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Small-business owners represent 99.9% of all U.S. employer firms, employ 48% of the private 

sector employees, and provide 41.2% of the total U.S. private payroll. However, 50% of new 

small-business startups fail within the first 5 years of operation. The purpose of this 

multiple-case study was to explore strategies three small-business coffee shop owners in 

Duval County, Florida, used to succeed in business beyond 5 years. Three themes emerged 

from semistructured interviews and methodological triangulation via websites, social media, 

and site visits: (a) owner networking and designing the business site as a customer 

networking venue, (b) business plan effectiveness in identifying and addressing initial 

challenges and subsequent changes, and (c) achieving marketing differentiation. 
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differentiation 

Introduction 

Small-business owners account for a significant portion of job creation in the United States that fuels 

the economy yet are failing at alarming rates (Artinger & Powell, 2015; Cader & Leatherman, 2011; 

Small Business and Entrepreneurial Council, 2016). The U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA, 

2016) noted that small-business owners comprise 99.9% of all firms in the United States, employ 

48% of the private sector employees, and provide 41.2% of the total U.S. private sector payroll. The 

focus of this descriptive, qualitative multiple-case study was to identify and explore the strategies 

three small-business owners used to sustain their businesses beyond the first 5 years of operation.  

Background: History and Importance of Small Business in the United States 

Small-business owners are individuals who conceive, launch, and assume the risk for new economic 

activities in the form of a business venture. Muhammad, Akbar, and Dalziel (2011) noted that small 

businesses are as old as the tradition of barter and trade. Growth has resulted from start-up 

business initiatives of Microsoft, Amazon, and Apple to Internet business startups generating 

revenues from international operations.  

There are variances in the literature relating to the statistics of small-business failures. Recent 

information published by the SBA (2016) indicated that of the firms established in 2014, 79.9% 

survived until 2015, which is the highest 1-year percentage of small-business startups survival since 

2005. Furthermore, between the years 2004 and 2014, only approximately 78.5% of new business 

startups survived their first year of operations (SBA, 2016). While the types of business and 

statistics vary, identifying strategies that contribute to the survival of small business and 
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entrepreneurial launches is necessary to assure the continuing vibrancy of the U.S. economy. Lussier 

and Halabi (2010) noted that there is no single theory on the cause of small-business owners’ failures 

after launching a small-business initiative. Therefore, learning from the success of small-business 

owners who have sustained a small business for at least 5 years can provide insights that could be 

helpful for the continued growth of local economies. 

Problem Statement 

An estimated 400,687 small-business owners in the United States failed in 2013 and had to close 

their businesses (SBA, 2016). Fifty percent of small-business owners close their small businesses by 

the 5th year and only one third of small business startups survive 10 years (Small Business and 

Entrepreneurial Council, 2016). The general business problem is that some individuals embark on 

small business initiatives without adequate preparation or information. The specific business 

problem is that some small-business owners lack the skills, knowledge, and strategies to succeed in 

business beyond 5 years (Neumark, Wall, & Junfu, 2011).  

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this descriptive, qualitative multiple-case study was to explore the skills, knowledge, 

and strategies small-business owners use to succeed in business beyond 5 years. The population for 

this study was three small-business owners of three coffee shops with 10 or fewer tables in Duval 

County, Florida, who sustained their business beyond their first 5 years of operation. The findings 

could contribute to social change by contributing to other small businesses’ sustainability with 

concomitant increases in communities’ employment and tax revenues.  

Conceptual Framework 

The purpose of the conceptual framework is to provide a potential lens for understanding the context 

and findings of the study and to focus the literature review (Galea, 2012). Systems theory, chaos 

theory, and complexity theory provided the contextual foundation for this study.  

Systems Theory  

Systems theory enables researchers to identify both distinct parts and interrelationships within the 

system instead of addressing only individual patterns. Ludwig von Bertalanffy used systems theory 

to examine relationships between events and components (Dominici & Levanti, 2011; Senge, Smith, 

Kruschwitz, Laur, & Schley, 2010; von Bertalanffy, 1972). Viewing systems holistically enables 

researchers to note interactions among elements, and to understand systemic interrelationships that 

business owners must understand to improve and control performance. Using systems theory 

thinking to include (a) financial actions, (b) internal and external stakeholders, and (c) social and 

environmental concerns can contribute to sustainable, systemic performance. Small-business owners 

are dependent on systems of activities that include marketing, networking, and technology. 

