110 62 52 224



Employee Size of Firm
I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms

Did the outcome of your relationship with that person or organization
prove:?

I. Very satisfactory 53.6% 51.7% 50.0% 53.0%
2. Satisfactory 30.7 345 41.7 324
3. Somewhat satisfactory 6.6 34 4.2 59
4. Unsatisfactory — 34 — 0.5
5. Very unsatisfactory, OR — — — —
6. Is it too soon to tell 6.6 6.9 4.2 6.4
7. (DK/Refuse) 24 — — 1.8
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 10 62 52 224

Think of the most significant and critical decision involving this business that was
made within the last 12 months.

10.

Which BEST describes that decision. Was it:?

|. Solving a problem, OR 26.3% 25.9% 31.5% 26.8%
2. Taking advantage of

an opportunity 15.6 12.3 16.4 15.3
3. Both 478 53.1 479 484
4. (DK/Refuse) 10.2 8.6 4.1 9.5
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

On a scale of | to 10 where | means SLIGHTLY more important than most
decisions you make for this business and 10 means HUGELY more impor-
tant than most decisions you make for this business, how important was
this decision?

I. Slightly more important 5.7% 6.1% 5.4% 5.7%
2 34 24 4.1 33
3 3.7 37 4.1 3.7
4 23 3.7 9.5 3.2
5. 17.3 19.5 16.2 17.4
6. 7.0 7.3 8.1 72
7 1.9 12.2 9.5 1.7
8 15.9 14.6 14.9 15.7
9. 49 6.1 6.8 52
10. Hugely more important 220 20.7 16.2 21.3
I'1. (DK/Refuse) 5.8 3.6 5.4 5.6
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750
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Which BEST describes the stakes of your decision for the business?
The decision meant:?

|. The survival or existence

of the firm 15.6% 16.3% 10.8% 15.2%
2. A significant difference

in profitability 17.3 18.8 20.3 17.7
3. A better, more efficient

business operation 252 28.8 324 26.3
4. A tune-up or modest

adjustment 31.7 27.5 29.7 311
5. (DK/Refuse) 10.3 8.8 6.8 9.7
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

Could the decision be BEST described as:?

I. Making something

happen, OR 33.5% 33.8% 37.0% 33.9%
2. Preventing something

from happening 8.5 8.8 9.6 8.7
3. (Both) 52.6 538 50.7 52.5
4. (DK/Refuse) 53 32 2.7 4.9
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

Which BEST describes the general subject matter that business decision is
related to? Was it:?

|. Personnel or HR 4.0% 7.3% 11.1% 5.1%
2. Legal 4.8 37 5.6 4.8
3. Finance 17.2 17.1 16.7 17.2
4. Operations/Purchases 222 15.9 18.1 21.1
5. Sales, marketing,

or customers 21.7 26.8 18.1 219
6. Expansion, contraction,

firm sale or closure 13.4 85 12.5 12.8
7. The family 4.0 49 28 4.0
8. Else/Combination 8.0 9.8 9.7 8.4
9. (DK/Refuse) 4.5 6.1 5.6 48
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750



Employee Size of Firm
I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms

14a. Did it more specifically involve:?

I. Hiring or recruiting —% —% —% 15.8%
2. Firing or discipline — — — 26.3
3. Wages or benefits — — — 18.4
4. Workplace safety

or health — — — 79
5. Training — — — 10.5
6. Something else — — — 21.1

7. (DK/Refuse) — — — —

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 8 14 22 54

14b. Did it more specifically involve:?

I. Getting a loan or

other financing 6.8% —% —% 10.0%
2. Collections or trade

credit 39 — — 38
3. Cash management 243 — — 23.8
4. An investment or

potential investment 7.8 — — 77
5. Financial planning 214 — — 21.5
6. Something else 30.1 — — 28.5
7. (DK/Refuse) 5.8 — — 4.6
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 70 33 30 133

l14c. Did it more specifically involve:?

