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Leaders are increasingly facing personal challenges in the demanding world of
business, and this is true also for entrepreneurs and business owners as they are
closer, some may argue, to the vested interests of the economic sustainability of their
businesses (as opposed to hired senior managers and leaders in corporate
organizations). Small business owners, in particular, feel personally responsible for
the success in their roles and when things go wrong. The result sometimes expresses
itself in many forms in much of work-life, whether through debilitating health effects
such as depression (on the scale from being clinically depressed to just mild versions
thereof), anxiety and anxiety attacks, high-blood“pressure, mild strokes, low
testosterone levels, and many more, to factors affecting work such as low productivity,
disengagement, lack of physical and emotional energy, resilience impairment, and
many others. Entrepreneurs and small business owners, mostly fueled by their
passion and internal need to succeed, are oftenblind through ignorance or busyness to
the need to monitor the negative effects on'their own bodies, their psychologies, their
need for greater self-care, their ability tolead, and subsequently the impact on those
around them.

Introduction

South Africa and SMMEs

In South Africa, the success of Small-, Medium-
and Micro-Sized Enterprises (SMMEs) will
playasignificantrolein the national economy
(Ayyagari et al., 2007). SMMEs are usually
defined by the number of employees or the

turnover of thebusiness, i.e., enterprises with

less than 200 staff or an annual turnover of
less than R50 mn, the equivalent of $3.8 mn
(Bureau for Economic Research, 2016). With
weak, existing growth rates (Figure 1),
corporatesand the “traditional” South African
economy arenotina position to addressmany
of the underlying issues being experienced

in South Africa—like crime, poverty
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Figure 1: South Africa’s Recent GDP Growth Rates
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eradication, health equality, education and
unemployment (Bohlmann and Breitenbach,
2016).

To achieve the economic growth objectives,
South Africa envisions (5% aspiration) that
there has to be competitiveness on the one
side and employment generation and income
redistribution on the other side (Rogerson,
2008). Policy attention has increasingly
focused on the promotion of the country’s
SMME economy, which can assist with the
economic objectives by creatingjobs, lowering
unemployment and addressing the
disproportioned distribution of wealth in the
country. Therefore, the role of small businesses
to combine people and opportunities is
fundamental in the South African context to
both address the social innovation gaps, as

well as provide the necessary skills and

knowledge development, job growth and
income generation required to overcome some
of the typical emerging market challenges.
In an SMME, the owner plays a significant
role in the business, and research shows that
risk-taking tendency of owners is high due
to the risks of doing business (Bickerton
etal., 2014). Business owners appear to be
motivated by: (a) business benefits (the
economic frame), (b) moral orientation (the
enlightened social priority frame), and (c) the
expectation of positive personal rewards and
reputation (the self-interest frame). This,
together with the positive narcissisticattributes
of self-motivation (Strelan, 2007), correlates
with the high levels of pressure on the owners
that is compounded by the high failure rate
of SMMEs (Bickerton et al., 2014). In such
stressful contexts, itis hard tofind productive
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change agents who, under prolonged stress,
are willing to continuously run small
businesses in order to provide the social and
economicimpetus a country needs (Wulffers,
2017)—unless they have a preoccupation with
self-functioning, possess heightened levels
of self-confidence, easily forgive themselves,
and believe that they are special and therefore
can make a success of their endeavors (Raskin
and Terry, 1988). These personality traits can
play a partin an owner’s stress level, and the
ability to deal with that stress.

Stress

Personal Wellbeing (PWB) is a measure of the
state of contentment and the circumstances
able to affect that contentment—it is not a
short-term measure and is often related to
long-term happiness (Dowson and Miner,
2015). PWBhasbeen associated with harmful
drinking, anxiety, depression, and suicidality;
and has also been shown to predict positive
mental and physical health outcomes. Rojas
(2004), however, relates PWB to the perceived
gap between actual and idealwlife
circumstances—which occupies thethotghts
and often determines the actions/decisions
of owners/leaders. Defining stress is difficult,
as the concept carries different meanings for
different people justas the concepts of success,
failure or happiness (Dowson and Miner, 2015).
The more negative reported effects on
physiological and psychological structures
relate to individual’s behaviors, business
efficiency and relationships with other people.
Prolonged stress can lead to unproductive
contemplation that saps energy and givesrise
tomore stress, which can dampen one’s ability
toberesilientand the ability to forgive others
(Chiesa and Serretti, 2009; and Warner and

April, 2012). This relates directly to the
effectiveness as an owner/leader within an
organization. Taking this definition of stress
as a foundation, Fournier (2009) notes that
anindividual’s locus of controlis an important
factorin stress management, and further notes
thatan internallocus of controlleads to better
leadership through understanding of one’s
own capabilities. Distress, a form of ‘negative
stress’ often attributed to entrepreneurial
owners, is typically described as a subjective
emotional state or reaction experienced by
anindividualin response to ongoing stressors,
challenges, conflicts and demands (Barnett
etal.,2007). Distress is a natural form that
cannot be escaped. Impairment, or impaired
professionalcompetence, may refer to the toxic
impactof distress, if untreated over a period.
Distress’does not automatically result in
impairment, but a lack of sufficient
consideration to, and supportin dealing with,
distress makesimpairmenta morelikelyreality.
Further, distress and impairment should not
be seen as cause and effect, because distress
and impairment are not just fully present or
totally absent. They could both advance and
progressifleftunchecked (Barnettetal., 2007).
Asa consequence of distress experienced over
time that is not sufficiently attended to,
professionals may experience what
Freudenberger (1975 and 1990) termed
“burnout”. It is characterized by the feelings
of depersonalization, emotional exhaustion,
and a lack of feelings of satisfaction and
accomplishment, and it may be a product of
prolonged work in emotionally challenging
situations (Baker, 2003). This is further seen
in clinical work with victims of violence and
other traumatic happenings that may result