Therefore, understanding systems theory is helpful for understanding the study’s results.  

Chaos Theory  

In addition to systems theory, researchers also use chaos theory when seeking to explore and expand 

the current base of knowledge regarding management behaviors that enhance business effectiveness 

(Psychogios & Garev, 2012). Lorenz (1963) used the term chaos theory. While chaos theory primarily 

is associated with natural sciences, other researchers have shown that chaos theory is a relevant 

approach to business and organizational management (Huu & Kock, 2011).  
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Gleik (1987) further expanded on chaos theory and demonstrated the relevance of the theory and its 

applications in social science research. Chaos theory indicates systems are in constant evolution over 

time and undergo ongoing and unpredictable patterns of fluctuation. 

There is a distinct need to develop new perspectives to understand how small businesses’ owners 

survive in turbulent conditions (Huu & Kock, 2011). Huu and Kock conducted a qualitative multiple 

case study exploring the application of chaos theory to build a survival model of small- and medium-

sized enterprises. Huu and Kock noted that, according to chaos theory, systems continuously self-

organize to adapt and invent ways to adjust to the dynamic environment. An alteration in a system’s 

structure, such as the structure of the business, industry/technology, or market/regulation can 

dramatically influence the behavior of the system. These systems do not lack order, but rather have 

areas where creativity and innovation happen within the edge of chaos (Huu & Kock, 2011).  

Complexity Theory  

Complexity theory indicates that organizations reflect complex, adaptive systems with many 

autonomous agents interacting in a nonlinear, unpredictable, and ongoing, emergent fashion 

(Psychogios & Garev, 2012). Weaver (2004) pioneered complexity theory in 1948. Organizational 

theorists continue to strive to utilize complexity theory to aid in the understanding of organizational 

issues (Pollack, Adler, & Sankaran, 2014). In business, there is ongoing instability of the 

environments in which organizational leaders operate due to a variety of factors such as (a) 

socioeconomic, (b) cultural, and (c) political issues as well as (d) changing customer needs and 

preferences, (e) emerging competition, (f) lack of control, and (g) complex decisions (Psychogios & 

Garev, 2012). These factors lead to the need for small-business owners to adopt more sophisticated 

and structured management practices to maintain sustainability (Psychogios & Garev, 2012).  

A Review of the Professional and Academic Literature Review 

Definition of Small-Business Owners 

The definition of a small-business owner varies. The most standard definition of a small-business 

owner is the proprietor of a firm with fewer than 500 employees (SBA, 2016). The SBA (2012) has 

also defined a small business as one that is independently owned and operated, organized for profit, 

and is not dominant in its field. While there is no one accepted definition of a small business in the 

literature, the range of workers appears to be from one to 500 employees. For the purpose of this 

study, the definition of a small-business owner was a person who begins a privately owned small 

business, takes on financial risks in seeking profits, and who employs 50 or fewer employees 

(Lawrence, 2014).  

Personal characteristics 
While small-business owners add strength to the U.S. economy by increasing employment 

opportunities, there is little information about what, if anything, characterizes successful business 

owners’ sustainability for more than 5 years. Hansen, Shrader, and Monllor (2011) suggested that 

personal characteristics of small-business owners include a strong internal locus of control and the 

need for achievement. Additional personal attributes that could contribute to small business 

sustainability and growth include (a) strong negotiation skills, (b) creativity, (c) hard work, and (d) 

self-discipline (Surdez-Pérez, Aguilar-Morales, Sandoval-Caraveo, López-Parra, & Corral-Coronado, 

2014).  
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Establishing the work atmosphere 
Kauanui, Thomas, Sherman, Waters, and Gilea (2010) reported that employees tend to be more 

creative and happier within environments where the owner creates an atmosphere that incorporates 

play and spirituality. Kauanui et al. conducted in-depth interviews with 112 business owners and 

entrepreneurs to determine if a connection existed between successful owners who integrated 

spirituality and work with business owners who did not develop an integrated lifestyle in the 

workplace. Kauanui et al. concluded that entrepreneurs and small-business owners who create a 

holistic environment that incorporates work and play are no more successful than business owners 

who keep the two characteristics of work and play separate.  