I. Incorporating new

technology 9.8% —% —% 10.0%
2. Your invention or
innovation 6.8 — — 6.3

3. New or different
equipment, plant

or processes 18.8 — — 20.0
4. Changing layout or

operations 9.8 — — 10.0
5. Relocation of business

operations 23 — — 25
6. Something else 45.9 — — 45.6
7. (DK/Refuse) 6.8 — — 5.6
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 85 32 32 149
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Employee Size of Firm
I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms

15.

14d. Did it more specifically involve:?

|. E-marketing and/or

Web sites 20.8% 9.1% —% 18.8%
2. Obtaining customer

leads 6.9 9.1 — 7.3
3. A sales or marketing

strategy 254 13.6 — 248
4. Advertising or

promotion 85 13.6 — 9.1
5. Training and

incentivizing sales

people 54 4.5 — 6.1
6. Something else 30.8 45.5 — 315
7. (DK/Refuse) 23 4.5 — 24
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 86 51 31 168

l14e. Did it more specifically involve:?

|. Business expansion —% —% —% 57.9%
2. Business contraction — — — 12.6
3. Sale of the business — — — 9.5
4. Closure or bankruptcy — — — 2.1
5. Something else — — — 13.7
6. (DK/Refuse) — — — 43
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 49 16 21 86

Did you recognize the existence of the matter that your decision ad-
dressed or did someone bring it to your attention?

I. You recognized it 70.7% 72.0% 72.2% 71.0%
2. Someone brought it to

your attention .1 9.8 .1 10.9
3. (Both) 14.4 14.6 12.5 14.2
4. (DK/Refuse) 3.8 3.6 42 3.9
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750



Employee Size of Firm
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16.

15a.

15b.

Did you recognize the matter your decision addressed gradually, over
an extended period of time, or suddenly, in a very brief period?

I. Gradually 72.7% 73.3% 65.4% 72.1%
2. Suddenly 22.5 21.7 32.7 234
3. (DK/Refuse) 4.7 5.0 1.9 4.4
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

Once you recognized the issue you needed to address, approximately
how long was it before you started a course of action to address it?
Was it:?

|. <aday 21.3% 28.4% 32.9% 23.2%
2. More than a day but

less than a week 26.8 19.8 16.4 25.1
3. A week but less than

a month 20.0 24.7 24.7 20.9
4. More than a month

but less than a year 23.8 19.8 16.4 22.7
5. More than a year 5.5 37 6.8 5.5
6. (DK/Refuse) 25 37 27 2.6
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

Prior to making the decision about the proper course of action, did you

seek-out a person, persons, or group to discuss the matter and/or possible
solutions?

I. Yes 51.7% 52.4% 62.5% 52.8%

2. No 44.5 427 333 432

3. (On-going) 1.3 1.2 2.8 1.5

4. (DK/Refuse) 25 3.6 1.4 26

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

N 390 189 171 750
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Employee Size of Firm
I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms

16a.

16b.

16c¢.

16d.

About how many different people did you talk to or consult on this
matter prior to making your decision?

I. One 8.6% 27.9% 12.8% 11.1%
2. Two 21.9 15.9 21.3 21.2
3. Three 19.4 20.5 17.0 19.2
4. Four 12.1 6.8 6.4 10.8
5. Five 7.9 6.8 10.6 8.1
6. Six to nine 5.1 6.8 8.5 3.1
7. 10 or more 1.4 6.8 8.6 10.6
8. Lots/Many/Number

unspecified 5.7 23 85 5.7
9. (DK/Refuse) 7.9 6.8 6.4 7.6
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 210 106 11 427

Was (one of those people/that person) an immediate family member,
that is, a spouse, parent, child, brother or sister?

l. Yes 55.4% 41.9% 33.3% 51.4%
2. No 44.6 58.1 66.7 48.6
3. (DK/Refuse) — — — —

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 210 106 11 427

Earlier, you identified ONE person that you consult with about busi-
ness-related issues. Did you consult that ONE person when making a
CRITICAL decision involving this business?