in displaced traumatization or secondary

40

EFFECTIVE EXECUTIVE e Vol. XXI, No. 3, 2018




victimization (Figley, 1995; and Pearlman and
Saakvitne, 1995). If this were to manifest in
the life of an owner/leader, this would lead
to toxic leadership and could result in transfer
of these emotions to followers/staff (Webster
et al., 2016). When we look at stress, it is
important to determine where stress comes
from. The first originator of stress is in the
way individuals setgoals for themselves. Stress
for small business owners occurs because an
owner must consider the competitive
environment that exists in emerging
economies and the constantneed to berelevant
(Gavinetal., 2003). This is mainly due to the
constantly changing environment that makes
up the business world today. This
unpredictability, coupled with the concern of
being replaced as a business, or even as an
individual/owner, is a major stress factor. A
business owner is also responsible for the
sustainability of the company, as a going
concern, and its staff and their relationships;
which further adds to the stress. Besides
workplace-induced stress, psychological
compromising can alsolead to stress, e.g., stress
is known to come from the inability-te find
‘scapegoats’ or an appropriate defense
mechanism. These help individuals deal with
highlevels of anxiety, which is a survival device.
Without these defense mechanisms individuals
find it hard to let go of anxiety or blame fora
situation. These both lead to stress in an
individual (Robinson, 1990).

Notall stressis bad foranindividual. Selye,
referred to as the father of stress, divided stress
into two sections—‘negative stress or distress’
and ‘positive stress’ which invokes excitement,
stimulation a persona to feel glad or happy
(Gandhe, 2014). Stress levels which give off

positive or negative stress, are different for

every individual, which are also dependent
on individual personality and environment
based on the Yerkes-Dodson curve law. The
Person-Environment (P-E) fit theory (French
etal., 1974) states that stress is experienced
when there is a disjoint between person and
environment. Stress can ultimately be broken
down into three categories: ‘positive stress’,
‘tolerable stress’ and ‘toxic stress’ (National
Scientific Council on the Developing Child,
2015). The National Scientific Council of
Harvard also stated the following: Positive
stress comes about when exposure to a
stressful situation is short-lived, which results
in brief changes in the body. This can be
overcome with the right support and abilities.
Positive stress is commonly seen in the fear
of dogs or other animals. When we look at
tolerable stress, it has the potential to become
a negative stress, however, the exposure is
also short-lived. Due to this short exposure,
the bodyis allowed to repair after the exposure
to the stress. An example of this is the loss
of aloved one or serious illness. Toxic stress
iswhen an individual is exposed to tolerable
stress for long periods without control—toxic
stress response (National Scientific Council
on the Developing Child, 2015). This then
causesextended activation of the body’s stress
management system, which will have serious
negative result on the physical and mental
health of an individual (Liu et al., 2017).
Similarly, it is now well documented that
exposure to toxic stress and traumatic events
isassociated with a large variety of problems
in human health and functioning (Wegman
and Stetler, 2009; and Danese and McEwen,
2012). This will also result in an individual’s
inability to deal with previously tolerable stress
as their threshold for stress has deteriorated
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(Gandhe, 2014). Therefore, while different
types of stress exist, the wrong type of stress
is detrimental to one’s wellbeing and success
(Liuetal.,2017). To understand where stress
comes from, we have to look at control, and
how individuals perceive the extent of their

control.

Locus of Control

Research shows that two types of locus of
control exist. The first is the internal locus
of control and the second is external locus
of control (Lee-Kelly, 2006). An internallocus
of control refers to a train of thought where
anindividual believes they have influence over
the events and the outcomes in the
environment in which they exist (Landy and
Conte, 2004; and Martin et al., 2005). An
externallocus of control refers to an individual
whobelieves that outside factors, such asluck,
powerful others and God, are the main causes
of everything that happensin their life (Landy,
and Conte, 2004; and Martinet al., 2005). Locus
of control was first discussed in 1966 byJulian
Rotter (Carrimetal.,2006). Itis believedithat
internal locus of control is better-suited for
leaders, however research has shown without
good self-awareness and correct competencies
there could be issues of mental illness,
depression and anxiety (Fournier, 2009).
Internal locus of control provides high
perceived levels of responsibility, since such
individuals believe their actions are attributed
to the circumstances or situation, and often
leading to high levels of stress in these
individuals (April et al., 2012). Responsibility
and accountability for situations thatare out
of one’s control are additive contributors for
stress in individuals with an internal locus

of control. An external locus of control has

always been perceived as negative orientation,
particularly in Western academic literature,
since previous research has shown thatissues
of psychological distress, vulnerability to
depression and high rates of suicide (Marks,
1998) are correlated to having an externallocus
of control. However, as stated by April et al.
(2012), a balanced bi-local mix of the two is
seen to enhance greater levels of wellbeing.
If you possess too much of an internal
orientation, you feel overly responsible and
anxious; however, if you are completely external,
you feel as though the world is unkind to you

and this can lead to depression.

Effects of Stress

Prolonged stress has a negative effect on the
health of'an'individual. Research has shown
that a'stress response results in the release of
hormonesand neurochemicalsin the body from
the stress response system (Gandhe, 2014).
The two main releases are Sympathetic-
Adrenomedullary (SAM) which produces
adrenaline and the Hypothalmicpituitary-
Adrenocortical (HPA) which produces cortisol
(Glushkovaetal., 2010). Both adrenaline and
cortisol help the body deal with stress but excess
production leads to over-storing of energy (fats)
and changes in blood flow (Glushkova et al.,
2010). Cortisol, in particular, with extended
release can cause the immune system to shut
down and isresponsible for memoryloss (Shern
etal.,2016). Therefore, prolonged exposure to
a stressful situation, stressful circumstances,
or stress-inducing people, will have a negative
effect on the wellbeing of an individual
(National Sdentific Council on the Developing
Child, 2015). Stress is known to cause health
issues like weight gain, lack of sleep and

insomnia (National Scientific Council on the

42

EFFECTIVE EXECUTIVE e Vol. XXI, No. 3, 2018




Developing Child, 2015). Taking this into
account when we consider the role of aleader
in their community or business, and add long-
term, continued stress to their role, it would
be virtually impossible to be a consistently

effective leader.