Leadership styles 
Byrd (2010) identified that the leadership practices of successful and unsuccessful small-business 

owners differed significantly. The focus of Byrd’s study was to examine the specific differences 

between the personal leadership styles of successful and unsuccessful small-business owners. The 

instrument used in Byrd’s quantitative study was the Byrd Personal Leadership Inventory (Byrd, 

2010). The Byrd Personal Leadership Inventory measured six personal leadership practices: (a) 

attending to judgment, (b) attending to emotion, (c) attending to physical sensation, (d) cultivating 

stillness, (e) engaging ambiguity, and (f) aligning with a vision. Byrd’s findings demonstrated that 

the successful owners in the sample used the six practices more frequently than owners who were 

unsuccessful (Byrd, 2010).  

Transformational leadership addresses creating changes in the values and goals of employees (Kao, 

Pai, Lin, & Zhong, 2015). Small-business owners typically have a passion that is contagious to their 

employees. Goal alignment is a fundamental characteristic of a transformational leader. Goal 

alignment is crucial, as most business leaders have to expand their influence among many areas of 

the organizational environment and the people within each area to ensure an appropriate span of 

control. 

Networking 
Insead (2011) identified social networking, interpersonal ties, and the ability to create new 

connections as essential characteristics of sustainability of a business. O’Donnell (2014) noted that 

networking is critical to knowledge exchange, and an increase in small-business owners’ knowledge 

led to a higher sustainability rate in their business operations. Fifty percent of small-business 

owners identified their business venture came from ideas from networking contacts and/or 

innovations, slight variations, or creativity from existing business (Martinez & Aldrich, 2011). Most 

small-business owners lack experience, do not have a history of previous success, and need funding 

information so networking can be of value (Martinez & Aldrich, 2011). 

Potential Challenges to Small-Business Owners’ Success 

There is no comprehensive rationale in the literature for the high failure rate of small business 

startups. Le and Raven (2015) noted that small-business owners develop their own definitions of 

success and further stated that success is a subjective concept. However, some authors have posited 

that business failures stem from a lack of experience of the business owner in addressing (a) 

competition, (b) economic factors, (c) crises, (d) shifts in priorities, and (e) varying expectations 

(Miettinen & Littunen, 2013). Fahed-Sreih and Morin-Delerm (2012) stressed that a lack of 

leadership skills contributes to small-business owners’ failures in producing efficient organizations 

(Sakiru, D’Silva, Othman, DaudSilong, & Busayo, 2013). 

Osei-Assibey, Bokpin, and Twerefou (2012) concluded the majority of small-business failures relate 

to the lack of capital. Furthermore, Schiff, Hammer, and Das (2010) noted that a contributing factor 

to undercapitalization was the failure of the small-business owner to estimate the amount of pretax 
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income that the business owner must generate to sustain operations and profitability. Inaccurate 

estimation of necessary pretax income typically results in an excessive withdrawal of funds that 

profits do not offset, leading to debt-threatening business survival. Conducting a financial feasibility 

test, which focuses the small-business owner’s attention on the cash flow from pretax profit, could 

minimize the risk (Schiff et al., 2010). Small-business owners must maintain sufficient capital to 

cover start-up costs as well as for maintaining and expanding operations (Salazar, Soto, & 

Mosqueda, 2012). Small-business owners must concurrently manage business expenses. Too many 

high expenses have a negative effect on profitability and sustainability. Identifying the most cost 

efficient purchases is important. Blavin, Blumberg, Buettgens, Holahan, and McMorrow (2012) 

reported 65% of small-business owners identified health insurance costs as a serious challenge to 

their ability to maintain profitability. With the passage of the Affordable Health Care Act, managing 

health insurance costs appears to be of continuing, if not growing in importance (Mariner, Glantz, & 

Annas, 2012; Rosoff, 2011).  

Another potential issue contributing to small-business owners’ failure relates to their common 

inability to utilize information technology. Nguyen, Newby, and Macaulay (2015) identified that 

small-business owners tend to have a low level of information technology awareness, experience, and 

expertise. In a study of 50 Czech small-business owners, McLarty, Pichanic, and Srpova (2012) 

concluded that 50% of the small-business owners did not utilize a management information system.  

