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2 ISOC, D. Ghid de acţiune împotriva plagiatului: bună-conduită, prevenire, combatere. Cluj-Napoca: Ecou Transilvan, 2012. 
3 ISOC, D. Prevenitor de plagiat. Cluj-Napoca: Ecou Transilvan, 2014. 
 



Large Scale Innovation –
Reengineering Methodology in SMEs
Positivistic and Phenomenological Approaches

RO D N E Y  M C A DA M
University of Ulster

The aim of this article is to conduct an exploratory study into how SMEs
apply Reengineering. In particular, the approach of SMEs to Reengineering
definition and methodology are examined. Reengineering has developed from
a background in large enterprises. Existing methodologies mainly assume a
large organization setting with large-scale resources dedicated to bringing
about the large-scale reengineering changes. The paucity of studies in SMEs is
surprising given the current and anticipated future market challenges in the
SME environment that increase pressure for organizational realignment and
responsiveness and market agility. The research involved a literature review
and an exploratory multiple case study analysis. In total eight case studies on
SMEs, where reengineering had been applied, were analysed using an
inductive research methodology, which analysed positivistic reengineering
approaches and less structured, more phenomenologically based approaches,
which emerged within the case analysis. The analysis indicates that the
taxonomy and nomenclature of reengineering, as defined by large
organization-based studies, has not translated into SMEs, who use much
more general terminology.

KEYWORDS : methodology; phenomenology; positivism; reengineering; SMEs

Introduction

Most business improvement philosophies, models, tools and techniques originate
in the theory and practice associated with large private sector organizations. For
example, the Business Excellence model (Wiele and Brown, 1999), ISO 9000
(Ahaire et al., 1996) and Investors in People (Dale, 1999) all have their origins
within the underlying assumptions of such organizations. Further development of
these business improvement approaches is often equated with wider sectoral
application, usually the public and SME sectors (Ghobadian and Gallear, 1996).
Thus, it is contended that SMEs often apply business improvement approaches
that are fundamentally flawed in an SME context, as they do not start by address-
ing the key features and constraints of SMEs.
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innovation management – knowledge creation versus the more structured idea
generation and filter literatures. Thus, there is a lack of consensus on the most
effective paradigm; there is no one right way. As pointed out by Willmott (1993),
these differing paradigms are not incommensurate and can mutually exist in
organizations. It is worth noting that although this article uses the precise aca-
demic terms associated with epistemology and ontology a helpful and more
organizational language could refer to ‘plan driven’ compared to ‘just do it’
approaches, not unlike rapid cycling in strategic double loop learning.

Positivistic Definitions and Methodologies
The reengineering literature is often associated with large-scale innovation and
high-risk change (Lee and Dale, 1998). Such views on reengineering are similar
to those of Hammer and Champy’s (1993), whose views on reengineering have
been supported, or disagreed with, by a number of researchers, (e.g. Francis and
MacIntosh, 1997; Halachmi, 1996). Hammer and Champy (1993) identify seven
key activities associated with Reengineering. The four most fundamental are:

• Business process design;
• Dramatic improvement in business processes;
• A process orientation, (as opposed to a functional orientation);
• A radical change in business processes.

Reengineering is dependent on the successful identification and streamlining
of processes that add value to the products or services being provided (Aurand
et al., 1996). As such, successful reengineering efforts must focus on the cost and
the revenue sides of a business. The fifth of Hammer and Champy’s (1993) criti-
cal activities is a ‘starting over approach’. This involves a mindset that focuses on
the total reconstruction of a process and not simply a modification of existing
practices.

Strong leadership is the seventh of Hammer and Champy’s key activities.
Gaining firm support and commitment from top management can easily mean the
difference between the success and failure of a reengineering project (Lee and
Dale, 1998).

Reengineering and associated business improvement methods are often classi-
fied as a ‘mechanized’ view or paradigm of organizations (Peppard and Rowland,
1995). This mechanistic approach leads to stepwise methodologies for reengi-
neering implementation. For example, the approaches of Edosomwan (1996) and
McAdam and Leonard (1999) support the use of mechanistic methodologies,
which essentially start with process identification and analyses, then process inno-
vation and application (see Figure 2).

These methods are essentially positivistic and appear to be more suited to large
organizations where stepwise methodologies can be applied in a cause and effect
manner, relying on the quasi-stability of the organizational structure. It is not the
purpose of this article to be judgmental between positivism and the phenomeno-
logical, or more simply the ‘plan driven’ or the ‘just do it’ approaches. Initial
analysis of the research case data indicated that some of the SMEs had adopted
this approach.