Effect of Stress on Leaders

Beingan owner of abusinessrequires you have
someinputinto the business, which generally
requires some energy input from the owner.
Cooper (2001) proposes that energy can be
classified into two categories: ‘calm energy’
and ‘tense energy’, and in most cases, tense
energy is brought about by stress or a stressful
situation. Failure to adequately attend to one’s
own psychological wellness and self-care can
place the psyche at risk of impaired
professional functioning (Barnettetal.,2007).
Leaders face a number of challenges and
stressors that place them at risk over time
for experiencing distress, burnout, vicarious
traumatization, and eventually impaired
professional competence (Rogelberg.et al.,
2013). As aresult, they must engage in‘active
attempts to effectively manage ‘these
challenges and demands through ongoing self-
care efforts (Dorociak et al.,2017). Failure to
do so may result in harm to staff, customers,

the business, oneself, and one’s family.
Stress Management

Exercise

The potential of physical activity as a means
of alleviating the negative health
consequences of and preventing mental
disorders in high-stress populations hasbeen
discussed since the early 1980s (Biddle et al.,
2000; and Faulkner and Taylor, 2005). Stress
has been shown to be a major problem for

healthcare workers (Stansfeld and Candy,

2006), and changes in lifestyle, especially
physical activity, has been shown to result
in lower stress. Levels of physical activity has
also been proven to predict future
developments of mental disorders (Lindwall
et al., 2014). A number of cross-sectional
investigations (Vallance et al., 2010) have
shown that exercisers are generally less
anxious and also less depressed than non-
exercisers (Lindwall et al., 2014). This leads
us to conclude thatlooking after one’s health

isextremelyimportantfor stress management.

Self-Care

Self-care plays amajor role in the management
of stress. Thete is a definite correlation between
self-care (looking after one’s physicalhealth,
emotional health, psychological health and
spiritual health) and stress levels. The use
of mindfulness and self-awareness, in
particular, are significant role players in self-
improvements (Myersetal.,2012). The main
aspect of self-leadership is a person’s internal
orinner dialog (Manz and Neck, 2004), often
referred to as ‘self-talk’. Hackfort and
Schwenkmezger (1993) defined self-talk as
“dialogue through which the individual
interprets feelings and perceptions, regulates
and changes evaluations and convictions, and
him/herself
reinforcement” (p. 355). Houghton and Neck
(2002, p. 674) observesthat ‘self-dialogs’, either
critical or sympathetic, usually take place at

gives instructions and

unobservable levels as individuals evaluate,
instruct, and mentally react to themselves.
Itis alsonoted that self-talkis critical to self-
leadership (Locke and Latham, 2004), and
when sympathetic, can also be used to forgive
one’s self for wrongdoings or when falling

short of personal expectations.
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Self-Forgiveness

An effective way to manage stressis to practice
self-forgiveness (Lee, 2016). However, the
concept of self-forgiveness has attracted
relatively little academic consideration. Self-
forgivenessisrelevantwhenapersonhasdone
something to hurt another, is aware of the
nature and extent of his or her actions, and
may subsequently experience hinderinglevels
of guilt, shame, self-loathing, or some similar
response (Macaskill, 2012). A person may also
experience the same negative reactions in
relation to self-inflicted hurts where the
primary victim is the self, such as engaging
in acts that violate one’s moral code or lead to
failure or regret (Ahadi and Ariapooran, 2009).
Individuals may alsoinflict psychological harm
on themselves through perceived wrongful
thoughts, feelings or desires (Hall and Fincham,
2005). Taking accountability is an important
characteristic of self-forgiveness, distinguishing
it from the associated practise of the “self:
servingbias,” where individuals take ownership
for positive results but not negative results
(Heider,1958). These are all important issues
that can be compounded with unresolvedstress.
Self-care is a very effective way to,manage
individual stress and can lead to less stressed

environment.

Outcomes of Effective Stress Management
Maintaining good energy levels is an
important aspect to managing stress (Cooper,
2001). It is argued that stress is completely
manageable (Liu et al., 2017). With the help
of modern science, we see that slow releases
of energy throughout the day allow one to
be more attentive to all aspects of life (Cooper,
2001). This then allows one to beless disturbed
by stressful situations, by beingless tired, and

which leads to more tolerance of stress

(Cooper, 2001). Stress will have a negative
effecton one’s ability to function in their role
effectively, and to run a successful business
(Bickerton et al., 2014). These findings have
a significant impact on leaders and their

effectiveness within their roles.