Small Business Financing 

Providing financial assistance to new small-business owners is a risky proposition for an investor. 

Cheng (2015) published results of bank lending processes for small businesses and concluded 

financers use governance as one of many criteria to determine business credit worthiness. Therefore, 

new small-business owners face challenges associated with financing a new business launch (Arslan 

& Staub, 2013). Gartner, Frid, and Alexander (2012) noted that obtaining external financing is 

difficult; therefore, small-business owners typically use owner resources or bootstrap financing. 

Owner resources can include obtaining home equity or mortgage loans, savings, or using a personal 

credit card for expenses associated with the business. 

Malmstrӧm (2014) discussed how small-business owners seek innovative methods of resourcing. An 

innovative method was using bootstrap financing to stretch existing resources without obtaining 

external financing. Bootstrapping can include delaying self-compensation and using existing 

household resources, as well as human capital, talent, and support from family and friends. 

Malmstrӧm noted that small-business owners use three main bootstrap financing strategies for 

resource mobilization: (a) quick-fix bootstrappers who rely on internally oriented activities to 

improve cash flow such as delaying or eliminating personal compensation or private savings; (b) 

proactive bootstrappers who focus on networking oriented means for accessing resources such as 

sharing, borrowing, or trading resources with other business owners; and (c) efficient bootstrappers 

who engage externally oriented resources by using negotiation strategies such as seeking the best 

possible conditions and/or delaying payments. 

Marketing Plans 

Creating effective market plans for a new business can be both a financial and time management 

challenge for a small-business owner (Perry, 2014). For example, the name of the business, product, 

or service should be prime considerations (Hanssens & Pauwels, 2016; Perry, 2014). Box (2011) 

added that rather than competing directly with competitors, the new businesses owners should adopt 

aggressive guerrilla marketing techniques and create a niche market.  
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Communication strategies are influential in determining what to offer and to whom. Small-business 

owners need to search for new, creative ways to accomplish many tasks at limited costs due to 

limited financial means, as well as time constraints. Therefore, small-business owners are 

increasingly using social media as a platform for their marketing, advertising, and recruitment 

activities as well as general communications with employees, customers, and network partners 

(Schaupp & Bélanger, 2014). Using social media enable business owners to access a new form of 

communication that can provide cost-effective connections. Schaupp and Bélanger posited that social 

media use in marketing activities generate exposure and increases business traffic at a fraction of 

the cost of traditional marketing activities. Furthermore, Baird and Parasnis (2011) determined that 

more than 500 million domestic and international users in 2010 congregated and met on Facebook. 

Schaupp and Bélanger (2014) asserted there is substantial value from the use of social media, but it 

is not without its downfalls. Some potential weaknesses in the use of social media for a small-

business owner include (a) lack of technological competence, (b) customer pressure, and (c) the 

characteristics of the mobile environment.  

Strategic and Operational Business Planning 

Jackson and Jackson (2016) described a sustainable business as an entity that creates profit and 

typically benefits the needs of others in services or products. The challenges for many small-business 

owners include how to develop and integrate innovation strategies to sustain long-term growth 

(Adams, Kauffman, Khoja, & Coy, 2016). For the purposes of this study, sustainability includes 

addressing the issues that help small-business owners sustain and grow a viable business entity. 

Cronin-Gilmore (2012) conducted a qualitative case study design using in-depth interviews to obtain 

information from a purposeful sample of 20 small-business owners in the United States. The Cronin-

Gilmore findings suggested owners of the small businesses require the following elements to remain 

sustainable (a) have a solid strategic plan, (b) conduct environmental scanning that includes 

competitive strategies and plans, and (c) increase stakeholder involvement approaches. Additionally, 

Cronin-Gilmore suggested that while small-business owners have knowledge of their product or 

service, they typically lack skills to develop a strategic and operational business plans. Eddleston, 

Kellermanns, Floyd, Crittenden, and Crittenden (2013) noted business owners who developed and 

updated the strategic business plans experienced fewer failures than small-business owners who had 

a weak business plan.  

