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Abstract: In most countries, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) play a key role in
driving sustainable economic growth and job creation; hence, the need to investigate factors (e.g.,
entrepreneurial factors) that influence SMEs’ sustainable growth (SMESG). This study provides
an insight into entrepreneurs’ abilities (EAs) that affect SMESG in Côte d’Ivoire (a middle-income
economy located in the West African region) and an assessment of the extent to which entrepreneurial
orientation (EO) influences the EA–SMESG relationship. By using data from 320 Ivorian SMEs,
the results of hypothesis testing confirm an association between SMESG and each EA dimension
(creativity, risk control, relationship, and opportunity detection ability), learning ability excepted. As
for the moderating effect of EO, the innovativeness in entrepreneurship positively and significantly
regulates the EA–SMESG relationship; proactiveness positively regulates the relationship between
almost all EA dimensions and SMESG; and risk tendency regulates the relationship EA–SMESG for
creativity and risk-control ability. Based on major findings, management implications are formulated
in relation to promoting SMEs’ sustainable growth. For example, in light of the impact of EA on
SMESG, development actors can increase the efficiency of Ivorian SMEs through actions aiming at
strengthening the abilities of entrepreneurs and managers.

Keywords: entrepreneur; small and medium-sized enterprise (SME); sustainable growth;
entrepreneur’s ability (EA); entrepreneurial orientation (EO); Côte d’Ivoire

1. Introduction

Since small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are the catalysts for the economic growth of
states [1], investigating factors that may affect their growth is not only a matter of improving their
achievements, but also a national development concern. According to recent observations, SMEs
generate more than 55% of the GDP and 65% of total employment in high-income countries; more than
60% of the GDP and 70% of total employment in low-income countries; and more than 95% of total
employment and about 70% of the GDP in middle-income countries.

However, despite their acknowledged contributions to the economy, SMEs are faced with
challenges and difficulties that seem to hinder their growth. According to numerous scholars [2–6],
factors—such as firm characteristics, entrepreneur characteristics, entrepreneurial factors, managerial
skills, external environment factors, technology, management issues, marketing management strategies,
customers’ satisfaction, government policy, sociocultural factors and access to finance—may affect
(positively or negatively) the growth of SMEs. In the African context, Diabate and Mingaine [7]
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investigated external environment factors affecting the performance of SMEs in Côte d’Ivoire. They
found that several external factors ranging from political to economic, technological, socioeconomic
and government policies affect the performance of SMEs to a large extent. Later, Diabate et al. [6],
through statistical tests, found an association between most firm and entrepreneur characteristics and
growth among Ivorian SMEs.

The concept of business growth is most often conjointly discussed with another key concept:
Entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurship is a set of factors and actions that bring about development [8],
which means positive growth, performance or stability. As an essential concept related to
entrepreneurship, the term “entrepreneur” refers to the enterprise’s owner [9], whose abilities—such
as creativity, risk control, learning, building relationships and detecting opportunity—can influence
the growth of his/her business [10–13]. According to Lumpkin and Dess [14], the entrepreneur’s
ability (EA) is most often captured and influenced by the entrepreneurial orientation (EO) that is the
company’s posture on entrepreneurship. Studies in both developed and less developed countries
concluded that EO generally has a positive effect on the growth of enterprises. Hence, one of the
solutions to the problems of SMEs is the adoption of EO.

Since the recognition of entrepreneurial factors as growth determinants, practical studies on
their impact on business growth have been welcomed everywhere; hence, several studies have been
conducted about EA and SMEs’ sustainable growth (SMESG). These studies have, however, led to
mixed results. For example, while Civelek et al. [15] revealed a positive relationship, Rauch et al. [16]
found a negative relationship between EA and SMESG. As for the effect of EO on the relationship
between EA and SMESG, the results of previous studies are also inconsistent from one author to
another. For instance, a study by Aroyeun [17] showed a positive effect, while Matsuno et al. [18]
stated that some EO dimensions had a negative or no impact on business growth.

Consequently, there is a need for further studies on the relationship between EA and EO, and
SMESG. Besides, there is limited research dedicated to SMESG in developing economies like Côte
d’Ivoire. This study therefore aimed at investigating the impact of EA on SMESG in Côte d’Ivoire by
(1) identifying the most valuable EA dimensions that can contribute to SMESG; (2) assessing the extent
to which each EA dimension leads to growth; and (3) examining the effects of EO on the EA–SMESG
relationship. This study seeks to determine whether SMEs in Côte d’Ivoire will grow better and faster
if—and only if—their owner-managers have good EAs and are entrepreneurially oriented.

The primary goal of this study is to investigate the abilities of entrepreneurs that affect the
sustainable growth of SMEs operating in Côte d’Ivoire. To this end, three issues are considered
in this study: Describing the most important EAs relating to SMEs’ sustainable growth (SMESG);
demonstrating the existence of a relationship (or non-association) between each dimension of EA and
SMESG; and assessing the effect of EO in enhancing SMESG through EA. Since the topics of EA and
EO in regard to SMESG have not been explored in Côte d’Ivoire, the study seems to be pertinent.

The study is organized into five sections. Following the introduction section is the second section
surveying the relevant literature. The concepts of SME, EA, EO and SMESG are described in this
section. The third section is devoted to the hypothesis development (that led to the research model)
and research methodology (that includes a description of the business environment in Côte d’Ivoire,
the study population, the sampling procedure, the data collection and the statistical methods used in
the data analysis). The fourth section is the analytical part. The last section covers the discussions of
major findings, management implications arising from research findings, limitations, and directives
for further research.

2. Literature Relating to SMEs, Entrepreneurship and Business Growth

2.1. Entrepreneurship and Its Key Concepts

Several factors could influence the success of enterprises. These factors include entrepreneurship,
which is an individual’s ability to turn ideas into actions [19]. This individual is the entrepreneur [20].
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The term entrepreneurship derives from the French verb “entreprendre” (i.e., to undertake). In
business terms, entrepreneurship comprises a set of factors and continuous actions that bring about
development, which leads to growth, performance, and stability [21]. Since Smith [9], EO and EA have
been considered as important concepts related to entrepreneurship.

2.1.1. Entrepreneurs’ Ability and Its Components

Stevenson [10] implies that an entrepreneur needs some specific managerial skills (e.g., creativity,
risk-control ability, learning ability, relationship ability and the ability to recognize and tap potential
opportunities) to achieve growth [22]. Shane [23] further implies that an entrepreneur is an innovator
who utilizes the opportunity to gain the benefits of the environment. In contrast, Whetten and
Cameron [24] conclude that the relationship ability of the entrepreneur has an impact on the performance
of an enterprise.

For the measurements of EA, although variables vary among scholars, the main dimensions
include creativity and the ability to control risk, learn, conduct relationships, and detect opportunities.

Creativity ability (CA) refers to the development of new and appropriate solutions, goods and
services [25] that can bring benefits to enterprises through innovation [26]. However, to achieve
and strengthen innovation through creativity, innovative strategies should guide decisions on how
resources are to be used to meet a business objective [27].

Risk-control ability (RCA) is about how the entrepreneur can successfully grasp high-risk
opportunities, and manage and control risks in different stages of growth [28]. Since being
entrepreneurial goes beyond the fear of risk [29], an entrepreneurial firm must focus on opening itself
up to the risk and its effective management [30].

Learning ability (LA) refers to the ability to sum up experiences and to actively try to acquire new
knowledge, new models, and new methods through various channels [31]. According to Voronov and
Yorks [32], the willingness and ability to continuously learn are essential skills required to succeed as
an entrepreneur.

Relationship ability (RA) refers to the ability to establish and maintain good relationships
with business partners [33]. According to numerous scholars [34–36], entrepreneurs who are in
good relationships with business partners (i.e., employees, shareholders, clients, suppliers, creditors,
government, financial institutions, social partners, associations, chambers of commerce and the like)
can easily succeed in business. Since the media and the government’s invisible hand affect companies’
activities [12], it is appropriate to establish and maintain good relationships with government-related
organizations at all levels.

