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Abstract

Just like most economies around the globe, SMEs are of extreme importance to the
Cameroonian economy. They constitute the greatest part of the business population and
contribute significantly to GDP, job creation, as well as income distribution, and the fight
against poverty. Despite their contribution, this category of business still experiences high
failure rates. The lack of a strategic approach in the management of SMEs alongside other
factors has been reported to be responsible for these high failure rates. However, the inhabitants
of the Western Region of Cameroon have proven to be highly successful in their business
ventures. While their business success is extensively reported, studies that provide empirical
evidence of the association between the growth strategies they used and SME success are
almost inexistent; thus, the purpose of this study. The study made use of a pre-tested
questionnaire that was administered to 500 SME owners/managers in the Western Region of
Cameroon. After consistency checks, 403 returned questionnaires were retained for the study.
Findings from this study revealed that there exists a significant association between the use of
growth strategy and SME success/failure in the Western Region of Cameroon. It is therefore
recommended that SMEs in this region make more consistent and deliberate use of strategy to
improve business success chances.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Context

The extreme importance of SMEs to the social and economic growth of countries around the
globe needs no further proof. This category of business generally constitutes the greatest part
of the business population. They contribute significantly to GDP, employment, and the
distribution of income (Musabayana, et al., 2022; Mwombeki, 2023; Mugoda & Noluntu, 2022;
Secka, et al., 2023). According to the World Bank (2019), Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises
constitute up to 90% of all businesses on the planet. They are equally responsible for half of
the entire employment on the globe. This category of businesses also contributes up to 40% of
the GDP of emerging economies. This 40% of GDP contribution comes from SMEs that are
formally registered. The GDP contribution of SMEs will be much more than this percentage if
informal SMEs were considered. In the African continent, this category of businesses
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constitutes 90% of the business population; their contribution to the GDP amounts to 50% of
the African GDP and 50% of the aggregated employment of this continent is due to them
(Akinboade, 2015; Muriiti, 2017; Musabayana et al., 2022). In the same light, Mugoda and
Noluntu (2022) posit that 90% of employment growth or new jobs in Africa is accounted for
by SMEs. In Cameroon, SMEs constitute approximately 99% of all business; are responsible
for 61% of available employment, and account for approximately 36% of the GDP of this
economy (Tambi & Kum, 2021; Tsambou & Fomba, 2017).

However, the just like in almost every other economy, this category of business experiences
high failure rates in Cameroon (SBA, 2018; Musabayana et al., 2022; Nicolas, et al., 2023).
Multiple studies have presented a wide range of factors that determine the survival as well as
the performance of this business (Hyder & Lussier, 2016; Bunyaminu, et al., 2019; Gyimah, et
al., 2019; Lussier, et al., 2016; Rolleri, et al., 2016; Baidoun et al., 2018; Tsambou &Fomba,
2017; Al-Tit et al.,2019). Alongside other factors, the issue of poor strategic planning behaviors
has been declared a significant contributor to high failure rates (Radzi et al., 2017; Taneja et
al., 2016). In fact, due to limited resources and the intense struggle for survival, these
businesses tend to be carried away by daily operations to the extent of ignoring long-term
planning which then negatively impacts their growth and survival (Kankaras et al., 2018;
Radzi, et al., 2017; Taneja et al., 2016). However, it is reported by other studies that strategizing
in SMEs takes a more informal and ad-hoc form (Abosede et al., 2016; Bressler, 2015;
Nnamseh & Akpan, 2015). In the same light, it is argued that if some SMEs grow and become
big businesses, it implies that they strategize to some extent (Bressler, 2015; Nnamseh &
Akpan, 2015).

Given the above, this paper discusses the relationship between strategy and SME success:
focusing on SMEs in this Western Region of Cameroon. This is because while SMEs around
the Cameroonian economy experience high failure rates (Musabayana et al., 2022; Nicolas, et
al., 2023; Tsambou & Fomba, 2017), it is increasingly reported that indigenes of the Western
Region of Cameroon, also referred to as the Bamilekes are thriving in the bussing ventures:
establishing and growing their businesses in an environment that is reported not be conducive
enough for SME survival and growth (Komo & Takor 2019; Johnson, 2011; Nkakleu et al.,
2021; Oumarou, 2012). Clement and Tripathi (2022) even reported that the SME success rate
in this region is about 30% higher than the national average.