Developing and implementing strategic and operational business plans enable owners to position 

their businesses to outperform competitors when faced with conflicting demands and limited 

resources (Cordeiro, 2013; Parnell, 2013). Business leaders can achieve a higher rate of 

sustainability by focusing on strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (Mirzakhani, 

Parsaamal, & Golzar, 2014). Box (2011) conducted a qualitative case study that included 99 small-

business owners and entrepreneurs in which business owners fit into three categories—

differentiators, cost leaders, or stuck in the middle—when sustaining a business. To maintain a 

sustainable business, small-business owners must develop operational business plans for 

implementing the owners’ key business strategies, and which are sufficiently robust to adapt to 

changing market conditions (Bumgardner, Buehlmann, Schuler, & Crissey, 2011; Parnell, 2013). 
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Research Methodology, Design, and Rationale 

The focus of this descriptive, qualitative multiple case study was to explore what skills, knowledge, 

and strategies small coffee shop business owners residing in Duval County attribute to their success.  

Research Method 

The qualitative methodology was appropriate for conducting this study. According to Denzin and 

Lincoln (2011), the qualitative method is appropriate when (a) the problem requires more than a yes 

or no hypothesis, (b) a large sample may not be available, and (c) common themes are expected to 

result from exploring the data to address the research question.  

Research Design 

A case study design is an adaptable approach for analyzing societal and developmental disciplines 

(Yin, 2014). Using a case study provides a means for collecting information from individuals and 

groups to describe and understand phenomena. Yin noted that the case study could be a single case 

or multiple cases bounded by time and location. For this study, I utilized a multiple-case study 

approach, as obtaining information from more than a single participant provides additional insights, 

understanding, and assurance of validity in identifying strategies small-business owners use to 

increase success rates (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Case study researches require the researcher to 

obtain two or more types of data (Yin, 2014). Semistructured interview questions and archival 

records were the key data sources for the present study.  

Participant Selection 

The population for this study was three small-business owners of three coffee shops with 10 or fewer 

tables in Duval County, who sustained their business for a minimum of 5 years. Therefore, using the 

Duval County directory, a purposeful sample of three such coffee provided the population for the case 

study. Face-to-face semistructured interviews and records provided the data for answering the 

research question. An audio recording of the interviews was to ensure accuracy. Scheduling of the 

face-to-face semistructured interviews occurred at times the participants selected. Member checking 

preceded conducting follow-up interviews with the participants to ensure the accuracy of the 

interpreted participants’ meaning and for achieving data saturation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Data 

saturation occurred when no new or relevant themes or supporting information emerge during the 

data collection process (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Walker, 2012).  

Findings 

The primary research question that guided this study was as follows: What skills, knowledge, and 

strategies do small-business owners use to succeed in business beyond 5 years? Three themes 

emerged from the collected data: (a) owner networking and the business as a customer-to-customer 

networking venue; (b) business plans, addressing initial challenges, and subsequent changes; and (c) 

marketing differentiation. After review and comparison, the findings aligned with both the literature 

and conceptual framework.  

Theme 1: Owner Networking and Designing the Business Site as a Customer Networking 
Venue 

Each of the three participants discussed how others within the community, such as family and 

friends, assisted with financial resources, local retailers offered discount opportunities in purchasing 

of supplies, and networking opportunities were available through the SBA. Each storeowner (SO), 
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acknowledged the importance and value of resources provided by the SBA. All three participants had 

been or are currently members of the local Chamber of Commerce, attended the small-business 

owners’ meetings and socials, and received mentoring services from the local chapter of SCORE. 

Members of SCORE are experienced business mentors who have retired and enjoy consulting. 

SCORE members provide coaching and workshops to help small business owners in the development 

of a business plan and strategy for sustainability (SCORE, 2014). SO1 asserted that “attending 

specific networking events sponsored by local business groups and associations was challenging due 

to long hours and daily hands on involvement in the efficient running of the business,” but expressed 

interest in more involvement with the SBA and other small business programs in the near future.  

Robb and Watson (2012) concluded that business owners could learn how to increase profitability 

and sustainability by gaining knowledge from other small-business owners at social and professional 

events. Evidence of community networking, involvement, and engagement were visible in all three 

coffee shops during site visits in terms of signed photographs of homegrown celebrities, the artwork 

of local artists, and flyers of upcoming community events. Each of the three participants 

acknowledged obtaining their initial business loans from local banks and SO2 was a member of the 

Jacksonville Downtown Investment Authority, from whom she received grant money for build out 

expenses.  