I. Yes 87.3% 82.4% 86.4% 86.6%

2. No 12.7 14.7 1.4 12.8

3. (DK/Refuse) — 29 23 0.7

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

N 149 85 01 335

Was (one of those people/that person) another owner of this business?
l. Yes 73.6% 76.0% 76.9% 74.3%

2. No 264 24.0 23.1 25.7

3. (DK/Refuse) — — — —

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 93 56 57 206



Employee Size of Firm
I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms

16e. Did you hire and pay a person or firm to help you decide how to re-
solve the matter?

l. Yes 15.8% 20.9% 17.0% 16.5%
2. No 84.2 79.1 83.0 83.5
3. (DK/Refuse) — — — —

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 210 106 1 427

16el. In terms of value for the time invested and money spent for this
person or firm, did you get

I. Very good value —% —% —% 30.3%
2. Good value — — — 50.0
3. Not good value — — — 1.5
4. Not at all good value — — — 45
5. Too soon to tell — — — 13.6

6. (DK/Refuse) — — — —

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 38 21 17 76

16f. What was the most important reason that you did NOT hire a profes-
sional to help you address the matter?

I. The cost would be

too great 15.4% 14.3% 10.0% 14.7%
2. The time required

to locate the right

person or firm 23 29 25 23
3. Couldn’t find the

right expertise 1.9 29 5.0 23
4. The matter was too

small to bother 5.6 57 5.0 5.6

5. Could get all the
advice | needed

without paying 26.7 25.7 225 26.1
6. Didn’t need help

with the decision 45.1 45.7 55.0 46.3
7. (DK/Refuse) 3.0 29 — 26.1
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 172 85 93 350
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16g. Did a supplier, banker, insurance agent or someone else who provides
advice as part of a product or service influence your decision?

I. Yes 35.4% 29.5% 36.2% 34.9%
2. No 63.9 68.2 63.8 64.4
3. (DK/Refuse) 0.6 23 — 0.7
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 210 106 11 427

16g1. Would you describe that influence on your decision as:?

. Critical 12.6% —% —% 13.5%
2. Very important 66.7 — — 64.5
3. Not very important 5.4 — — 5.7
4. Minimal 45 — — 5.7
5. Too soon to tell 9.9 — — 9.9
6. (DK/Refuse) 0.9 — — 0.7
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 77 30 42 149

16h. Did you look for and find a FREE or very low-cost organization or
public agency, such as SCORE, a Small Business Development Center
or a community organization, to assist you with the matter?

l. Yes 10.1% 6.8% 6.3% 9.3%
2. No 89.0 932 91.7 89.7
3. (DK/Refuse) 0.9 — 2.1 1.0
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 210 106 11 427



Employee Size of Firm
I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms

16i. What was the single MOST important reason that you did NOT use
one of these free or very low-cost sources of help?

|. Didn’t know they

existed 13.5% 17.1% 8.9% 13.4%
2. You get what you
pay for |.4 24 2.2 1.6

3. Don’t like to work with

government-sponsored

organizations 2.8 24 44 3.0
4. Didn’t have the

technical expertise

| needed 5.7 — 6.7 52
5. The matter was too

small to bother 5.0 12.2 4.4 5.7
6. Could get all the advice

| needed elsewhere  15.3 19.5 22.2 16.6
7. Didn’t need help with

the decision 40.2 36.6 40.0 39.8
8. (Other) 3.9 4.9 22 3.8
9. (Multiple reasons;

no single reason) 8.9 24 6.7 79
10. (DK/Refuse) 3.2 24 22 3.0
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 186 99 103 338

16j. In the end, did that person, persons or group with whom you dis-
cussed the matter:?

|. Waste your time 3.5% 2.3% 2.2% 3.2%
2. Confirm what you
had been thinking 24.1 31.8 283 254

3. Subtract from or

streamlin your

basic thoughts 54 9.1 43 5.7
4. Add more depth or

detail to your

basic thoughts 28.2 20.5 26.1 27.1
5. Brought new

information and/or

ideas 27.2 25.0 26.1 26.8
6. (Other) 5.7 23 6.5 54
7. (DK/Refuse) 6.0 9.1 6.5 6.4
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 210 106 [l 427
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16k. What was the primary reason you did not seek out anyone to discuss
the matter prior to making your decision? Was it because you:?