1.2. Problem Statement

The problem that calls for research is: is there a statistically significant association between the
growth strategies used by SMEs in this region and SME success/ failure? In other words, do
SMEs that succeed in this region tend to make use of particular strategy(ies). Though it has
been documented by multiple publications that the inhabitants of this region have been
distinguishably successful in business (Clement & Tripathi, 2022; Komo & Takor 2019;
Johnson, 2011; Nkakleu et al., 2021; Oumarou, 2012), studies on growth strategies used by the
inhabitants of the Western Region of Cameroon to grow their businesses are almost inexistent.
Matikova, et al. (2022) point out this lack of research at a global scale as they declare that there
is not sufficiently documented knowledge on how the owner/managers of SMEs view strategy,
as well as strategic planning and what it means to their businesses.
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In addition, this issue of lack of studies on this subject in this region of the country is part of
the wider problem of lack of studies on SMEs in the Cameroonian economy (Clement 2022).
Despite the relevance of this category of businesses, there are not enough studies that shed light
on relevant issues that are critical to them (Komo & Takor 2019; Nkakleu et al., 2021; Tsambou
& Fomba, 2017).

1.3 Purpose Statement

Given the above, it is the purpose of this quantitative study to investigate and bring to light a
possible association between the growth strategies used by the inhabitants of this region and
SME success/failure. This study also seeks to point out the most successful strategies used by
the inhabitants of this region.

2. Literature Review
2.1. SMEs in the Western Region of Cameroon

As brought out above, SMEs contribute significantly to the well-being of most economies in
the world (Musabayana, et al., 2022; Mwombeki, 2023; Mugoda & Noluntu, 2022; Secka, et
al., 2023). Cameroon is not an exception. In this country, this category of businesses amounts
to 99% of the entire business population, and are creators of about 61% of Cameroon’s overall
employment as well as generate 35% of the country’s gross domestic product (Clement 2022;
Tsambou & Fomba, 2017). 42.34% of SMEs in this economy operate in the services sector
with micro-enterprises representing close to 45.89% of all Cameroonian SMEs; 20% of SMEs
in Cameroon fall in the category of medium-sized businesses with yearly turnovers of between
5 and 15 million FCFA (Cameroon Chamber of Commerce, Industry, Mines and Crafts, 2017).
The densest population of SMEs in Cameroon is found in the retail and service sector followed
by the handicraft and manufacturing sectors (Clement & Tripathi 2022).

Just like in other developing economies where SMEs contribute significantly to poverty
reduction (Abdullahi et al., 2015; Akinboade, 2015; Alfoqahaa, 2018; Petkovi¢ et al., 2016),
SMEs in Cameroon play an important role in fighting some of these social ills (Clement 2022;
Tsambou & Fomba, 2017).

Despite their considerable contribution, just like in almost all African economies, the failure
rate of SMEs in this economy is quite high (Clement, 2022; SBA, 2018; Mugoda, et al., 2022;
Musabayana et al., 2022; Nicolas, et al., 2023; St.- Pierre et al., 2015). A survey conducted by
the “Centre d’Analyse et de Recherche sur la Politique Economique et Sociale” (The National
center for economic and political research) reveals that 70% of SMEs established between 2010
and 2015 were inexistent by May 2016, and an additional 2% of SMEs were expected to close
down before the end of the year 2016 (Jeune Afrique, 2016).