The business venues were also important in the community for customers to network as well. All 

three participants provided seating inside and outside the building. While each of the three shops 

was very small, several groups of individuals appeared to be networking. For example, a group of 

individuals discussing an upcoming veterans gathering was present in SO1. Another group consisted 

of mothers who arrived with children in baby strollers. Other guests had their dog with them and 

appeared to enjoy the coffee shop as a meeting place to network and a place to sit outdoors to chat to 

network informally. During a site visit, it was observed that SO1 had a flyer displayed on the front 

door and numerous postings on Facebook advertising an upcoming open microphone night event 

where local singers, songwriters, and musicians can display their talents. Each SO stated that the 

geographical location of their business contributed to small groups of customers who enjoyed 

networking at the coffee shop early mornings before work and in the afternoons after work or 

before/after the numerous beach activities. SO1 also allowed groups to hold meetings during the 

business day for small events or to rent out the space after hours for meetings or shows as indicated 

on the business website. All three of the participants noted the importance of community 

involvement. 

Each of the three owners referred to their own networking with community businesses that included 

the local Costco for food/supplies, banking services, laundry amenities, and floral services as well as 

enlisting the services of a local coffee roaster. SO3 reported using a local thrift shop to purchase 

coffee mugs. In the coffee shop of SO3, no two mugs looked alike, and this added charm to the 

environment. SO1 shopped at the local Goodwill for items that enhanced the “shabby chic” yet cozy 

environment. In addition, each of the three participants noted the importance of social media with 

networking and advertising and utilized social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and 

Twitter. SO1 asserted that the use of social media platforms was an initial challenge due to a lack of 

familiarity with social media and sought guidance from friends, family, and younger employees to 

gain a more technological and competitive advantage. The pervasive networking aligned to the 

literature and systems theory in that networking involves many aspects of the daily business 

operations between internal and external customers and the environment. The implications of these 

findings center on the interrelations of business needs and activities for sustainability of the 

business.  
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Theme 2: Business Plans’ Effectiveness in Identifying and Addressing Initial Challenges and 
Subsequent Changes 

All three participanting store owners confirmed they did have a business plan when they launched 

the business and that they learned from trial and error as well as from suggestions of (a) friends, (b) 

bankers, (c) family members, (d) the SBA, and (e) members of SCORE that the initial business plan 

and strategy needed modifications. Each of the participants indicated a very basic knowledge of 

accounting procedures and financial planning in the initial stages of business ownership and sought 

help from family and friends to learn how to become more adept in these planning areas. Two of the 

three participants (SO1, SO2) expressed concern over initial low profitability the first 2 years as a 

challenge mainly resulting from the economic downturn. SO3 noted a larger issue with maintaining 

a failing business while launching a new venture, which led SO3 to close their first business.  

All three of the coffee shop owners initially lacked financial resources to advertise their business in 

local papers and flyers and had to rely on patrons’ initial curiosity when seeing the coffee shop. SO1 

had worked at the business before taking over and changed the name. SO1 had struggled to rebuild 

the customer base as many of the original customers had stopped frequenting the establishment due 

to “lack of interest and dedication of the previous owner.” Word of mouth was one of the primary 

sources of initial advertising for all three participants. Each of the three participants noted 

overcoming the challenge of how to attract customers after they established credibility as a 

legitimate business, built up the brand, and gained the trust of the local community. SO1 and SO2 

had addressed the challenges of rebuilding the customer base and attracting new customers by 

utilizing social media in marketing and advertising efforts.  

Each of the three participants mentioned that initial challenges involved a high rate of employee 

turnover and hiring the right people. SO1 noted that the coffee shop industry is a transient business 

and tends to attract younger workers or those that do not have a commitment to stay for a prolonged 

period, resulting in the loss of time and financial resources involved with recruiting efforts and 

training. SO1 employs family members. Martinez and Aldrich (2011) noted that family members 

typically have higher levels of commitment to the family-owned business. All three owners expressed 

a need to improve their interview process to make better hiring decisions and get the right fit of 

employees for the job as well as the culture of the business. SO1, SO2, and SO3 asserted that 

coaching and mentoring services provided through SCORE and other business organizations were 

valuable resources for improving their hiring processes.  