Opportunity detection ability (OA) refers to the ability to recognize and take advantage of potential
market opportunities [37]. Opportunity—as a central element of the entrepreneurial process—is
everywhere, but entrepreneurial founders should be able to recognize, size and tap them.

2.1.2. Entrepreneurial Orientation and Its Dimensions

If Smith’s [9] insight is applied, entrepreneurs are the owners, whose personal characteristics and
orientation influence the growth of their enterprises. EO refers to a strategic posture reflecting how
firms implicitly and explicitly choose to compete [38]. In other words, EO comprises the processes,
practices and decision-making styles of the owner-managers or firms that engage in entrepreneurial
activities [39]. Many studies [13,40,41] have established that EO is positively related to the performance
of enterprises.

The topic of EO has been extensively discussed over the past decades. However, given the breadth
of the concept, EO will be described in terms of dimensions [14]. Lumpkin and Dess [14] have defined
five dimensions of EO, namely innovativeness, risk-taking, proactiveness, competitive aggressiveness,
and autonomy. However, given the fact that the choice of dimensions for scrutiny depends on the
objective of particular studies [42], the consideration of any EO dimension is accepted by research
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specialists [13]. Hence, numerous researchers [13,18,43] have restricted their studies to the most used
EO dimensions, namely innovativeness, proactiveness, and risk trend.

Innovativeness (innovative orientation) is the tendency to introduce new things by developing
new products, services, processes, technologies, and models [14]. According to Berrone et al. [44],
innovativeness can promote enterprise reform and accelerate the flow of new knowledge, which
improves enterprise innovation performance.

Proactiveness (initiative orientation) is the tendency to anticipate and act on new opportunities
related to future demand [11]. According to Zhai et al. [39], proactive enterprises tend to adopt an
opportunity-seeking perspective for finding new market opportunities and take quick action on these
opportunities ahead of competitors, which in turn bring innovative performance and financial growth.

Risk tendency (risk orientation) is the tendency to take bold actions rather than to be cautious [45].
It reflects the willingness of enterprises to invest resources in innovation projects, although the failure
rate is high [46] or to enter a new market with high uncertainty of success.

2.2. SMEs and Sustainable Growth

2.2.1. Concept and Importance of SMEs

A small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) or business (SMB) is a business whose personnel
number, annual turnover and balance sheet fall below certain levels. While SMEs’ reality and size
change according to economies [47], companies are classified based on their legal recognition and tax
payments, as well as their criteria of turnover and number of employees.

As for the importance of SMEs, it is widely accepted that SMEs are one of the pillars of the
economies of states. In most countries, SMEs are the dominant form of business organization,
accounting for over 90% of registered enterprises, and they play a key role in driving sustainable
economic growth and job creation. In a nutshell, SMEs are the cornerstone of nations. Consequently,
the more successful the SMEs, the wealthier the country [48].

2.2.2. Concept of Business Growth

Growth is a process of in-depth development and positive transformations [49] that is generally
measured through quality [50] and/or profit [51] improvement. The business growth, according to
Terziovski and Samson [52], refers to the growth of the profitability of the enterprise, on the one hand,
and the improvement of the quality and ability of the enterprise, on the other hand.

Financial growth (as a profit improvement) and innovation growth (as a quality and ability
improvement) formed the growth measurement in this research.

Financial Growth

Quantitative measures (e.g., financial indicators) are the best indicators of a business’s
growth [53–56]. According to Delmar and Wiklund [54], if only one indicator has to be used to
measure a business’s growth, then financial achievements should be the preferred choice. Since sales
growth, annual turnover, average return on net assets, gross profit and market share are ‘financial
achievements’, it seems logical to use them as good metrics in assessing the growth of enterprises.

Innovation Growth

Schumpeter [57] defined innovation as “the introduction of a new good or a new quality of a
good” (i.e., product innovation) or “the introduction of a new method of production or a new way of
handling a commodity commercially” (i.e., process innovation). Innovation growth, therefore, refers to
the improvement in the method of production and quality of products [58]. Formulated otherwise,
innovation growth refers to the marginal differences in the success of companies. According to
Dimitar and Zornitsa [59], innovation metrics include R&D investments, the number of introduced new
products and processes, and intellectual property rights (trademarks, copyright, patents, among others).
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2.2.3. SME Sustainable Growth and Its Measurements

Sustainable growth literally refers to sustained success, which is the capacity of the business to
accomplish its growth objective [60] within a specific period and given a particular context. Economists
suggest that a company is considered capable of sustained growth if it grows at the average growth
rate of the country’s economy [61]. This being so, given that Côte d’Ivoire’s GDP grew on average by
8–9% per year during the period 2012–2018 [62], any SME with an annual growth rate of 8% should be
classified as growing sustainably. However, Flamholtz and Randle [61] consider 15% as the average
growth rate for a healthy SME.

A synthesis of the three considerations in the previous paragraph (i.e., the growth definition, the
economists’ suggestion and Flamholtz’s consideration) led to the following classification: 1 = Very
low growth (less than 0% annually); 2 = Low growth (0–8% annually); 3 = Average growth (8–15%
annually); 4 = High growth (15–99% annually); 5 = Very high growth (100% or greater). This was the
basis of the five-point scale question about business growth.

3. Hypotheses Development, Research Model and Research Method

3.1. Hypotheses on the Relation between Entrepreneur Ability (EA), Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) and
SME Sustainable Growth (SMESG)

3.1.1. EA and SMESG

From previous studies, entrepreneurs can be considered as innovators with creative
ability [10,51] and opportunity detection ability [8,63], who tap potential market opportunities
with the certainty that their learning ability [32,64] and relationship ability [36,38] will help them to
manage and control risks [39,65] in different stages of growth. These abilities are vital to promoting
innovation and economic growth (that is, self-fulfilment, business growth and national development).
Based on this consideration, the central hypothesis for this study is that EA may have major effects on
the growth of Ivorian SMEs.

This study therefore measures the EA in terms of creativity, risk control, learning, relationships
and opportunity discovery. For each hypothesis (e.g., EA predicts SMESG), the two sub-hypotheses
are derived from the consideration of two growth measurements, namely innovation growth and
financial growth.

Creativity Ability and SMESG

Creativity (or being creative) is the ability to create, articulate, or apply inventive ideas, techniques
and perspectives [66]. Since we are now living in the age of modernity, entrepreneurs with excellent
creative skills will more likely succeed in doing business [67]. Developing economies are characterized
by instability and an ever-changing business environment. In such a business environment, SMEs
with a lack of creativity cannot achieve sustained and healthy growth, and in the long run, may be
eliminated by the market. Thus, successful entrepreneurs and enterprises need to be continuously
creative to remain relevant to customers. Managers’ creativity, according to Coad et al. [66], will
enable their companies to gain differentiated competitive advantages that generate financial resources
and growth. This formed the basis of Hypothesis 1 (entrepreneurs’ ability to be creative predicts the
sustainable growth of their enterprises) of this study. Since SMESG is assessed through innovation and
financial achievements, the following specific hypotheses were formulated:

Hypothesis 1a (H1a). An SME’s financial growth is positively related to the entrepreneur’s creative ability.