I. Needed to move

quickly 5.0% 8.1% 3.8% 5.2%
2. The matter was too

small 7.1 27 77 6.7
3. The cost or obligation

was too high 5.7 — 3.8 4.9

4. Knew what | needed
to do as soon as
| recognized the

matter 55.9 51.4 57.7 55.5
5. The matter was private 21.7 27.0 19.2 22.1
6. (DK/Refuse) 4.6 10.8 77 5.5
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 180 83 60 323



Employee Size of Firm

I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms

Demographics

DI.

D2.

D3.

Which best describes your position in the business? Are you the:?

I. Owner/Manager 87.8% 79.0% 74.0% 85.5%
2. Owner, but not the manager 4.5 6.2 8.2 5.1
3. Manager, but not an owner 7.7 14.8 17.8 9.5
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

Please tell me your age.

|. < 25 years 1.5% 1.2% 1.4% 1.5%
2. 25 — 29 years 2.0 37 54 25
3. 30 — 34 years 3.0 2.5 54 3.2
4. 35 — 39 years 44 6.2 54 47
5. 40 — 44 years 9.2 9.9 10.8 9.4
6. 45 — 49 years 12.1 17.3 14.9 12.9
7. 50 — 54 years 12.2 13.6 14.9 12.6
8. 55 — 59 years 18.6 13.6 13.5 17.6
9. 60 — 64 years 16.8 9.9 9.5 15.3
10. 65 — 70 years 6.4 8.6 54 6.5
[1.71 — 75 years 34 3.7 27 33
12. 76 years or more 4.0 6.2 6.8 4.5
3. (Refuse) 6.5 3.7 4.1 6.0
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

What is your highest level of formal education?

I. Did not complete high school 2.2% 2.5% 1.3% 2.1%
2. High school diploma/GED 21.7 19.0 9.1 20.1
3. Some college or an

associate’s degree 26.1 24.1 28.6 26.1
4. Vocational or technical

school degree 44 5.1 3.9 44
5. College diploma 32.0 304 325 319
6. Advanced or professional

degree 12.6 19.0 247 14.5
7. (DK/Refuse) 1.0 — — 0.8
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

N
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Employee Size of Firm

I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms
D4. Sex (voice identification)
|. Male 68.5% 74.1% 78.1% 70.0%
2. Female 31.5 259 21.9 30.0
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750
D5. How long have you owned/operated this business?
I. <5 years 13.2% 18.5% 16.7% 14.1%
2.5 -9 years 16.1 9.9 13.9 15.2
3. 10 — |4 years 14.7 17.3 15.3 [5.1
4. 15— 19 years 9.9 74 1.1 9.7
5. 20 — 29 years 21.3 18.5 16.7 20.5
6. 30 — 39 years 1.1 16.0 1.1 1.6
7. 40 years or more 1.6 8.6 9.7 1.1
8. (DK/Refuse) 22 37 5.6 27
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750
D6. In the next three to five years, do you want this business to grow a lot,

grow a little, stay about the same size, contract a little or contract a lot?

I. Grow a lot 34.3%
2. Grow a little 298
3. Stay the same 25.1
4. Contract a little 3.7
5. Contract a lot 35
6. (DK/Refuse) 35
Total 100.0%
N 390

40.2% 43.2% 35.9%
34.1 338 30.7
18.3 16.2 235
— 1.4 3.1
24 2.7 33
4.9 2.7 3.6
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
189 171 750



Employee Size of Firm
I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms

D7.

D8.

Dé6a. About how many people in total would you like to employ three to five
years from now? (Calculated as a percentage of current employment.)