All three participants noted the importance of the challenge of keeping staff motivated and happy. 

SO2 shared that “open dialog and clear communications of expectations are critical.” SO2 also 

asserted that being involved on a personal level and being supportive of employees reduces turnover 

as the employees feel personally invested in the business. SO2 offers motivational rewards and 

incentives as well as celebrating holidays with the employees. Each of the participants asserted that 

teamwork is very important in keeping employees motivated and happy. Each SO spends protracted 

time at the business working alongside their employees and sharing the responsibility of everyday 

duties from preparing drinks and food to cleaning and stocking. The SOs also spend time conducting 

ongoing training for employees. Each coffee shop owner believed that while running an efficient 

business is important, it should also be fun. 

During the member checking process both SO2 and SO3 related that a business challenge was that 

they were initially unaware of who their niche customers were. After opening their businesses, they 

started defining their niche market. Owners SO1 and SO2 are somewhat similar in that their client 

base includes working adults in an industrialized area or students who stop by the coffee shop with 

their laptop using the coffee shop free Internet. SO3 noted a larger volume of bicycle riders, mothers 

with strollers, adults interested in music, local art, and consumers who are attending local beach 
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events. SO1 and SO2 reflected that, after some time of being in business, they were able to capitalize 

by adjusting hours and days to when they might expect the most clientele. Parnell, Lester, Zhang, 

and Mehmet (2012) concluded that small-business owners with niche markets have the most success.  

Another key challenge for SO1, SO2, and SO3 was the small sizes of their coffee shops. SO1, SO2, 

and SO3 stated that they lacked sufficient refrigerated and dry storage space for the consumables 

and necessary stock. SO1 identified that it was “more cost effective to make regular trips to Costco 

for supplies rather than to attempt to stock inventory.” SO3 had a self-serve table enabling 

customers to obtain coffee and unlimited refills, cream, plastic forks, napkins, spoons, and coffee 

mugs from the dining room rather than using precious space for storage of these types of items. The 

noted advantage was the customers could order at one location, pay at the cash register in another 

location, and obtain their coffee and condiments in a separate location that could decrease service 

cycle time.  

Each of the three participants related increased awareness of seasonality after opening their 

businesses. SO3 asserted that because the location is a Florida-based beach community, many of the 

customers walked their dogs, biked, or pushed strollers during nice weather. Therefore, it was 

imperative to have both outside and inside seating. All three of the participants indicated that they 

needed to make changes in menu offerings as the seasons changed such as salads and lighter fare in 

the summer and hearty soups during the cold, rainy months. I noted changes in menu offering on 

upgraded menu boards during site visits as well as updates posted on the business website and 

various social media platforms.  

SO2 upgraded equipment to offer a larger variety of hot and cold beverages as well as increasing 

menu items such as salads for the hotter months and hot sandwiches and soup during the cooler 

months. Each of the store owners had an extensive menu with offering of pastries, muffins, and 

sandwiches and a variety of hot and cold beverages. SO1 realized the cost and time of ensuring 

adequate ice production was a challenge, which led to using plastic, reusable ice cubes in an ice 

water container as noted by reviewing the owner’s Facebook page. Each participant indicated the 

need to include healthier options such as gluten-free and low-calorie products because many 

individuals are now becoming more health conscious. Offering specialty coffees and teas for holidays 

helped attract additional business in the cooler months associated with rain. The participants’ 

descriptions of having to adapt to the constantly changing environment aligned with von 

Bertalanffy’s (1972) systems theory, Lorenz’s (1963) chaos theory, and Waldrop’s (1992) complexity 

theory. Each of these innovative strategies helped the coffee shop owners acquire an identity and 

attract customers for sustainability. The owners’ awareness of the types of customers who are 

attracted to their business is consistent with Hunter’s (2011) publication that business owners need 

to stay involved, know their customers, and be aware of the cycles and trends affecting their 

business. 