McAdam: Reengineering Methodology in SMEs
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approaches are founded on an analytical epistemology. These approaches can be
partially attributed to the engineering and information systems influences of early
reengineering developers (Peppard and Rowland, 1995). Grint (1995) contends
that such analytical thinking when used in isolation leads to reductionism, unreal
fixed boundaries and resultant over-simplification, which ultimately can lead to
predictions based on delusory predictive extrapolation. Grint proceeds to advo-
cate a synthesis approach to understanding reengineering-based organizational
change, which goes beyond solely the analytical approach (or ‘plan driven’
approach). In the synthesis approach everything is seen as changing and ‘chang-
ing together’ (similar to SME contexts; Gunasekaran et al., 1996), rather than as
a set of discrete dependent and independent variables (a combination of ‘plan
driven’ and ‘just do it’ approaches). Thus, Grint (1995) sees reengineering taking
on the role of synthesizing ‘a multitude of disparate elements into an unstable but
highly effective hybrid’. Such a process of holistic synthesis is potentially useful
in an inherently multifunctional SME context.

2. Decision Making – Incrementalism to Utopian Decision Making Grint (1995)
refers to the danger of ‘incremental orthodoxy’ as a reason for some reengineer-
ing efforts failing to produce radical improvements. People in organizations
largely approach change with an existing set of customs, practices and politics that
militate against large-scale innovation. Willmott (1994, 1995) states the need to
address such issues, which he broadly characterizes as people issues or the ‘missing

McAdam: Reengineering Methodology in SMEs
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Figure 3. Phenomenologically Based Model for Reengineering (Grint, 1995)
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in which this state of affairs was achieved was through the introduction of reengi-
neering in conjunction with modular’.

In summary, the new ‘Understanding’, ‘Decision Making’ and ‘Execution’ 
of reengineering in SMEs is closely linked to, and a part of, other externalist
business improvement approaches. The key link for the organizations studied
was between reengineering and the Business Excellence model. Although not
the purpose of the current study, the researcher feels caution is needed to avoid
‘new’ reengineering being linked with ‘old’ BEM approaches. There is a need
to replicate this current research for other business improvement initiatives in
an SME context, not least for the BEM.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Most business improvement philosophies, methodologies, tools and techniques
have their origins in theory and practice that is grounded in large private sector
organizations. In the main these approaches to business improvement, such as
reengineering are positivistic, rely on cause and effect relationships and involve
stepwise methodologies, or in other words most tend to be more ‘plan driven’.

The research has shown that attempts to solely apply these reengineering
methods to the SMEs studied ended in failure and a need to fundamentally recon-
sider the definition and methodology associated with reengineering in SMEs. Key
factors associated with the failure of solely plan driven large organization reengi-
neering methods when applied to SMEs were resource constraints, rapidly chang-
ing markets and customers, leadership roles, the need for agile strategy, flexibility
and structure.

The research findings indicate that the SMEs developed their own fundamental
understanding and successful implementation of reengineering. Overall, their
approach was a combined (or synthesis; Grint, 1995) approach, using a greater
number of holistically based approaches that include both positivistic and 
phenomenologically based strands. Grint’s model of reengineering, which is situ-
ated in this epistemological domain, was found to be a useful means for summa-
rizing the SMEs’ approaches to reengineering. First, the model (Figure 3) shows
the need for agreed understanding, not simply based on rational thinking but
developing a synthesis of understanding where many approaches are accepted.
Thus, the SMEs developed a holistic understanding of reengineering that did not
exclude an approach because it did not fit a precise methodology. Furthermore,
their understanding of reengineering embraced creativity, innovation and know-
ledge as key catalysts for reengineering change. Secondly, in terms of ‘Decision
Making’, the ‘new’ reengineering understanding developed by SMEs did not
succumb to the temptation to retreat to incrementalism; rather, they retained the
radical tenets of reengineering. Large-scale improvements were not seen as the
exclusive domain of large organizations and the research revealed many
examples of radical improvements in a range of key performance measures.
Thirdly, the research relating to ‘Execution’, revealed that the SMEs were relying
on a range of measures to implement the ‘new’ reengineering. These measures
were not restricted to rational implementation reasoning but showed cognizance

McAdam: Reengineering Methodology in SMEs
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of political implementation factors such as the more dominant Managing Direc-
tor’s influence in an SME and the organizational culture. Implications for train-
ing and development in SMEs include greater emphasis on action-based learning
as distinct from formal learning by rote. Fourthly, the reengineering efforts were
‘legitimized’ within SMEs by linking them to other external business improve-
ment approaches, such as the Business Excellence Model, Investors in People and
Modular Manufacturing.

There is a potential danger emerging that ‘new’ reengineering in these com-
panies will be linked with ‘old’ BEM or ‘old’ IiP. Such a link could potentially
stop much of the progress that has been made in these organizations. It is there-
fore recommended that further case-based research be carried out to examine
how SMEs are applying the Business Excellence Model and other business
improvement approaches to see if there is a fundamental shift in their under-
standing beyond the assumptions of the large organization.
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