Hypothesis 1b (H1b). An SME’s innovation growth is positively related to the entrepreneur’s creative ability.
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Risk-Control Ability and SMESG

According to Robbins and Coulter [68], entrepreneurship is a process of identifying the profitable
opportunities from the environment, exploiting those opportunities through the successful organization
of business operations, handling the risks and uncertainties carefully and managing the operations
systematically to help attain the objectives of a firm. Because SMEs tend to venture into high-risk
projects in pursuing profit and innovation (to a certain extent), effective risk management skills are
required. Risk-control abilities help entrepreneurs to identify and manage high-risk opportunities
facing their businesses and in doing so, increase the likelihood of successfully achieving the business
growth objective [28]. This trend prompted the formulation of study’s Hypothesis 2 (entrepreneurs’
risk-control ability predicts the sustainable growth of their enterprises). By considering these two
specific dimensions of SMESG, the following specific hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 2a (H2a). The risk-control ability of entrepreneurs has a significant positive impact on the financial
growth of their SMEs.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b). The risk-control ability of entrepreneurs has a significant positive impact on the
innovation growth of their SMEs.

Learning Ability and SMESG

Entrepreneurs’ learning ability refers to their ability to extract values from good experiences
from the process of enterprise development [69], to sum up experiences from past failures [70] and
actively to try to acquire new knowledge, new models and new methods through various channels [64].
According to Wolff et al. [71], the values above are crucial elements of competitiveness against the
backdrop of globalization. In this vein, Lis and Sudolska [72] pointed out that the learning ability of
entrepreneurs will help in solving the problems hindering the growth of SMEs (through knowledge
acquisition and summing up experiences) and thus promoting the sustainable growth of enterprises.
From this reality, the study’s Hypothesis 3 (entrepreneurs’ learning ability predicts the sustainable
growth of their enterprises) was formulated. The evidence of this relationship led to the formulation of
the following two specific hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3a (H3a). The relationship ability of entrepreneurs positively impacts the innovation growth
of SMEs.

Hypothesis 3b (H3b). The learning ability of entrepreneurs significantly and positively affects the innovation
growth of their SMEs.

Relationship Ability and SMESG

Relationship ability refers to the capability of the entrepreneur to establish and maintain good
relationships with all relevant business partners [36]. Based on the analysis of Mehralizadeh and
Sajady [73] of the profile of successful entrepreneurs, it can be argued that the ability to establish and
maintain good relationships with workers, customers, suppliers, shareholders, creditors, financial
institutions, government-related organizations and media offers several benefits to improve SMEs’
performance [74]. The relationship ability of managers, whether for instance, through political or
business relations, is an important way for enterprises to obtain external resources, which in turn
helps them to improve corporate performance. For instance, since government decisions and media
visibility have a significant impact on the development of any company [75], SMEs can reach growth
objectives by maintaining excellent and long-term relationships with them. These statements led to the
formulation of Hypothesis 4 (entrepreneurs’ relationship ability predicts the sustainable growth of their
enterprises). Based on the dimensions above, the following specific research hypotheses are proposed:
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Hypothesis 4a (H4a). The relationship ability of entrepreneurs has a positive impact on the financial growth
of SMEs.

Hypothesis 4b (H4b). The learning ability of entrepreneurs significantly and positively affects the financial
growth of their SMEs.

Opportunity Detection Ability and SMESG

Nowadays, economic liberalism has bred market imperfections which provide the potential
for entrepreneurs to create economic returns by organizing the necessary resources to respond to
opportunities. Opportunity discovery skill is, according to Penrose [8], the capability to discover
new opportunities even in unfamiliar areas. Based on Penrose’s view, the entrepreneurs’ opportunity
detection ability refers to the ability of the entrepreneur to recognize and take advantage of potential
market opportunities. As a visionary, Penrose [8] pointed out that opportunity detection ability—as
the heart of entrepreneurship—is a scarce resource that can have a direct impact on business growth.
Recently, George et al. [76], suggested that the opportunity detection ability of an entrepreneur will
help in recognizing new opportunities, and in evaluating and exploiting them in ways that generate
business growth; hence, the formulation of Hypothesis 5 (entrepreneurs’ opportunity detection ability
predicts the sustainable growth of their enterprises). This trend prompted the proposal of the following
two specifics hypotheses:

Hypothesis 5a (H5a). The financial growth of SMEs is positively related to the opportunity detection ability of
their owner-managers.

Hypothesis 5b (H5b). The innovation growth of SMEs is positively related to the opportunity detection ability
of their owner-managers.

3.1.2. EO and EA–SMESG Linkage

EO is the overall strategic posture of entrepreneurship [13]. From a growth perspective, EO will
(1) guide entrepreneurs towards early deployment of their operations in light of future environmental
changes (proactiveness); (2) enable entrepreneurs and managers to take the initiative to innovate by
dealing with the challenge of uncertainty (innovativeness); and (3) enable SMEs to take advantage
of some high-risk opportunities (risk tendency). This will result in promoting SMESG [16,77]. One
can, therefore, consider that fact as proof of the existence of a relationship between EO dimensions
and SMESG.

Research findings have shown that EO generally has a positive effect on business growth in
emerging economies [39] and developing countries [78]. Anlesinya et al. [78] found a significant
positive effect of proactiveness and risk-taking on the profitability of microenterprises that operate
in the retail sector in Ghana (a developing country located in the West African region, sharing a
border with Côte d’Ivoire). Moreover, in a recent survey of 324 SMEs of the Yangtze River Delta in
China, Zhai et al. [39] found that the relationship between EO and the innovation growth of SMEs was
significantly positive.

While EA affects business growth, excellent abilities of the owner-managers do not systematically
result in growth. Valuable EO must support EA in pursuing growth. It means that EA can lead to success
if—and only if—businesses adopt a strategic posture (EO) that also promotes the growth of the enterprise;
hence, the formulation of a hypothesis about the moderating role of EO in EA–SMESG relationships.

Though EO has five dimensions [14], this study focuses on three of them as identified and
considered by other researchers [13,43,78], namely innovativeness (i.e., the willingness to innovate),
proactiveness (i.e., the willingness to be more proactive) and risk tendency (i.e., the willingness to take
risks). In considering these EO dimensions, the following three suppositions are hypothesized:
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Hypothesis 6 (H6). The innovative orientation (innovativeness) positively regulates the relationship between
the entrepreneurs’ ability and SME growth.

Hypothesis 7 (H7). The initiative orientation (proactiveness) positively regulates the relationship between the
entrepreneurs’ ability and SME growth.

Hypothesis 8 (H8). The risk orientation (risk tendency) positively regulates the relationship between
entrepreneurs’ ability and SME growth.

3.2. Conceptual Model

Since numerous researchers have demonstrated that EA may affect the growth of SMEs, the theory
of growth determinism can be applied to express the relationship between EA and SMESG. However,
EA must be sufficiently stimulated by EO to achieve SMESG [79]. That is, EO has a regulating effect on
the relationship between EA and SMESG in Côte d’Ivoire.

Since it is evidenced that SME growth may be influenced by the business sector [80], business
size [6] and entrepreneurs’ work experience [81], these characteristics could be considered as control
variables (CV).

Figure 1 represents a concise conceptualization of EA and EO, leading to SMESG.
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Figure 1. Conceptual model of the moderating role of entrepreneurial orientation (EO) in the relationship
between entrepreneurs’ ability (EA) and small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) growth.

The conceptual framework is presented in a way that clearly shows EA as the IV, SMESG as the
DV, and EO as the moderating variable, while the business sector, business size and entrepreneurs’
work experience are CVs. These considerations are indicated in Table 1.
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Table 1. Variable specifications.