Theme 3: Achieving Marketing Differentiation 

A business owner can achieve differentiation by ensuring that their product or brand is unique and 

is difficult to replicate by competitors (Alstete, 2014). Box and Miller (2011) concluded the most 

successful business strategy for small companies is focused differentiation. SO1, SO2, and SO3 

reported they were initially fearful of the big chain coffee shop competition. Within 5 miles of the 

three coffee shops are two major coffee shop chains. Unlike the chain coffee shops, SO1, SO2, and 

SO3 used innovative marketing and advertising strategies to attract customers and enhance 

customer involvement over time. For example, SO1 adjusted the original name of the business to 

include coffeehouse to set the shop apart from the more prevalent grab and go type coffee shops. SO2 

achieved product differentiation from the large chain coffee shops through using e-mail lists and 

offering frequent coffee customer cards. SO2 advertises a coffee subscription opportunity for roasted 
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beans delivered to home or office as well as gift cards. SO2 also engages in face-to-face marketing 

with local businesses by handing out menus and samples for a more hands-on approach. In addition, 

SO2 partners with the local arena football teams, providing bagels and tea in exchange for 

advertising on billboards at games. SO2 has coupons printed on the backs of season ticket for the 

various local sporting events as this is more visible than newspaper ads.  

All three participants used social media platforms and websites to advertise and share new coffee, 

tea, and cold beverage offerings. SO1 has a staff favorite pick of the month. SO1’s selections include 

unique names that she has chosen for the beverages to gain a competitive advantage through 

product differentiation. Complexity theory was determined as being appropriate for exploring the 

theme a need for differentiation regarding factors that contributed to the success of small-business 

owners, as the small-business owners were aware of the need to operate in a complex, nonlinear, and 

often unpredictable manner and offer difference of services while operating in a competitive 

environment. 

Other Relevant Findings 

SO1, SO2, and SO3 all had very similar ideas regarding what leads to small business success. All 

three participants described customer service and a sense of community as being the most critical 

elements in their ability to sustain the coffee shop business longer than 5 years. SO1 described 

customers as family, knowing most, if not all, regular customers by name as well as their usual 

order. All three owners appeared to have close customer relationships that perhaps a larger chain 

store could not achieve. Two of the three coffee shops owners, SO1 and SO3, had a sitting area with 

sofas and chairs for establishing a cozy environment for customers who sit inside to chat. Some of the 

customers had their laptops and appeared to be conducting business or perhaps doing school work. 

Regular communications with customers through emails and by recognizing them contributes to 

strong relationships. Each of the three participants reported the importance of support of family and 

friends, involvement of family members in the business, and encouragement. All three participants 

asserted that while a business background is very helpful, friendliness, hospitality, and a welcoming 

spirit were key catalysts for achieving customer satisfaction. 

When asked what the best advice they could offer to future small-business owners, the participants 

responded as follows: 

SO1: “Have a good attitude and radiate your passion and dedication to your business and the 

customers” (SO1’s motto is “The start to a great friendship begins with a cup of kindness”). 

SO2: “Do not offer what everyone else if offering. Set yourself apart from the crowd. Keep it 

local with great products and fresh quality.” 

SO3: One should “learn from your mistakes. Just because something did not work out the 

first time, do not give up. Give the customer what they want and a great experience and they 

will return with friends.” 

Recommendations for Further Study 

Recommendations for further research include focusing on different sizes of small business in 

different industries and varying geographical locations. Future researchers should also consider 

studying small-business owners who have increased profitability and examine the relevance of 

gender and age variances of the small-business owners through quantitative designs. Moreover, 

focusing on each of the specific themes identified within this study would provide more detailed 

areas for additional research.  
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Summary and Study Conclusions 

The purpose of this descriptive, qualitative multiple case study was to explore what skills, 

knowledge, and strategies small-business owners use to succeed in business beyond 5 years. The 

data sources for the study included (a) participant interview data, (b) information from the 

participants’ websites and social media, (c) archived data from local newspaper and magazine 

clippings from the business owners, and (d) observations from site visits of the the business practices 

and processes at the coffee shops. Three primary themes were apparent: (a) owner networking and 

the business as a customer to customer networking venue; (b) business plans, initial challenges, and 

addressing subsequent changes; and (c) a need for marketing differentiation to sustain a small coffee 

shop business longer than 5 years. Key elements of systems theory, chaos theory, and complexity 

theory aligned with the findings of this study. 
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