While SMEs in this economy experience high failure rates, the inhabitants of the Western
Region of Cameroon, also called the Bamilekes are reported to succeed in their business
activities (Komo & Takor 2019; Johnson, 2011; Nkakleu et al., 2021; Oumarou, 2012). In that
light, Clement (2022) reported that the success rate of SMEs in this region is more than 30%
of the national average. Over the years, they have started and run successful businesses amid
the relatively unfavourable business environment in Cameroon, given the high failure rates
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observed nationwide (Jeune Afrique, 2016; Komo & Takor 2019). In addition, St. Pierre et al.
(2015), posit that out of the 240 tribes residing in Cameroon, the Bamilekes who populate the
Western Region of the country are recognized for their outstanding entrepreneurial mindset.
They add that, while entrepreneurship seems to be positively perceived by the entire
Cameroonian population, this ethnic group has been successful in their entrepreneurial ventures
in almost all viable sectors of business in Cameroon. Komo and Takor (2019) in their paper
refer to the entrepreneurial success of the Bamileke people as an economic miracle. They
highlight that the Bamilekes have been able to penetrate other parts of the country and establish
successful businesses. To them, the Bamilekes were able to achieve this success through a blend
of humility which permits them to start small, gradually gaining confidence, making use of
available opportunities, instinct or foresightedness, enabling take calculated risks and gain from
promising business avenues using diversification tactics (Komo & Takor, 2019).

2.2. SMEs and strategy.

It is wildly recognized that proper planning and choice of strategy contribute significantly to
the well-being and growth of businesses of all sizes (Hyder & Lussier, 2016; Kuntonbutr &
Kulken, 2017; Cheng, 2019; Horner, 2016). However, SMEs do not always give planning and
strategic management the attention required. Most SMEs are reluctant to develop adequate
business plans as they are very agile and tend to be carried away by their day-to-day activities.
Some owners/managers even argue that the entire process of planning and elaboration of
strategy is too bureaucratic (Kankaras et al., 2018; Radzi, et al., 2017; Taneja et al., 2016;
Matikova, et al., 2022). As SMEs tend to ignore strategic management, studies are proving that
this myopic attitude towards this very important aspect is contributing significantly to increased
failure rates in SMEs (Matikova, et al., 2022; Radzi et al., 2017; Taneja et al., 2016).

Despite this attitude of neglect, multiple studies around the globe are bringing out the relevance
of a strategic approach to the management of SMEs. A study conducted in Kosovo revealed
that strategic management is of extreme importance to SMEs in the economy (Krasniqi, 2018).
Gavurova et al. (2020) on their part, without disputing the relevance of a strategic approach to
the management of SMEs go further by calling for national as well as international benchmarks
to be set to promote the use of strategic approach to the management of this category of
businesses. Other studies report a positive association between strategic management and the
productivity of the SME (Gica & Negrusa 2011; Pop & Borza, 2013).

Despite the above, some studies argue that SMEs do strategize. However, in doing so, they
arrive at a growth strategy not through a formal analytic process but through a more ad hoc,
informal, unstructured, irregular process (Abosede et al., 2016; Bressler, 2015; Ates, et al.,
2013) which results in a relatively limited application of strategy (Majama, & Magang, 2017).
According to the Mintzberg framework, this informal strategy development process can be
described as being more emergent rather than deliberate as it results mainly from responses to
environmental pressure and is not pre-planned (Kipping, & Cailluet, 2010; Maciag, 2021). In
this light, Matikova, et al. (2022) declare that due to limited resources and time reasons, SMEs
do not apply strategies like big businesses. They rather carry out strategic management
irregularly and informally. He adds that since SMEs are not merely small-scale versions of big
businesses, they plan in ways that are different from the standard ways used by big businesses.
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Although it is clear that strategizing in SMEs is generally not extensive and considerably
limited (Majama, & Magang, 2017; Matikova, et al. 2022), some such strategies succeed given
that some SMEs do survive and grow. In that light, Nnamseh and Akpan (2015) in their study
of SMEs in Nigeria recognize the limitedness of strategizing in SMEs but at the same time
identify and point out that SMEs run certain market strategies to grow their businesses. These
strategies include product development, market development, market penetration, and
diversification which all target growth in sales and consequently growth in market shares. In
the same light, Komo and Takor (2019), point out that the Bamilekes are drawn towards
diversification as they seek to establish and grow their businesses around Cameroon.
Marmullaku (2018), on his part, posits that while some SMEs make use of product
development, most will make use of market penetration.