Variable Dimensions

Independent Variable Entrepreneur’s ability
(EA)

Creativity (CA)
Risk control (RCA)
Learning (LA)
Relationship (RA)
Opportunity detection (OA)

Moderator Variable
Entrepreneurial
orientation (EO)

Innovativeness (IO)
Proactiveness (PO)
Risk tendency (RO)

Dependent Variable SME sustainable
growth (SMESG)

Financial growth (FG)

FG1: Annual turnover
FG2: Gross profit
FG3: Main business growth rate
FG4: Average return on net assets

Innovation growth (IG)

IG1: Growth rate of income
generated by new products
IG2: Proportion of R&D
expenditures to the income
IG3: Increase in the number of
special prizes and patents

Control Variables

Business sector (SECT)

Agriculture (AGRI) Farming, fishing and forestry

Industry (IND) Mining, manufacturing, energy
production and construction

Services (SERV)
Government and all other private
economic activities that do not
produce material goods

Business size (SIZE)
Micro (MIC) 1–9 employees
Small (SMA) 10–49 employees
Medium (MED) 50–199 employees

Entrepreneur’s work
experience (EXP)

Beginner (BIG) Below 5 years
Professional (PRO) 5–15 years
Senior (SEN) Above 15 years

To elucidate the rational choice of study variables, the sources of variables and hypotheses (i.e.,
the relationship between factors and SMESG) are synthesized in Table 2.

Table 2. Sources of hypotheses on the relationship between entrepreneurial factors and SMEs’
sustainable growth (SMESG).

Variable Measurements Measure Source

I. Entrepreneur’s Ability (EA) and SMESG

Creativity CA SMESG is related to creativity [14,29]
Risk control RCA SMESG is related to risk-control ability [10,51]
Learning LA SMESG is related to learning ability [64,71]
Relationship RA SMESG is related to relationship ability [12,75]
Opportunity detection OA SMESG is related to opportunity detection ability [8,76]

II. Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) and EA–SMESG Linkage

Innovativeness IO Innovativeness regulates EA–SMESG relationship [44]
Proactiveness PO Proactiveness regulates EA–SMESG relationship [11]
Risk tendency RO Risk tendency regulates EA–SMESG relationship [29]



Sustainability 2019, 11, 7149 10 of 26

3.3. Research Method

3.3.1. Questionnaire Design and Validity

The questionnaire—as the primary research instrument—was developed and pre-tested by experts
in the field of the present study. It was designed following the requirements of research specialists
such as Curwin and Slater [82] and Neuman [83].

Validity—the extent to which an instrument measures what it is supposed to measure [84] and
performs as it is designed to perform [85]—has two important dimensions, namely face validity and
content-related validity. According to Hair et al. [84], face and content validities are established by the
judgment of experts. In order to establish face and content validity of the research instrument, a draft
of the questionnaire was examined by a panel of experts (including the researcher’s supervisor, some
lecturers in the management field and leaders of SMEs in Côte d’Ivoire) in the field of study. Some
modifications were made to the first version of the questionnaire based on suggestions concerning the
items which were not properly reflecting what they set out to measure. Additionally, the clarity of the
questionnaire was confirmed during a pilot study, since none of the 10 participants found ambiguities
in the questionnaire. Based on the feedback from the pilot test, slight changes were however made to
improve the quality of the questionnaire.

3.3.2. Population, Sampling and Data Collection

This research occurred on a national scale where the target population consisted of SMEs operating
in Côte d’Ivoire, a member country of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS),
which is made up of 15 countries. Côte d’Ivoire experienced inclusive growth since its independence in
1960 until 1999 (1999 is the beginning of a period of political instability). With the return of peace and
political stability from 2011, the government implemented economic reforms which have contributed to
improving the macroeconomic environment and set the stage for both SMESG and country development.
These developmental reforms included tax deduction policies and the establishment of the Investment
Promotion Centre. Consequently, the country’s GDP grew, on average, 9% per year during the period
2012–2018, making Côte d’Ivoire the fastest-growing economy in the West African region, and one of
Africa’s fastest-growing economies in recent years. Apart from the sociopolitical crisis experienced
by Côte d’Ivoire, the entrepreneurial imbalance between men and women [86], the inaccessibility of
finance [86] and the low purchasing power of customers [87] are major factors that can explain the weak
performance of most Ivorian SMEs in recent years. The two main parameters defining SMEs in Côte
d’Ivoire are (1) the number of employees (microenterprise < 10; small enterprise < 50; medium-sized
enterprise < 200) and (2) the amount of annual turnover (microenterprise ≤ €45,735; small enterprise
≤ €228,674; medium-sized enterprise ≤ €1,524,490). Whilethey represent about 90–98% of the registered
companies and 23% of jobs, most Ivorian SMEs are defined by a low level of an organization [86].

The researcher gained access to the Ivorian SMEs database through the Ivorian Movement of SMEs
(MPME-CI), an official union for Ivorian SMEs. In order to have a representative sample, including
SMEs of all business sectors, stratified sampling was used as the primary random sampling technique.
Given the fact that the contribution of the significant business sectors to the national GDP in 2015
was 28% for agriculture (stratum 1#), 25% for industry (stratum 2#) and 47% for services (stratum 3#),
SMEs were selected randomly with the same proportion given to each stratum. These considerations
resulted in the selection of 320 SMEs (among the thousands in operation) of which 80 (25%) operating
in industry, 90 (28%) in agriculture and 150 (45%) in services.

To collect data, structured questionnaires (i.e., the primary data collection instrument) were
provided to the participants together with the research permit (i.e., an official document in which
owner-managers are invited to acquaint themselves with the researcher) and the letter of introduction
(i.e., a document explaining the purpose of the study, while also giving the assurance that the
information would be strictly confidential). Questionnaires were collected on the agreed-upon dates,
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and some managers were interviewed through both open-ended questions and closed-ended questions.
The response rate was 99% (318 responses out of 320 questionnaires).

The document analysis—a secondary source of information for this study—was performed on
relevant documents such as developmental policy documents of SMEs, companies’ financial statements,
internet, academic papers and national development plans.

3.3.3. Statistic Methods of Data Analysis

First and foremost, an SPSS dataset was established based on the data collected from
318 entrepreneurs. In order to examine the relationship between EA and SMESG, the multiple
regression analysis methods were adopted. As required by research specialists, thorough factor
analyses were a prerequisite for running regression analyses; hence, the data analysis methods of this
study included the exploratory factor analysis (EFA), confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and regression
analysis (RA).

EFA—a reliable instrument used to check whether the factor being examined needs all its items
to be measured effectively [88]—was run to clear the dataset of the items that did not contribute
to the reliability of each dimension of EA, EO and SMESG. Since the questionnaire used was the
Likert scale, EFA consisted of assessing the reliability of questions and factor analysis. By considering
previous studies [89–91], this study admitted Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) > 0.5 and significance
(p-value < 0.05) of Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity as a criterion of the suitability of factor analysis. Based
on the principal component analysis (PCA) approach, 50–60% [92] and 1 [90] were considered as the
minimum acceptable cumulative percentage of variance and eigenvalue, respectively.

CFA—an analysis method that aims at confirming the structure of the factor extracted in the
EFA—consists in establishing composite reliability (CR) and convergent validity (CV), as well as
discriminant validity (DV). In this study, the threshold of CV was the average variance extracted (AVE)
> 0.5 [93], and the minimum acceptable value of CR was 0.7 [84]. According to the Fornell–Larcker [94]
criterion, the discriminant validity of the construct is established only if the square root of each
construct’s AVE is higher than its correlation with other latent constructs.

After inspecting the reliability of each question (based on Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients) and
factor analysis (construct validity, PCA and rotated component analysis), dependent and independent
variables were created by obtaining simple averages of the measures (using the cleaned dataset).

Hierarchical regression analysis (HRA) was used to evaluate the impact of EA on SMESG. The
hypothesis (i.e., the IV predicts the DV) is confirmed if the regression coefficient (β) of the added
variable is positive and statistically significant (p < 0.05). Besides, a model is declared to be a good fit
for the data if the F-statistic is significant (p < 0.05). Multiple regression analysis (MRA) consisted in
evaluating the moderating effect of each of the three dimensions of EO on the relationship between EA
and Ivorian SMESG. The moderating effect of EO exists if—and only if—(1) R2 obtained by adding
interaction terms is higher than the model fitting coefficient obtained without interaction terms and
(2) β of interaction term between IV and moderator is positive (β > 0) and statistically significant
(p < 0.05).