Data and Methodology

The research was qualitative and inductive
in nature, asit sought to shedlight on complex
social phenomena (McCracken, 1988). The
aim was to investigate the variety of lived
experiences of SMME owners, specifically on
how stress affects them and their businesses
asasuccess factor, and to see how this differs
frominternational findings. The main research
question was: What are the organizational and
personal effects of stress on SMME business
owners?2We also developed some secondary
research questions: How effective are leaders
at managing their stress levels? How does
stress affect the direct effectiveness of an
owner? What are the stress management
strategies of SMME business owners, and what
are the consequences of the lack thereof? How
does a business owner’s positive stress, or
negative stress, affect the success of specific
SMMEs in South Africa? Semi-structured
interviews were used, as it allowed the
researchers to extract the relevantinformation
by creating some guiding questions and then
allowed for follow up questions (Qu and
Dumay, 2011). The 29 participants of the study
were selected on arandombasis, with a variety
of ages and genders, and from a variety of
industries (Table 1). All participants were
owners of SMME businesses, culturally-
different, and from three major cities in South
Africa,namely, Cape Town, Johannesburgand
Durban (Ajjawi and Higgs, 2007).
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Ajjawi and Higgs (2007) developed stages
of data
phenomenology, which was adapted for this

analysis for hermeneutic

research (Figure 2). Data explication brings

together elements of phenomenological and
hermeneutic principles in order to understand
the data. The analysis required methodical

processes to recognize crucial features and

Table 1: List of Participants
N Locus of Control Indust Gend B9 partnership| o
o. ocus of Contro! ndus e | Gender artnershi;
Y Ag Cycle P| Level

P1 | Internallocus of control, Hospitality 37 | Male | Startup 1 Partner 8
knows whereitends Industry

P2 [ High internallocus of control, Hospitality 34 | Male | Startup 1 Partner 8
doesnot knowwhere itends Industry

P3 | Highinternallocus of control, Marketing 36 | Female | Established | 1Partner 8
doesnot knowwhere itends

P4 | Externallocusof control Fashion 26 | Male | Startup Investor 8

P5 | High internallocus of control, Fitness 37 | Femfale.|\Established | NoPartners| 2
knows whereitends

P6 [ Externallocus of control Fitness 35 (| Male" | Established | NoPartners| 8

P7 | Highinternallocus of control, Construction 34 | Male | Growth 2 Partners 8
doesnot knowwhere itends

P8 [ Internallocus, knows Security 47 | Male | Established | NoPartners| 5
whereitends

P9 | Internallocus, doesnot Tech 56 | Male | Startup No Partners| 8
know where itends

P10 | Internallocus, doesnot Construction 26 | Male | Startup No Partners| 7
know where itends

P11 | Internallocus, knows Software 37 | Male | Established | 2Partners 6
whereitends Development

P12 | Internallocus, knows IT Banking 49 | Male | Established | NoPartners| 7
whereitends

P13 | Externallocusof control Dentist 37 | Male | Established | NoPartners| 8

P14 | Internallocus, doesnot Motor 38 | Male | Startup Investor 8
knowwhereitends

P15 | Internallocus, doesnot Advertising 34 | Male | Established | NoPartners| 6
know where itends

P16 | Internallocus, does not Fuel Retailer 51 | Female | Established | NoPartners| 7
knowwhereitends

P17 | Internallocus of control, Wedding 36 | Female | Established | NoPartners| 8
doesnot knowwhere itends
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Table 1 (Cont.)

N Locus of Control Indust Gende BUS | partnership| o°
0. ocus of Contro ndus e | Gender ers]
i Ag Cycle Pl Level

P18 | Internallocus, knows Health Food 62 | Male | Established | 2Partners 7
whereitends

P19 | Internallocus, Entertainment | 37 | Male | Growth 1 Partner 6
doesnotknowwhereitends

P20 | Internallocus of control, Fuel Retailer 30 | Female | Established | 4 Partners 8
doesnotknowwhereitends

P21 | Internallocus, knows Transportation | 30 | Male | Established | Nopartners| 6
whereitends

P22 | Internallocus, does not Construction 34 | Male | Growth 1 Partner 8
know whereitends

P23 | Externallocus, doesnot Hair Saloon 42 | Female | Established | 1Partner 6
know whereitends

P24 | Externallocus, doesnot Construction 31 | Male | Startup 1 Partner 6
knowwhereitends

P25 | Internal locus of control, Fitness 42 }=Male | Established | 1Partner 4
doesnotknowwhere it ends

P26 | Internallocus, does not Fuel Retailer 56 | Male | Established | 1Partner 4
knowwhereitends

P27 | Internallocus, does not Fuel Retailer 60 | Female | Established | 1Partner 4
knowwhereitends

P28 | Internallocus, does not Car'Sales 43 | Male | Growth No Partners| 4
knowwhereitends

P29 | Internal Locus of control, Construction 29 | Male | Growth No Partners| 8
doesnotknowwhere itends

relationships (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996). Using
Atlas.ti (the qualitative data analysis software
program), the first stage entailed dataimmersion
(reading of interview transcripts in the words
of participants), followed by identification of
relevant phrases (data reduction) and naming
those (open coding) (Milesand Huberman, 1994).
The next stage was synthesis and family code/
theme development (axial coding). This stage
involved movingbackandforthfrom theliterature
and the texts, and moving from parts to whole
(the hermeneutic cydle of understanding and
interpretation) (Gadamer, 1998).

Results and Discussion

The initial open coding process produced
157 codes. However, non-relevant codes
were discarded, leaving 69 relevant codes
(Table 2) and these were categorized into 9
family codes/themes (Figure 3): (1) Background
and experience; (2) Stress Causes; (3) Effects
of stress; (4) Stress Management; (5) Locus
of Control; (6) Leadership; (7) Positive Stress;
(8) Personality; and, (9) Stress in Relation to
Business. Table 3 lists the top 20 open codes,
ranked in terms of frequency with their

corresponding family code/theme.
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Figure 3: Frequency of Family Codes

Background

and Experience
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The family code “background and experience”
identifies, on the one hand, how ownexs’
previous experiences helped them dealwith
certain aspects of their businesses.and, on
the other hand, caused stress for them in
situations where they felt ill-equipped to deal
with the situation. Many of the experienced
participants felt that a big contributor to their
lower stress levels was that they were able
tolearn how to deal with stress over a period
of time. Theyalso claimed that this was assisted
by the ability to ‘compartmentalize’, something
else they developed over time. Participant 11
stated: “My stress levels are nowhere near
where they used to be. [ reckon ... my stress
ismore around personal things, kids and other
things than work my work ... so probably my

stress level now is going to be a lot lower, I

would say it’s probably like a 6 or 7, where it
used to bea 9 or a 10 because I was running
it [all], and also trying to pay the bills and
trying to pay the staff, and trying to pay SARS
[the tax revenue service] and trying to pay
all staff, that’s very difficult to do without
having resources there to helpyou”. Participant
18 stated: “Well I came from a small family
business to start off and I was involved in
that in various roles, including running the
business for twenty odd years ... I then worked
for a corporate in Zimbabwe and within that
corporate I was transferred to South Africa
in the packaging industry. And during that
[period] I was also transferred overseas, and
Iran a couple of the businesses overseas and
then came back here. So, I've been in the
corporate aspect of it for also twenty odd years.