I. Contract 8.9% 9.9% 12.3% 9.3%
2. Unchanged 349 24.7 233 327
3. I — 99 percent growth 4.1 37.0 384 18.1
4. 100 — 199 percent

growth 12.2 1.1 6.8 1.6
5. 200 — 299 percent

growth 6.5 2.5 27 5.7
6. 300 percent growth

or more 13.3 2.5 1.4 10.9

7. As large as possible;
1,000 employees

or more 2.5 1.2 5.5 2.7
8. (DK/Refuse) 8.6 1.1 9.6 8.9
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

Not counting the owners, how many people did this business employ about
this time of year three years ago, that is, 2008? (Calculated as employment
growth between 2008 and the present.)

I. Added 20 employees or more 0.8% 1.4% 6.8% 1.5%
2. Added 10 — |9 employees 5.7 5.8 8.1 5.7
3. Added 2 — 9 employees 20.2 24.6 8.1 19.1
4. Added | — Lost | 522 348 23.0 46.8
5. Lost 2 — 9 employees 5.0 24.6 16.2 83
6. Lost 10 — 19 employees — 325 8.1 I.1
7. Lost 20 employees or more — 29 10.8 I.1
8. Not in business three

years ago 1.8 43 13.5 12.4
9. (DK/Refuse) 42 5.8 5.4 4.0
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

Does at least one other person also own more than 10 percent of this busi-
ness? (Asked only of owners.)

I. Yes 44.7% 55.7% 58.3% 47.1%
2. No 54.9 443 383 524
3. (DK/Refuse) 0.4 — 34 0.5
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 355 158 134 647
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Employee Size of Firm
I-9emp 10-19emp 20+ emp All Firms

D9. Is your primary business activity:?

I. Agriculture, forestry, fishing 7.9% 7.2% 5.6% 7.6%
2. Construction 13.1 12.0 8.3 12.5
3. Manufacturing and mining 8.9 14.5 12.5 9.9
4. Wholesale trade 9.2 10.8 4.2 8.9
5. Retail trade 17.6 20.5 23.6 18.5
6. Transportation and

Warehousing 35 3.6 83 4.0
7. Information 1.8 1.2 1.4 1.7
8. Finance and Insurance 3.5 1.2 2.8 32
9. Real Estate and Rental/Leasing 3.7 1.2 1.4 32
10. Professional, Scientific, and

Technical Services 9.9 2.4 8.3 8.9

I 1. Administrative and Support,
Waste Management, or

Remediation Services 1.8 2.4 — 1.7
12. Education Services 1.8 48 2.8 2.3
I3. Health Care and Social

Assistance 34 3.6 6.9 3.7
14. Arts, Entertainment,

and Recreation 0.3 2.4 1.4 0.7
I5. Accommodations and

Food Services 1.2 3.6 2.8 1.6

| 6. Repair and Maintenance
Services or Personal

Care Services 6.4 24 6.9 6.0
17. Other 6.0 6.2 2.8 5.6
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750

D10. Is this business operated primarily from the home, including any associated
structures such as a garage or a barn?

l. Yes 35.4% 11.1% 9.6% 30.3%
2. No 63.3 87.7 90.4 68.5
3. (DK/Refuse) 1.4 1.2 — 1.2
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 390 189 171 750



1-9 emp

Employee Size of Firm
10-19 emp 20+ emp All Firms

DI1. Which of the following best describes the place the business is located?

I. Highly urban city 7.4%
2. Suburb of highly urban city 18.6
3. Mid-sized city of about

250,000 or surrounding area 3.4
4. Small city of about 50,000 or

surrounding area 15.6
5. Town or rural area 42.6
6. (DK/Refuse) 24
Total 100.0%
N 390

DI2. Region (developed from zip codes)

I. Northeast 19.0%
2. Southeast 21.5
3. Mid-West 23.0
4. Central 22.7
5. West 13.8
Total 100.0%
N 390

17.5% 16.4% 9.3%
18.8 20.5 18.8
1.3 [5.1 13.4
15.0 13.7 15.4
35.0 31.5 40.7
25 28 24
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
189 171 750
18.5% 16.9% 18.7%
14.8 15.5 20.2
309 31.0 24.6
21.0 21.1 224
14.8 15.5 4.1
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
189 171 750

DI13. Compared to last year at this time, is this business currently much more
profitable, somewhat more profitable, about as profitable, less profitable,

or much less profitable?