4. Analysis

4.1. Statistics on SMEs, Entrepreneurs and Study Variables

Table 3 contains a summary of information relating to SMEs and entrepreneurs operating in
Côte d’Ivoire.
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Table 3. Statistical landscape of SMEs and entrepreneurs in Côte d’Ivoire.

Variable Frequency Percent

Entrepreneur
characteristics

Gender
Female 50 15.7
Male 268 84.3

Entrepreneur’s age
31–40 years 90 28.3
41–50 years 158 49.7
Over 50 years 70 22.0

Level of education
College and below 30 9.4
Bachelor 60 18.9
Master’s and above 228 71.7

Work experience
BEGINNER: below 5 years 48 15.1
PROFESSIONAL: 5–15 years 140 44.0
SENIOR: above 15 years 130 40.9

Firm characteristics

Business size
Micro 158 49.7
Small 80 25.2
Medium 80 25.2

Business sector
Agriculture 90 28.3
Services 148 46.5
Industry 80 25.2

Business’s age
Below 5 years 128 40.3
5–15 years 190 59.7
Above 15 years 0 0.0

Gender, age, the highest level of education and work experience form the entrepreneurs’ personal
characteristics. In general, data reveal that Ivorian SMEs are managed by men or women whose ages
range from 31 to over 50 years, with different levels of education. The majority of the respondents
(71.2%) were above 40 years, meaning that most Ivorians set up their businesses when they reach the
mature age of 40 years. Regarding the gender of entrepreneurs, women represent only about 16% of
entrepreneurs in Côte d’Ivoire, while 84% of entrepreneurs are male, which is in line with the official
figures published by the government of Côte d’Ivoire. In terms of work experience, a deduction can be
made regarding the diversity of entrepreneurs’ work experience, ranging from beginners (15% of the
Ivorian entrepreneur population) to seniors (41% of the Ivorian entrepreneur population). Furthermore,
the data show that the majority (72%) of the owner-managers are holders of master’s or higher degrees.
Of the 28% of entrepreneurs who fall outside the master’s or higher degree holders’ category, only 9%
hold a secondary or lower level of education.

Business size, business sector and business age were the characteristics of firms that were measured.
In general, data revealed that SMEs from all business categories (micro, small and medium) and all
business sectors (agriculture, services and industry) were represented in this sample, although none
of the SMEs had a lifespan of above 15 years. Ivorian SMEs were classified into microenterprises
(about 50% of SMEs), small enterprises (about 25% of SMEs) and medium-sized enterprises (about
25% of SMEs). The statistics produced a plausible result since the proportion of SMEs belonging to
each business sector was very close to the country’s GDP by sector, namely 47% for services, 28% for
agriculture and 25% for industry. The reason why there were “no SMEs which had been in operation
for more than 15 years” is that after so many years of existence, either the SME had become a large
enterprise (because of its success and growth) or it had disappeared (because of failure or bankruptcy).

By inspecting the means of study variables, the responses were around the average value of 3,
indicating that the average level of performance of Ivorian SMEs is moderately good.
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4.2. Suitability of Sample Size and Scale Question and Normal Distribution of Variables

One of the assumptions underlying the factor analysis is “sufficient sample size (n > 100) and
n > 5 times the number of items”. Based on Comrey’s rule of thumb [95], the sample size was classified
as good (n = 318 > 300). In addition, n = 318 > 5 times the number of items (5 × 35 = 175).

The assumption of scale question was also met since the questionnaires for this study consisted of
eight questions and 35 items with responses recorded on a five-point Likert scale, with options ranging
from very unfavourable (score = 1) to very favourable (score = 5).

The results indicate that all the variables in the dataset are in accordance with the rule of thumb
for skewness (−2 < skewness < 2) [96] and with the rule of thumb for kurtosis (kurtosis ≤ 3) [97].
This finding suggests that the study variables (or dataset) globally satisfy the conditions for normal
distribution; hence, data are suitable for further statistical analysis.

4.3. Impact of EA on SME Growth

By assessing the impact of EA on SMESG, the EFA was first performed. EFA consists of inspecting
the reliability of questions (for each dimension) and factor analysis (for each factor or variable).
Reliability of questions was assessed by analyzing Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients and corrected
item-total correlation for each dimension of EA, EO and SMESG. Table 4 presents a summary of
question reliability results. Based on Hinton’s [98] criteria, the measures used to assess the effect of EA
on the growth of Ivorian SMEs are of excellent internal consistency (Cronbach’salphavalues ≥ 0.9).

Factor analysis consists of assessing construct validity, inspecting and interpreting scree plot,
principal component analysis (PCA) and rotated component analysis (PCA). Overall, the validity of
data is illustrated since all the factors are valid (Bartlett’s test p < 0.05; KMO > 0.5; eigenvalue > 1.0;
cumulative contribution rate > 60%; prime component > 20%). This confirmed that the data on EA
affecting the growth of Ivorian SMEs are suitable for further analysis. Four specific analyses could
be done from these results. Firstly, it can be concluded that the data on EA affecting the growth of
Ivorian SMEs are suitable for factor analysis because KMO > 0.5 and Bartlett’s test of sphericity is
statistically significant (p = 0.0001 < 0.05) for all variables. Secondly, by looking at the results of PCA, it
can be concluded that the three criteria, namely Kaiser’s criteria (all eigenvalue > 1.0), cumulative
percentage of variance (cumulative % > 60%) and percentage of prime component (% of variance of the
first component > 20%) were met for each dimension of EA, EO and SMESG. Hence, the dimensions of
each study variable (EA, EO and SMESG), as indicated in Table 1, correctly express their related factor.
Thirdly, for each factor (i.e., EA, EO and SMESG), the inspection of the scree plot and eigenvalues
confirms the dimensions expressing the factor. Lastly, the main objective of factor analysis (i.e., data
summarization and data reduction) was met since some questions (relating to some EA dimensions)
were rejected because of their weak contribution to data reliability.

After the EFA, the CFA was performed to confirm the reliability (i.e., composite reliability)
and validity (i.e., convergent and discriminant validity) of the factor structure extracted in the EFA.
Referring to the results, the validity of the constructs was adequate, because (1) the factor loadings
of the indicators respective fields were significant; (2) CR of all dimensions was higher than 0.7 and
(3) AVE was higher than 0.5. Based on Fornell–Larcker [94] criterion, the constructs’ discriminant
validity was also established because the square root of each construct’s AVE was higher than its
correlation with another latent construct (i.e., inter-construct correlations). Moreover, multicollinearity
problems were absent because of lower correlation coefficients (between variables).

The variables involved in this HRA were IVs (EA dimensions), DV (SMESG) and CVs. These
variables are specified in Table 1. Since the DV has two dimensions, two different regressions were run
separately: One regression for “financial growth”; another regression for “innovation growth”. Table 5
shows the regression analysis results for financial and innovation growth. First and foremost, the
diagnostic of assumptions resulted in “no autocorrelation in the data” since all the IVs had VIF < 5 [99],
and “no multicollinearity between the IVs” since all the IVs had Durbin–Watson (DW) between the
two critical values of 1.5 and 2.5 (1.5 < DW < 2.5).
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Table 4. Summary of results of question reliability and factor validity tests.

Factor

Reliability Test Validity Test

Cronbach’s Alpha Interpretation Bartlett’s Test KMO Cumulative Contribution to
the Total Variance Interpretation

α > 0.6 p < 0.05 KMO > 0.5 >60%

Entrepreneur’s ability

Creativity 0.998

Excellent
reliability 0.001 0.891 98.50%

Suitability of data for
factor analysis

Risk control 0.993
Learning 0.997
Relationship 0.997
Opportunity detection 0.997

Entrepreneurial
orientation

Innovativeness 0.990 Excellent
reliability 0.001 0.813 98.13%

Suitability of data for
factor analysisProactiveness 0.987

Risk tendency 0.994

SME growth Financial growth 0.960 Excellent
reliability 0.001 0.868 91.64%

Suitability of data for
factor analysisInnovation growth 0.971
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Table 5. Impact of entrepreneurs’ ability on SME growth.