Running businesses being in a variety of
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Table 3: Ranking of the Top 20 Most Frequently Occurring Open Codes

Code Name Frequency Family Code/Theme
Responsibility 105 Leadership
Positive Stress 89 Positive Stress
Control 75 Personality
Effect Work Quality 51 Effect of Stress
Effects Staff 48 Effects of Stress
Pressure 48 Positive Stress
People Management 43 Stress Causes
Finance 39 Stress Causes
Exercise 38 Stress Management
Compartmentalization 36 Stress Management
Meditation 34 Stress Management
Self-Talk 29 Stress Management
Motivation 28 Leadership
Importance of Experience 26 Background
Delegation 25 Stress Management
Learning Curve 24 Background
Continuous Learning 23 Stress Management
Source of Energy 20 Leadership
Realism 19 Personality
Balanced Lifestyle 18 Stress Management
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different roles, primarily in manufacturing,
sales and marketing, isn’t easy. So I'm used
to running, managing quite a lot of staff. I'm
relatively competent or skilled at that, so that
doesn’t worry me too much. But unfortunately,
it’s inherent in any business, you're going to
have people issues no matter how hard you
try not to. We deliberately kept our family
business as small as possible, to try and
minimize that stress factor, so that was a
strategicattempt right at the beginning” Many
participants complained about the stress
related to their, and their families and
networks’, lack of experience with regard to
running a business, especially with regard to
financial management and people
management issues. This led some owners
tolookat ways to outsource these tasks, while
they themselves tried to learn these aspects
of business (claiming that as they developed
competencies to run their entire businesses
better, their stress levels subsequently were
alsolowered). Some ownersreferred to differing
stress levels, depending on the life cycle of
their businesses or stress related, to\the
seasonal demands of their businesses=“I only
haveinternational clients and all ofiny work
isdone in the wedding season ... in the winter
months I don’t have any work and my stress
is much lower” (Participant 17). Participant
21 claimed “... our industry, it’s very capital-
intensive. We've got a small fleet of twenty
vehicles and we've got SLAs with our clients.
We deal with some fairly decent-sized clients,
small parts of very big contracts ... and held
to the same standards as big companies. When
a vehicle used to breakdown or something
used to go wrong, I used to take it very
personally in the past ... like part of my own

body ... adrenalin ... and I wouldn’t be able

to sleep. With our fleet, something is always
going to be going wrong ... one to three of
those vehicles are always going to be in the
shop, or broken down on the side of the road.
That’s just the way it goes. I learnt over time
that problems are going to happen, they’re
always going to be there, and you gotta separate
them because the world is not going to end.
You learn that unless we do something
ridiculously wrong, we are not going to lose
the work. I think it took me a long time to
realize that...it came once we were on a slightly
more stable financial footing and when we
had clientswho could trust us and third-party
providers whom we had worked with before.
Once that wasin place, I definitely felt a little

more calm.”

Stress Causes

This family code had four sub-codes thatstood
out more significantly than others: ‘financial
stress’, ‘guilt’, ‘lack of understanding’ and ‘sub-
par standard of employees’. Many participants
felt that financial stress was a big contributor
to stress, particularly with cash flow (receiving
money or payingit out). Participants felt that
there was less control over this aspect of the
businessand felt the need to plan more around
finances. Participant 13 uttered: “It addsalot
of stress because sometimes they say they’re
going to pay and then they don’t pay, or you
have to threaten to get payment, sonow [ have
drama because it’s a fixed cash flow”. Many
of the participants also attributed ‘guilt’ to
their felt stress levels, mainly due to the
responsibility they felt towards their
customers (anxiety-provoking when unable
to deliver as promised) and staff (like wages
or meetings). Participant 14 articulated his

stress “When finances are involved, I find it

52

EFFECTIVE EXECUTIVE e Vol. XXI, No. 3, 2018




incredibly stressful ... from September onwards
we started scaling down, so we weren't making
sales anymore, but I still had the staff and I
still had the vehicles and all of the things ...
so payments still had to happen. There’s still
a payment that has to happen on Monday
which is stressing the living lights out of me”.
Participants 2, 5 and 14 all felt that their lack
of understanding’ for certain topics caused
extrastress for themselves. Participants were
experienced in certain fields and lacked
knowledge in others. Participant 14 espedially,
when starting his new business stated that
he had no programming knowledge or
experience, so when he was developing his
business, he had to do a lot of research and
the learning curve was very steep. This led
to additional stress, as every meeting required
him to go back and research before he could
ask any questions: “I never had any IT
background, and the business heavily relied
on that, and so developing that was really
difficult. I found meetings with developers
and coders incredibly stressful, and theyjust
throw terms around that you have zero'clue
about and you don’t know what(they are
actually talking about. You write things down
and then afterwards you go Google, and you
go try and figure it out. Then you have to write
them an e-mail and say, this is what we were
talking, is this possible, can we do this and
that ... but they always throw back a whole
bunch of new things to consider thereafter
...and then youhave to research again”. Many
owners remarked about ‘sub-standard
employees’: (1) that some of their staff could
notbe trusted with certain tasks, and (2) that
even when some tasks were done, they were