2.3. Growth Strategies

The subject of strategy in business has received considerable academic attention over the years
as multiple studies have been conducted in this area (Reman et al., 2023; Dorak et al., 2022;
Ghosh & Roy, 2022; Isoralite 2022). Multiple frameworks and models have been developed to
apply strategy to every aspect of the business (Ghosh & Roy, 2022; Isoralite 2022). When it
comes to the domain of growing the business in the markets place and gaining market shares,
the Ansoff matrix is quite an outstanding framework (Mikinen, & Varis, 2023; Wahdan, &
Chiang, 2022; Suder, et al., 2022; Wang, 2022).

In 1957 Igo Ansoff published this framework which spells out four strategies for the growth of
the business in the marketplace. He argued that for a business to survive, it has to continuously
change and grow (Schawel & Billing, 2014; Suder, et al., 2022). This well-known framework
brings out four growth strategies that result from the business decision to keep on with existing
products or go for new products and whether to move into a new market(s) or stay in its current
market (Schawel & Billing, 2014). Mékinen and Varis (2023) refer to it as a product-market
matrix. The four resulting strategies from this matrix include market penetration, market
development, product development, and diversification (Schawel & Billing, 2014). As pointed
out above, though without empirical evidence, some studies already reported the usage of these
strategies by SMEs (Nnamseh and Akpan, 2015; Komo & Takor, 2019; Marmullaku 2018). It
is quite understandable that SMEs apply these strategies given that the framework is simple
and the strategies it brings out can be applied inadvertently.

3. Methodology
3.1. Sampling and Data Collection

The primary data collection for this quantitative study was done using a pretested
questionnaire. The questionnaire was administered to a sample of 500 participants in the major
settlements of the Western Region of Cameroon: Bafoussam, Dschang, Mbouda, and
Bandjoun. The sample was mapped out using the stratified random sampling technique. Data
from 403 SMEs were used for analysis after verifying the consistency of returned
questionnaires. The sample consisted of SMEs from the retailing, service, handcraft, and
manufacturing sectors. Participants were recruited from both the formal and informal sectors.
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The questionnaire was administered to participants face-to-face, given that owners/managers
in this region are less inclined to respond to internet-administered questionnaires.

3.2. Measuring SME Success/Failure

Determining whether or not a small business is successful is still an issue of debate. Different
models for categorizing a small business as successful or not. Alfoqahaa (2018) posits that the
success or the failure of a business is to be assessed based on the business objectives. However,
this definition has been judged limited in that objectives vary from business to business and
some businesses have poorly set objectives. This, therefore, limits its generalizability as each
business is to be compared with itself and not with other businesses. Lussier (in Teng, Bhatia,
& Anwar, 2011) on his part, posits that for a business to be considered successful, it should
have been making profits that are above the industry's average profits for three years before the
period of the evaluation. While this definition is widely used, it excludes businesses younger
than three years. As for Akinboade (2015), success should be evaluated in terms of turnover
and turnover growth. Therefore, a successful business has a constant or positive turnover
growth rate for a defined period. This study makes use of the definition used by Akinboade
(2015). This definition facilitates the comparison of a business with other businesses as well as
itself. More to that, it is more applicable compared to other definitions.

3.3 Data Analysis

Given the variable growth strategy is categorical (or nominal), the Chi-square test in the SPSS
software was to used to measure its association with SME success in the Western Region of
Cameroon.

4. Results
The result of the analysis is as follows

Table 4.1. Chi Squared analysis of the relationship between choice of growth strategy and
SME success/failure

Pearson Chi-Squared Significance of Chi-Squared Cramer’s V

15.212 0.03 0.219

Table 4.2. Cross-tabulation between Choice of growth strategy and SME S/ F

SME S/F
(Percentage %)
Unsuccessful | Successful Total

Market penetration 48.7% 51.3% 100.0%
Growth Product Development | 34.1% 65.9% 100.0%%
Strategy Market Development | 54.7% 45.3% 100.0%

Diversification 30.6% 69.4% 100.0%%

Total 42.9% 57.1% 100.0%%
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Interpretation

Table 4.1. reveals that the relationship between the choice of growth strategy and SME S/F is
statistically significant (p = 0.03). In addition, it can be seen that Cramer’s V value is 0.219
which means there is a 21.9% association between the two variables. A 21.9% association is a
weak relationship. Thus, the association between growth strategy and SME S / F in the
Western Region of Cameroon, though weak is statically significant.