A. Effect of Entrepreneur’s Ability on SME Financial Growth

Variables
Single Models Full

Model 0 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Control
variables

Work experience −0.034 * −0.057 * −0.026 * −0.043 * −0.043 * −0.041 * −0.062
Business size −0.202 *** −0.184 *** −0.199 *** −0.192 *** −0.192 *** −0.156 *** −0.131 ***
Business sector 0.161 *** 0.150 *** 0.160 *** 0.155 *** 0.162 *** 0.130 ** 0.121 **

Independent
variables

Creativity ability 0.383 *** 0.363 ***
Risk-control ability 0.157 *** 0.149 ***
Learning ability 0.098 0.058
Relationship ability 0.173 *** 0.120 **
Opportunity detection ability 0.285 *** 0.259 ***

Regression
statistics

R2 0.059 0.205 0.083 0.068 0.088 0.137 0.318
F Statistic 6.512 *** 20.145 *** 7.090 *** 5.717 *** 7.579 *** 12.469 ** 18.042 ***
VIF 1.002 1.121 1.003 1.016 1.006 1.031 VIFs < 5

B. Effect of Entrepreneur’s Ability on SME Innovation Growth

Variables
Single Models Full

Model 0 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Control
variables

Work experience −0.065 * −0.072 −0.051 * −0.059 * −0.073 * −0.071 * −0.059 *
Business size −0.073 * −0.068 −0.068 * −0.080 * −0.063 * −0.033 * −0.028 *
Business sector 0.003 ** 0.001 0.002 ** 0.007 ** 0.003 ** −0.024 ** −0.018 **

Independent
variables

Creativity ability 0.104 * 0.068
Risk-control ability 0.271 *** 0.302 ***
Learning ability −0.076 −0.104
Relationship ability 0.182 *** 0.207 ***
Opportunity detection ability 0.255 *** 0.222 ***

Regression
statistics

R2 0.01 0.021 0.083 0.015 0.042 0.072 0.199
F Statistic 1.013 * 1.636 7.078 *** 1.213 3.477 *** 6.124 *** 9.569 ***
VIF 0.97 0.994 0.996 0.985 0.994 0.971 VIFs < 5

VIF, variance inflation factor. *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.1.
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4.3.1. Impact of EA on SME Financial Growth

About the impact of EA on SME financial growth, the results indicate that, except for learning
ability, all EA dimensions explained the SME financial growth (∆R2 is positive) above and beyond the
control variable (i.e., work experience, business size, business sector). Also, the regression coefficient
(β) of each of these EA dimensions was positive and statistically significant (p < 0.01), which offers
evidence to confirm Hypothesis H1a (i.e., creativity ability predicts SME financial growth), H2a
(i.e., risk-control ability predicts SME financial growth), H4a (i.e., relationship ability predicts SME
financial growth) and H5a (i.e., opportunity detection ability predicts SME financial growth). There
was, however, evidence to reject Hypothesis H3a (i.e., learning ability predicts SME financial growth)
because the regression coefficient of learning ability was not statistically significant (p > 0.1). Since
F-statistics are significant (p < 0.01), the obtained models were good fits for the data relating to the
SMEs’ financial growth.

To identify the most effective predictors (EAs), a hierarchical regression—aimed at confirming
or rejecting the hypotheses when all IVs are included—was performed for the financial dimension
of SMESG. The results of the regression (in the full model) were in line with the findings from each
standard regression (in single models). For the DV “financial growth”, the regression coefficient (β) of
creative ability, opportunity detection ability, risk-control ability and relationship ability was positive
and statistically significant (p < 0.05); hence, these abilities are effective predictors. However, β of
“learning ability” was not significant, meaning that the learning ability of entrepreneurs does not affect
the SME financial growth. Moreover, according to the p-value of F-statistic, the full model is a good fit
for the data (p < 0.01).

4.3.2. Impact of EA on SME Innovation Growth

Concerning the impact of EA on SME innovation growth, the results indicate a non-relationship
between “creativity and SME innovation growth” and between “learning ability and SME innovation
growth” (regression coefficient β is not significant). The predictive power of creativity was indeed
contradicted since the F-statistic was not significant, even though β is significant at 10% level.
Consequently, Hypothesis H1b (i.e., creativity predicts SME innovation growth) and H3b (i.e., learning
ability predicts SME innovation growth) were rejected. The other EA dimensions (i.e., risk control,
relationship and opportunity detection ability) predict the Ivorian SME innovation growth, because
the regression coefficients were statistically significant (p < 0.1).

To identify the most effective predictors (EAs), a hierarchical regression—aimed at confirming
or rejecting the hypotheses when all IVs are included—was performed for the innovation dimension
of SMESG. The results of the regression (in the full model) were in line with the findings from each
standard regression (in single models). For the DV “innovation growth”, the regression coefficient
(β) of opportunity detection ability, risk-control ability and relationship ability was positive and
statistically significant (p < 0.05); hence, these abilities are effective predictors. However, β of “learning”
and “creativity” were not significant in the final full model, meaning that neither the learning ability
nor creativity ability of entrepreneurs affect the SME innovation growth. Moreover, according to the
p-value of F-statistic, the full model is a good fit for the data (p < 0.01).

4.4. Moderating Effect of EO on the Linkage between EA and SME Growth

Multiple regression analyses were made to estimate the predictive power of each EO dimension
on the linkage between each EA dimension and SMESG. The results of regression analysis (in assessing
the moderating effect of EO on EA–SMESG linkage) are reported in Table 6.
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Table 6. Moderating effect of entrepreneurial orientation (EO) on the linkage between entrepreneurs’ ability (EA) and SME sustainable growth (SMESG) in Côte d’Ivoire.

Variables Model 1 Model 2-1 Model 3-1 Model 4-1 Model 2-2 Model 3-2 Model 4-2

A. Effect of EO on “Entrepreneur’s Creativity—SMESG” Linkage

Work experience −0.057 * −0.065 * −0.069 * −0.050 * −0.034 * −0.069 * −0.057 *
Business size −0.184 *** −0.158 *** −0.184 *** −0.201 *** −0.099 ** −0.183 *** −0.202 ***
Business sector 0.150 *** 0.205 *** 0.163 *** 0.190 *** 0.137 *** 0.162 *** 0.157 ***
Creativity ability 0.383 *** 0.272 *** 0.355 *** 0.350 *** 0.152 0.531 0.5
Innovativeness 0.352 *** 0.211 ***
Proactiveness 0.196 *** 0.311 **
Risk tendency 0.201 *** 0.448 ***
Creativity * innovativeness 0.448 ***
Creativity * proactiveness 0.229
Creativity * risk tendency 0.394 *
R2 0.205 0.312 0.242 0.243 0.395 0.244 0.251
F Statistic 20.145 *** 28.265 *** 19.894 *** 19.991 *** 33.877 *** 16.727 *** 17.397 ***

B. Effect of EO on “Entrepreneur’s Risk Control Ability—SMESG” Linkage

Work experience −0.026 * −0.047 * −0.043 * −0.021 * −0.048 * −0.047 * −0.037 *
Business size −0.199 *** −0.162 *** −0.197 *** −0.218 *** −0.155 *** −0.191 *** −0.187 ***
Business sector 0.160 *** 0.223 *** 0.175 *** 0.209 *** 0.215 *** 0.173 *** 0.145 ***
Risk-control ability 0.157 *** 0.077 * 0.160 *** 0.139 *** 0.417 *** 0.292 * 0.109 ***
Innovativeness 0.426 *** 0.428 ***
Proactiveness 0.249 *** 0.411 **
Risk tendency 0.250 *** 0.467 ***
Risk control * Innovativeness 0.586 **
Risk control * proactiveness −0.212
Risk control * risk tendency 0.538 ***
R2 0.083 0.251 0.144 0.143 0.267 0.146 0.211
F Statistic 7.090 *** 20.949 *** 10.529 *** 10.423 *** 18.861 *** 8.880 *** 13.826 ***
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Table 6. Cont.