done in a poor manner. This often requires

owners to step in and sort out some of these
issues on their own, either from rework or
starting afresh, which resulted in additional
stress. Participant 4 stated: “... sometimes [
feel I have to do everything myself as I am
unable to trust all of my staff.” Participant
10 remarked: “Yesterday I gota call from head
office in Johannesburg and it was work for
H&M, but that had nothing to do withme ...
I chose to help them out because it affects
my good relationshipsifI choose not to. That
happens quite a lot to me”. Participant 28
claimed: “... the most stressful thing for me
is in all three of my businesses. Staff
management and allocating job descriptions
to individuals.... it’s difficult to get the guys
to stick to their rolesand responsibilities. They
drop the ball'all the time. That, for me, is very

stressful”.

Effects of Stress

This family code relates to how stress affects
individuals and, in some circumstances, hamper
their effectiveness to complete tasks. There
are five sub-codes for this family: ‘mental
strain’, ‘burnout’, ‘relationship breakdown’,
‘outbursts’ and ‘withdrawnness’. With respect
tomental strain, some cases were sosignificant
that participants had no choice but to find
outlets to relieve some of their stress or find
alternative ways in which to structure their
daily routines.

Participant 2 stated: “About three weeks
ago, I couldn’t manage anymore. [ was slow
and down. The stress was becoming too much
forme.... the stress of continuous legislation
changes and the upcoming busy season for
us ... it was just too much. I had to make a
change as [was on the verge of abreakdown.”

Someparticipants felt the effects of prolonged
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stress and when they kept on working, it
eventually resulted in their inability to continue
with their day-to-day tasks.

Participant 3 explained: “The only reason
you start hating it is when you start burning
out and when the stress, financially, is high.
The hours get to you ... when you must get
upat4’odockandyoujustcan’t. It'snotbecause
you don’t want to go to gym and train your
client ... I'love what I do, but it’s just that
can’t deal with the uncertainty of it anymore.
That’s why I did the healthcarerepresentative
course ... to change my career and to go into
amedicalrep roleand ensure a stable income
... but then [ realized that’s not actually what
I want to do.” More than half of the
participants stated that stress always led to
abreakdown in arelationship. Some said that
itwas a personal relationship like their wives
or family, and others stated it was their staff
and business partners. Participant 10 claimed
that unmanaged stress can result in
deconstructive outbursts at work—it.could
be at staff for not doing what was required
of them, or just kicking out at items‘lying
around. Participant 14 stated{that he
sometimes wished that he could have
outbursts, just to show how frustrated he was.
These outbursts are normally directed at the
wrong person and had the likelihood of
affecting relationships in their organizations.
Participants 16 and 14 disclosed that when
their stress levels become excessive they tend
to withdraw from situations, leaving them
ineffective in their roles. Participant 16
elaborated: “... when I stress, I withdrawinto
myself ... making it difficult to lead others”.
Participant 14 stated: “... the moment the
stress starts hitting, I pull into myself and I

keep quiet. Ijust focus on what I need to do,
even though I am supposed to discuss it with,
or delegate it to, my colleagues. I clam up and
work like crazy, and don’t ask for help”. As a
business owner, when stress levels are not
kept in order, there is a risk of the stress
overflowing to the customer and especially
to the staff of the business, resulting in
communication breakdown and ultimately
ineffective leadership. Participant 19
explained: “... sometimes it might be a slip
of the tongue but obviously then you apologize,
youstand up for it or for yourself”. Participant
20 agrees: “So when you don’t have control
and are stressed, youbecome snappy towards
staff, snappy.towards customers, snappy in
e-mails to stakeholders ... it also affects your

homellife)and your personal wellbeing”.

Stress Management

In this family code, we look at the different
techniques to manage stress as a business
owner. It is believed that ‘exercise’ has away
torelieve stressand help focus the mind. Many
participants stated that they were able to apply
aversion of positive self-talk while exercising.
This allowed them, upon returning toissues,
to have a clearer mind and find new ways of
dealingwith problems. Participant 4 explained:
“Itry to stay fit but there are levels of fitness.
But I can feel sometimes when I don’t train
thatitaddsto the stress. Iwould muchbetter
if I was going for runs more regularly.
Sometimes at workI finishlateand, athome,
I eat the wrong food ... it’s a bad cycle. But
generally, when I'm fit, I feel good,  can manage
things better, 'm in a better frame of mind,
and I can take on whatever”. Participant 14
stated: “I find that when I am stressed, my

answer to the stress is some form of exercise

54

EFFECTIVE EXECUTIVE e Vol. XXI, No. 3, 2018




... going for a good run in the mountain, or
going to gym, or swimming. When [ exercise,
[ get absorbed and it is like there’s nobody
else there”. Most surprising in our research
was that all of the participants engaged in
some sort, and different types, of meditation,
as away of managing stress. Some take time
tobe alone, some go for walks, and some engage
in yoga as a form of meditation. Participant
3 claimed: “I find that when I do yoga, itisa
form of meditation for me”. Participant 4
divulged: “I do meditate ... even when I take
the dogs for walks, I try to quiet my mind and
Itry to acknowledge what is the problem and
then also try to enforce positivity”. Some
participants found planned ‘alone time and
activities’ quite useful to get their minds off
from work, for reflection, or even for planning
how to manage stress. Participant 15
elaborates: “So oftenifit’s a tough day atwork,
I'll just pop out for an hour to sit in a coffee
shop, to gather my thoughts”. Participant 8
stated: “I use cooking to escape. If you.ever
come to my house and you see me cooking'a
gourmetmeal, then youknowit’s one.of those
days”. Half of the participants used planning
andworkload management to deal with future
work stress. Participant 4 says: “I prefer to
plan. I don’t believe in waiting for stress to
kickin.” Participant 1 claimed that: “... when
we know that the busy season is coming,
accompanied with lots of stress, we try to put
astructured planin place so that the workload
canbe shared between us”. The most commonly
used stress management technique was
‘compartmentalization’, helping ownersfocus
on existing tasks and block out stress, which
was quoted 36 times in the research. People
would separate their stress, by organizing