Table 4.2. shows that the success rate of the different strategies all hovers around average.
However, the growth strategies that have the most association with SME S/F in this region
seem to be product development and diversification strategies.

5. Discussion and Conclusion
5.1. Discussions

The analysis revealed a statistically significant relationship between these two variables. This
implies that successful businesses in this region tend to make use of growth strategy to some
extent. Though this analysis is insufficient to establish causality it draws attention to the
possibility that the use of growth strategies contributes to the success of SMEs in this region.

However, though this relationship is weak, this can also imply that while strategy is meaningful
to SMEs it is not quite vital. As brought out above, the implementation of a strategy comes
along with some amount of rigidity thereby limiting the amount or range of changes that can
be made by the business (Lloyd-Kuzik et al., 2023; Marcos Vinicius, et al., 2023). It has been
reported that one of the principal strengths of SMEs is flexibility and the ability to make rapid
changes due to shortened decision-making processes (Benzidia, & Makaoui, 2020; Levy &
Powell, 1998; Trzcielinski, 2016). In that light, it is even argued that increased flexibility can
compensate for the lack of strategy in the business (Kankaras et al., 2018; Taneja et al., 2016).
SMEs, given their limited sizes and resources, need to be able to move faster as changes occur
within the market. According to Matejun, (2014), this rapidity can even constitute a source of
competitive advantage. It is therefore logical that the owner/manager of SMEs might have a
general idea of the strategy to be used, at the same time making room for flexibility by not
detailing how the business will get to where it is expected to be. This can therefore account for
the weakness in the association between strategy and SME success/failure observed in this
region.

This analysis also revealed that successful SMEs in this region make tend to make use of the
product development strategy as well as the diversification strategy. The diversification and
product development strategies are riskier compared to the market penetration strategy (Van,
& Makhitha, 2016). While these strategies are riskier, they permit the SME to be more resilient
in the long term as they become less vulnerable to changing conditions that negatively impact
a particular industry or product. It also allows the business to benefit from favourable
conditions of multiple industries since it has been reported that the industry choice of the
inhabitants of this region is strongly associated with success (Clement & Tripathi, 2022). These
findings, in pointing out diversification alongside product development as the most successful
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growth strategies in this region, provides empirical evidence to support the declaration of
Komo and Takor, (2019), who without empirical evidence declared that inhabitants of this
region make considerable use of the diversification strategy in business. The results of this
analysis also align with that of Oumarou (2012) who reports a considerable degree of risk
tolerance among the inhabitants of this region.

5.2. Recommendations

Given the findings of this study, it recommended that businesses in this region pay more
attention to strategy to improve their success rate. In addition, it is advisable that SMEs in this
region diversify their business activities, targeting more than one industry that presents
favourable conditions in order to improve resilience, at the same time draw benefits from those
favourable conditions.

For future studies, it is recommended that similar studies be conducted to further triangulate
the findings from this study and bring out other aspects of the usage of strategy in SMEs. In
addition, the limited application of existing strategy frameworks in SMEs might be an
indication that existing frameworks are not suitable for them. Future studies might therefore
focus on developing frameworks that are more suitable for this category of businesses.

5.3. Limitations

This study is survival biased as it makes use only of existing SMEs. Its findings are therefore
generalizable only to existing SMEs in this region. What is more, it is a quantitative survey.
The quantitative approach such that it might not get in contact with deep reality as it focuses
on getting generalizable findings (Amina & Rosman, 2015; Alvi, 2016). Therefore, the use of
the quantitative approach might be associated with some risk of misrepresentation (Yilmaz,
2013; Fekede, 2010). However, this risk is mitigated in the pilot study conducted before this
actual study.
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