Variables Model 1 Model 2-1 Model 3-1 Model 4-1 Model 2-2 Model 3-2 Model 4-2

C. Effect of EO on “Entrepreneur’s Relationship Ability—SMESG” Linkage

Work experience −0.043 * −0.056 * −0.057 * −0.035 * −0.057 * −0.057 * −0.035 *
Business size −0.192 *** −0.159 *** −0.192 *** −0.213 *** −0.157 *** −0.192 *** −0.212 ***
Business sector 0.162 *** 0.224 *** 0.176 *** 0.208 *** 0.227 *** 0.174 *** 0.208 ***
Relationship ability 0.173 *** 0.100 ** 0.140 *** 0.131 ** 0.253 0.085 0.103
Innovativeness 0.423 *** 0.557 ***
Proactiveness 0.227 *** 0.189 *
Risk tendency 0.237 *** 0.206 *
Relationship * Innovativeness 0.226 **
Relationship * proactiveness 0.073 *
Relationship * risk tendency 0.047
R2 0.088 0.255 0.138 0.141 0.258 0.138 0.141
F Statistic 7.579 *** 21.388 *** 9.992 *** 10.213 *** 17.990 *** 8.324 *** 8.493 ***

D. Effect of EO on “Entrepreneur’s Opportunity Detection Ability—SMESG” Linkage

Work experience −0.041 * −0.056 * −0.056 * −0.035 * −0.053 * −0.058 * −0.034 *
Business size −0.156 *** −0.131 *** −0.158 *** −0.173 *** −0.124 ** −0.155 *** −0.166 ***
Business sector 0.130 ** 0.196 *** 0.146 *** 0.184 *** 0.190 *** 0.144 *** 0.182 ***
Opportunity detection ability 0.285 *** 0.219 *** 0.260 *** 0.319 *** 0.745 *** 0.243 *** 0.442 ***
Innovativeness 0.405 *** 0.451 ***
Proactiveness 0.218 *** 0.143 **
Risk tendency 0.297 *** 0.442 ***
Opportunity detection * innovativeness 0.559 ***
Opportunity detection * proactiveness 0.123 **
Opportunity detection *risk tendency −0.187
R2 0.137 0.291 0.184 0.222 0.318 0.192 0.225
F Statistic 12.469 *** 25.604 *** 14.034 *** 17.764 *** 24.125 *** 12.353 *** 15.079 ***

EA, entrepreneur’s ability; EO, entrepreneurial orientation; SME, small and medium-sized enterprise; SMESG, SME growth. *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.1.
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Overall, the outputs of regressions do not indicate any autocorrelation issue, because
Durbin–Watson values are within the 1.5 and 2.5 recommended values for independent observations.
Besides, all models fit the data well as the F-statistic was statistically significant (p < 0.01) for all variables.

Specifically, three conclusions can be drawn from the regression analysis results.
Firstly, from the obtained models, Hypothesis H6 (i.e., the moderating effect of innovativeness

exists) can be fully confirmed for creativity, risk control, relationship and opportunity detection ability.
The justification is that the model fitting coefficient (R2) obtained by adding the interaction term
was higher (∆R2 > 0) than the model fitting coefficient obtained without interaction terms and the
regression coefficient (β) of interaction of EA and innovativeness was positive (β > 0) and statistically
significant (p < 0.01) for these dimensions of EA.

Secondly, Hypothesis H7 (i.e., the moderating effect of proactiveness exists) is confirmed for
relationship and opportunity detection ability because ∆R2 (obtained by adding the interaction term)
was positive; and EA–proactiveness interaction was positive (β> 0) and statistically significant (p < 0.01)
for these EA dimensions. This was not the case for creativity and risk control ability; hence, Hypothesis
H7 was rejected for these two dimensions of EA.

Thirdly, Hypothesis H8 (i.e., the moderating effect of risk tendency exists) is confirmed for
creativity and risk control ability because ∆R2 (obtained by adding the interaction term) was positive;
and EA–risk tendency interaction was positive (β > 0) and statistically significant (p < 0.01) for these EA
dimensions. This was not the case for relationship and opportunity detection ability; hence, Hypothesis
H8 could not be confirmed for these two dimensions of EA.

In line with the research objectives, the results of the hypotheses testing are summarized in Table 7.

Table 7. Summary of relationships between entrepreneurs’ ability (EA) and Ivorian SMEs’ sustainable
growth (SMESG).

Factor Hypothesis Hypothesis Testing Result

Creativity
and SMESG

H1a Creativity predicts SME financial growth Confirmed
H1b Creativity predicts SME innovation growth Rejected

Risk control
and SMEG

H2a Risk-control ability predicts SME financial growth Confirmed
H2b Risk-control ability predicts SME innovation growth Confirmed

Learning and
SMESG

H3a Learning ability predicts SME financial growth Rejected
H3b Learning ability predicts SME innovation growth Rejected

Relationship
and SMESG

H4a Relationship ability predicts SME financial growth Confirmed
H4b Relationship ability predicts SME innovation growth Confirmed

Opportunity
detection and

SMESG

H5a Opportunity detection ability predicts SME financial growth Confirmed

H5b Opportunity detection ability predicts SME innovation growth Confirmed

EO and
EA–SMESG

H6

Innovativeness positively regulates EA–SMESG relationship Fully confirmed
Innovativeness vs. creativity–SMESG Confirmed
Innovativeness vs. risk control–SMESG Confirmed
Innovativeness vs. relationship–SMESG Confirmed
Innovativeness vs. opportunity detection–SMESG Confirmed

H7

Proactiveness positively regulates EA–SMESG relationship Partially confirmed
Proactiveness vs. creativity–SMESG Rejected
Proactiveness vs. risk control–SMESG Rejected
Proactiveness vs. relationship–SMESG Confirmed
Proactiveness vs. opportunity detection–SMESG Confirmed

H8

Risk orientation positively regulates EA–SMESG relationship Partially confirmed
Risk tendency vs. creativity–SMESG Confirmed
Risk tendency vs. risk control–SMESG Confirmed
Risk tendency vs. relationship–SMESG Rejected
Risk tendency vs. opportunity detection–SMESG Rejected
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5. Conclusions

5.1. Discussion

The study was aimed at examining the relationship between entrepreneurs’ ability (EA) and
growth among SMEs in Côte d’Ivoire while assessing the influence of entrepreneurial orientation
(EO) in this link. This study was motivated by the fact that none of the previous studies dealing with
EA–SMESG relationships have been carried out in environments and contexts of the Ivorian economy.
The business environment is so unfavourable that conducting such research in Côte d’Ivoire proves
to be a great challenge. Previous studies [100–102] have focused on only a few factors (e.g., lack of
financing, gender disparities and political instability), hindering the development of SMEs operating
in Côte d’Ivoire. Besides, because SMEs in Côte d’Ivoire have long faced many challenges hindering
their sustainable growth, studies on any factor that may positively affect the performance and growth
of SMEs in the country are of great importance.

To achieve this primary objective, three research questions were addressed. The first research
question concerns the literature relating to the impact of EA on SMEs’ sustainable growth (SMESG),
the second research question deals with hypotheses on the relationship between EA and SMESG, and
the third research question deals with the moderating effect of EO on the EA–SMESG linkage. The
research findings are therefore discussed in so far as they have bearing on the research questions, and
in relation to the existing literature.