positive and negative knowledge about the

self, from the tasks at hand to have the full
attention there. Aslongas positive self-aspects
were activated, access to negative information
was minimized. They would also say that the
stress is for a later stage and concentrate on
the task they were busy with. Participant 7
revealed that he “... try not to focus on all of
the stressors. I compartmentalize and focus
on current tasks”. Participant 1 stated “I have
to compartmentalize to cope. I have to tell
myself to focus on business development as
thatisneeded for the business right now. And
I try to put the financial stress out of my mind”.
Ownerswho were able to successfully ‘delegate’
tasks to their staff were underalotless stress
than those who did not. Participant 8 declared:
“BecauseTinvest the time and effort in my
team,Ivcan step away. My ex-girlfriend’s
background was in coaching and mentoring,
and she was a massive help. I have very weird
training programs that I develop for my staff
... like oneI call Matrix... to try and slow down
timewhile under pressure”. Some participants
claim to ‘look within themselves’ to gauge
whether their reactions were acceptable at
anystage. They examine their emotional states
and use a form of contemplation (to a higher
being) to resolve their stressors. Participant
4 stated: “When I'm having a tough time or
week, [ like to look at myself and see where |
have gone wrong and then I sometimes try
to pray”. Participant 5 explained: “I am
continuously looking at myself to make sure
that I am aligned with God. If I find that
somethingis causing me to fail, I try to assess
the root causes and look for ways to overcome
that... either by reading or speaking to others”.
The majority of the participants felt that stress
managementwas enabled by ‘living abalanced

life’. They felt that exercise and down time
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were just as important as working hard.
Participant 12 declared: “I have made a rule
out of it. I rather come to work in the office
on theweekend, than take work home on the
weekend”. Participant 2 stated “I make sure
I take time out to enjoy hobbies, like wine
tasting and visiting farms with friends”.
Participants 5,4 and 8 all felt that ‘continuous
learning’ was a vital part of dealing with stress.
Asthey got more proficient at their jobs, and
as they learnt better ways of doing their jobs
by improving their knowledgebases, ithelped
with the management of stress. Participant
5proclaimed that she: “... went and found out
how to get that. I read books and I Googled
... because God said to me that if I take a step,
He will provide me with the information”.
Participant 8 exclaimed: “I'm all for upskilling
staff, mentoring and guiding them, and
providing training opportunities ... that is
something that I've learnt from my client over,
the years”. ‘Lowering expectations’ can also
be a very useful way of dealing with istress
(matching expectations and reality).
Participant 5 explained: “That’s theconstant
fight between our flesh and our spirit. [ drive
a Kia Picanto for business ... it’s got air con,
it’s got four electricwindows, it’s got airbags,
it’s light, it’s a beautiful car. Trust me. Ilove
cars, but I've accepted that for now, and it’s
that acceptance which adds to a lower stress
level”. Participant 8 asserted: “I never tried
to get too big, too soon. My growth is always
going to be organicand strategic. 'm not going
to file up as many clients as possible, until I
know that my whole team is ready”. A few
participants mentioned having a ‘serene base’,
either in terms of a person (someone to share

your stress with) or a place where they could

focus on solving their stress issues. Participant
5 said: “You have to ensurea strong base, your
pillar in times of stress, my partner ... thatis
why you have to go home every night. I've
worked on that for about five years”.
Participant 8 stated: “Ilive alone with mydogs.
This allows me tobe completely calm athome

and to get my mind off work.”

Locus of Control

We found that many SMME owners possessed
aversion of an internal locus of control, and
the accompanying sense of responsibility to
their industries, their staff, their customers,
or even their families is what caused stress
for many of the owners—particularly as they
believed thatsuccess or failure were determined
by themandtheir direct actions. We witnessed
ownets who did not understand where their
internal locus of control ended, and
subsequently concerned themselves with all
agpects of the business and did not accept
that their control had limits. Participant 28
serves as an example: “In your own business,
we cannot say it’s out of my control. Or I can’t
doanythingaboutit. Ifitinvolves thebusiness,
you have got to deal with it, you have got to
address it”. Participant 29 stated: “What is
out of your control though? Five years ago I
was in massive debt, with a maxed-out
overdraft maxed, and alarge amount of stress
which I had no control over. The worst part
was that I couldn’t walk away. You feel like
youareresponsible”. This orientation normally
resulted in claims of anxiety and talk of
burnout by the owners. We also discovered
that individuals with high understanding of
their internal locus of control were able to
let some aspects of control go (letting go).

They were able to do this in two ways: firstly,
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by altering what they could control to affect
what was out of their control, and, secondly,
by plainly accepting that they could not control
everythingand then to justmove on. Not many
participants felt that theyhad an externallocus
of control. However, they did feel that their
entities were prey to external circumstances,
and that were not in full control of their
business. This resulted in a lot of negative
stress as they were unable to prepare for this.
Participant 16 explained: “You know in our
business, someday you will get six things that
happen that you or your staff were unable to
prepare for. Bad luck. Out of our control. This
just sets you back and it causes tremendous
stress ... even when it is not happening, but
just thinking that those days can and possibly

will arrive”.