I. Much more profitable 11.1%

2. Somewhat more profitable 19.5
3. About as profitable 379
4. Somewhat less profitable 14.6
5. Much less profitable 14.3
6. (DK/Refuse) 2.7
Total 100.0%
N 390

Table Notes

1.All percentages appearing are based on
weighted data.

2.All “Ns” appearing are based on unweighted
data.

3.Data are not presented where there are few-
er than 50 unweighted cases.

4.()s around an answer indicate a volunteered
response.

12.3% 19.4% 12.0%
235 264 20.6
383 31.9 374
12.3 12.5 14.2
9.9 5.6 13.0
37 42 29
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
189 171 750

WARNING - When reviewing the table,
care should be taken to distinguish between
the percentage of the population and the
percentage of those asked a particular ques-
tion. Not every respondent was asked every
question. All percentages appearing on the
table use the number asked the question as the
denominator.
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Data Collection Methods

The data for this survey report were collected
for the NFIB Research Foundation by Left Right
Research of Ronkonkoma, New York. The inter-
views for this edition of the Poll were conducted
in March and April 2011 from a sample of small
employers. “Small employer” was defined for
purposes of this survey as a business owner
employing no fewer than one individual in addi-
tion to the owner(s) and no more than 250.

The sampling frame used for the survey
was drawn at the Foundation’s direction from
the files of the Dun & Bradstreet Corporation,
an imperfect file but the best currently avail-
able for public use. A random stratified sample
design is typically employed to compensate
for the highly skewed distribution of small

business owners by employee size of firm
(Table Al). Almost 60 percent of employers
in the United States employ just one to
four people meaning that a random sample
would yield comparatively few larger, small
employers to interview. Since size within the
small business population is often an important
differentiating variable, it is important that an
adequate number of interviews be conducted
among those employing more than 10 people.
The interview quotas established to achieve
these added interviews from larger, small busi-
ness owners are arbitrary but adequate to allow
independent examination of the 10-19 and
20-250 employee size classes as well as the 1-9
employee size group.

42 | NFIB National Small Business Poll Advisors on Critical Decisions

TaBLE Al
SAMPLE CoMPOSITION UNDER VARYING SCENARIOS

Expected from

Random Sample* Obtained from Stratified Random Sample

Employee Interviews  Percent Interview  Percent Completed Percent
Size of Firm Expected Distribution  Quotas Distribution Interviews Distribution
1-9 593 79 350 47 390 52
10-19 82 I 200 27 189 25
20+ 75 10 200 27 171 23

All Firms 750 100 750 01 750 100

* Sample universe developed from the Bureau of the Census (2007 data) and published by the Office of Advocacy
at the Small Business Administration.









The
Sponsor

The NFIB Research Foundation is a small-busi-
ness-oriented research and information organization
affiliated with the National Federation of Independent
Business, the nation’s largest small and independent
business advocacy organization. Located in Washington,
DC, the Foundation’s primary purpose is to explore
the policy-related problems small-business owners
encounter. lIts periodic reports include Small
Business Economic Trends, Small Business
Problems and Priorities, and now the National
Small Business Poll. The Foundation also pub-
lishes ad hoc reports on issues of concern to small-
business owners.

The study was conducted with support from the
Goldman Sachs Foundation’s 10,000 Small
Businesses, a $500 million initiative designed to help
small businesses create jobs and economic growth
by providing greater access to business education,
financial capital and business support services. More
information about 10,000 Small Businesses can be

found at, gs.com/10000smallbusinesses.
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