5.1.1. Which Entrepreneurs’ Abilities Can Affect the Growth of Ivorian SMEs?

Since the growth of enterprise results from a combination of factors, including entrepreneurial
skills [103], the examination of EAs seems logical in assessing the growth of SMEs [14]. The existing
literature was explored to establish the list of EAs that usually affect the growth of SMEs in most
countries and regions. While several factors may be the reason for the success of enterprises [19],
successful entrepreneurs share certain traits, such as creativity, relationship capability, continuous
learning, an ability to seize opportunities and an ability to control risks. These traits make up the EAs
that mostly have a positive effect on the growth of enterprises [24,36,51] in any country. Therefore,
creativity, learning, relationship, risk control and opportunity detection are five dimensions of EA that
can have an advantageous effect on the growth of Ivorian SMEs.

5.1.2. Which Entrepreneurs’ Abilities Are Affecting the Growth of Ivorian SMEs?

By considering the five most frequently studied dimensions of EA, this study aimed at confirming
their positive influence on the growth of Ivorian SMEs. While the findings of this study reveal an
association between most EA dimensions (i.e., entrepreneur’s creativity, risk control, relationship and
opportunity detection ability) and SMESG, some cases of non-association (i.e., learning ability and
SME financial growth; and learning ability and SME innovation growth) are especially notable. This
finding challenges many standpoints [8,64,71,72], which support the significance of learning ability in
SME growth.

Why does the learning ability of Ivorian entrepreneurs not predict SMESG? Entrepreneurs’
learning ability refers to their ability (1) to summarize good experiences, (2) to sum up experiences
from past failures and (3) to actively try to acquire knowledge, models and methods through various
channels (e.g., school, readings, training, workshops and apprenticeships). However, it is not just
any knowledge, models and methods that should be drawn from, but the right ones [31]. So, the
question is: Are Ivorian managers learning the right knowledge, models and methods through the
productive channels? It is known that the principal learning channel is the school, which forms part of
the education system. A previous study by Diabate et al. [6] revealed that the level of education (known
to be a fundamental developmental factor) does not play an invaluable role in SMESG in Côte d’Ivoire.
This is the inevitable consequence of the weak education system (compared to education systems in
developed countries). The best illustration of the weakness of the education system is the difference in



Sustainability 2019, 11, 7149 21 of 26

know-how between an Ivorian IT engineer (graduated from an Ivorian school) and a German engineer
(graduated from a German school). While both are IT engineers, the German engineer is superior in
respect of know-how. While Ivorian IT engineers claim to have good skills (e.g., high educational
background, ability to manage IT enterprises, ability to summarize good experiences, ability to learn
and develop new methods), these abilities do not positively affect the growth of their enterprises.

While this finding contradicts the results of a number of earlier researchers, it is aligned with
the findings of some studies. For example, Yeboah [104], in a study in Ghana (a developing African
country), concluded that entrepreneurs with high learning ability did not report the highest sales
growth. Furthermore, even if entrepreneurs can succeed through their capabilities such as learning,
proactiveness and personality, these factors do not always bring sustainable growth [105].

5.1.3. Does EO Moderate the Link Between EA and SME Growth in Côte d’Ivoire?

EO indeed moderates the link between EA and Ivorian SMESG. Innovativeness (innovative
orientation), proactiveness (initiative orientation) and risk tendency (risk orientation) are all associated
with business growth among SMEs operating in Côte d’Ivoire. Through regression analyses, the
hypotheses of the moderating effects of EO in the EA–SMESG relationship are supported. These
results are consistent with the findings of earlier scholars [11,14,78]. In the African context, this result
is particularly in line with the conclusion of Musaana [106], who discovered a significant positive
effect of innovativeness on the entrepreneur’s opportunity detection ability and enterprise growth
relationship of SMEs in Zambia. By examining the influence of EO on the growth of SMEs in Ghana,
Alembummah [107] found that successful SMEs in the food processing sector often exhibit high levels
of proactiveness and entrepreneurial ability. LeRoux and Bengesi [108] also found a significant positive
effect of risk-taking on the profitability of enterprises operating in Tanzania. The present study seems
to fill a gap (to some extent) in literature because no previous study has focused on the importance
of entrepreneurship with the aim of estimating the effect of EA and EO on the growth of SMEs in
Côte d’Ivoire. Moreover, the conclusions and implications of this study have reference value for the
development of SMEs in Côte d’Ivoire.

5.2. Management Implications

The goal of management implications is to guide management decisions by recommending clear
management actions based on the results of hypothesis testing. In light of the predictive power of
EA and EO in respect of SMEs achievements, this study provides suggestions on how to promote the
sustainable growth of Ivorian SMEs, which will, in turn, foster sustainable development in the country.

By revealing the critical EA dimensions affecting the growth of SMEs, this study seems to be
a useful reference for development actors in their growth-oriented planning. For example, a bank
manager can decide to grant a bank loan to an entrepreneur when his or her career profile, personal
characteristics and managerial abilities seem right for succeeding in entrepreneurial activities. The
overall implication of the findings is that government and decision makers can increase the efficiency
of SMEs through actions aiming at strengthening the abilities of entrepreneurs and managers. As for
entrepreneurs and managers, they should continuously display their managerial skills because EA can
increase the likelihood of SMEs growing faster.

If the learning ability of Ivorian entrepreneurs does not affect the growth of their SMEs, this may
be owing to the fact that they are not good at extracting good experiences from the process of business
development, and are not able to apply their managerial experiences in work practice. As a practical
implication, this study suggests that entrepreneurs should “continuously learn the latest management
knowledge” to “acquire new knowledge, new models and new methods” and to “reinforce their
learning capability”.

Given the positive impact of EO on the growth of SMEs, EO should be seen as a developmental
factor. This study, therefore, recommends that the government, policymakers and SME leaders should
consider EO in the formulation and implementation of the Côte d‘Ivoire’s National Development



Sustainability 2019, 11, 7149 22 of 26

Plan. Such entrepreneurial-oriented policies could enhance SMESG, which would lead to the country’s
progress. Moreover, the government of Côte d’Ivoire should organize workshops for entrepreneurs
to educate them on the importance of EO and its implication for SMESG, and to consolidate their
strategic orientation toward entrepreneurship. A specific implication of the study findings is that
entrepreneurs and business partners must (1) maintain a posture that continuously pursues novel ideas,
new products, new services, new processes, new technologies and new models related to business
development; (2) maintain an opportunity-seeking perspective; and (3) control risks associated with
high-risk ventures that bring financial achievements.

5.3. Research Gaps and Direction of Further Studies

The limitations of this study are all linked to its limited scope. First and foremost, the study is
restricted to only one aspect of entrepreneurship (i.e., EA dimensions) as an independent variable. It
does not consider the many other factors that may affect the growth of SMEs. As such, the findings
cannot be seen as an all-encompassing conclusion relating to managerial success. Future researches
may focus on other factors that are likely to affect the growth of SMEs. Secondly, since the primary
objective of the study (i.e., the recognition of EAs that significantly affect SMESG in a middle-income
economy like Cote d’Ivoire) was achieved through commonly known methods, future researchers
may wish to employ advanced methods and techniques in assessing these EAs. For instance, each
EA dimension could be investigated in order to estimate the extent to which, and how, each of its
measurements affects SMESG in Cote d’Ivoire. Thirdly, since the field of SMEs is vast and diverse,
many issues remain unresolved. Upcoming researchers could venture into working on other variables
affecting the growth of SMEs in the greater African context and that have not been examined in this
study set in Côte d’Ivoire. The methodology, the approach and the context of this study can serve as
a practical model for future researchers. Factors affecting the growth of SMEs in Côte d’Ivoire (as
a middle-income economy) may be investigated and compared with situations in other developed
countries to reveal similarities and differences. This appears to be the right direction for future research
and the findings of such studies would be of significance.
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