Leadership

Many participants felt that they were
responsible for their staff, the success of the
business and the happiness of their customers
(responsibility). Some participants also felt
they had to be a shield for their staff,so as
to protect them from stress. Patticipant 12
stated: “I am a shield for my staff.Tam here
to take on the stress so that they don’t have
to deal with it. They can just focus on their
jobs”. Participant 14 elaborated: “We, as
owners, are not just responsible for ourselves,
we are responsible for our staff and their
families also. If we can’t pay their salaries their
children’s school fees can’t get paid and that
falls on us”. Participant 7 reiterated: “I have
tobetheleader.l have tobe theboss. So, most
of the time, [ portray strength even when I'm
feeling stressed on the inside, or when I'm
feeling worried about certain things”.
Participants 7,10 and 17 all felt that they were

solely responsible for taking the business
forward through growth. They all felt that
if they did not run the business in a certain
way, and engaged stakeholders in constructive
ways, that there would not be additional work
coming in. Participant 15 claimed: “Yes, it’s
like an accountability that falls on your
shoulders”. Participant 7 said: “... the
sustainability of our business currentlyis still
dependent on the three of us”. Many
participants felt that they had to be a visible
source of energy, and keep their own stress
levels low, in order to be seen to effectively
lead their staff. Participant 7 claimed that:
“...you can’tpour from an empty cup. If you
have nothingto give, ultimately your business
is going'to go down. We need to look after

ourselves”.

Positive Stress

This family code related to the stress that can
have a positive effect on individuals and help
encourage them to meet deadlines or be more
productive. Some felt that this wasa vital part
of the job, while others felt that there was
no such thing as ‘positive stress’. Many of
the participants felt that this type of stress
was needed for staff. The belief was that if
there wasno ‘pressure’, some staff would just
getintoalimboand not be able to meet some
of the deadlines. There was a general consensus
amongst most of the participants that
‘pressure’ was needed in any organization,
however, it needed to be managed and not
allowed to be converted into negative stress.
Participant 7 stated: “The pressure that the
need creates to deliver x-amount of revenue
can be quite positive to focus the mind and
energy’. Participant 11 agrees: “I think there
isn’t anything wrong with staff being put
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under pressure, It’s good and it also brings
out their character. There’s nothing wrong
with it, as long as it’s not life threatening.
I've also been put under pressure alot of my
time from customers, and to delivery ... I think
it can be positive too”. The research revealed
that ‘manageable stress’ is personality
dependent. Some participants felt that they
workedbestand excelledin stressful situations,
while others felt that no stress was ever
needed in their jobs. Participant 8 shared: “I
think that I thrive in a stress environment.
I almost find it a compliment when people
turn to me when they really need help, and
when all hell is breaking loose. I can be that
calming person in a stressful environment”.
Participant 13 disagrees: “I suppose stress
could be positive when studying or learning,
but not really in a work environment”.
Participant 13 and Participant 14 both caimed
that ‘positive stress’ do not exist. Participant
13noted that, inawork environment, all stress
is negative, eluding to the fact that if there
was positive stress it would not be stress.
Participant 14 reiterated: “I preferred'being
prepared and in control. If [ experience stress,
then I have not prepared adequately ... so, if
I prepare adequately then [ will not have any

stress.”

Personalities

Whether itis their obsessive compulsiveness,
need for perfection, need to achieve, or the
inability to relinquish control, participants’
‘personalities’ play a partin stresslevels. Some
participants are realists and they keep their
expectations close to reality (achievable).
However, some participants are not realists
and they find themselves continuously pushing

for the unachievable and which is

aspirational—affecting their perceived stress.
Participant 5 stated: “I have accepted where
I am now in my financial and business life
cycleandfeelnoneedtolive beyond mymeans
as a business owner ... which aids to lower
my stress levels”. Participant 6 added: “I was
very successful but then I crashed, and then
Idid half-day ... but nowit’s not good enough
because I still maintain the same life-style
that I did when I worked a full-day”.

Many participants felt ‘accountable’ on
behalf of their businesses, managing
stakeholders, and for delivery of the quality
of customer work. This, in some cases, resulted
inlarge amounts of stress. Some participants
felt that they.were not completely positive,
however, they were positive in certain aspects
of their business. Others maintained that they
were always positive and this helped them
be an‘entrepreneur. Participant 7 claimed: “The
vision ... it’s so frustrating that I want to get
there but there’s so many challenges along
the way that you have to deal with and it’s
almost like I can’t ... like there’s so many
unforeseen things that, you know, you gotta
deal withit, so”. Participant 17 posited: “Ileast
enjoy the driving. I do a lot of driving ... all
my venues are far, so I do a lot of driving...

and then my after-hours work”.

Stress in Relation to Business

Participantsalleged that the ‘negative effects
of stress’ resulted in withdrawal and less
effectiveness as aleader. Also burnout was a
major effect of stress and bad stress
management. Many participants stated that,
when depleted, they feltlike they had nothing
to give their staff, also affecting relationships,
and the business, also affecting the

sustainability of the business. Participant 17
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indicated that: “...ifI don’t manage my stress
levels propetly, it could be detrimental to my
business ... because I am the business”. All
of the participants stated that active stress
management was imperative for the success
of the business. They stated that it needs to
become part of one’s daily routine, just like
running the business is part of one’s daily

routine.

Conclusion
This research set out to discover if there was
a link between stress management and the
success of a SMME in South Africa. In the
data collection phase of the research, 29 semi-
structured interviews were completed, and
the participants/owners ranged from new
entrepreneursjust starting out to experienced
entrepreneurs who were well-established in
theirbusinesses and their industries. The data
analysisrevealed 56 open codes with 9 family
codes. Itwas established that, firstly, that there
isastate of personal wellbeing that is affected
if one’s aspirations are too high. Secondly,we
see that control of one environment, and the
extent of that control, also can contribute to
alot of stress. Theresearchersalso investigated
how managed, positive stress could exist,
without becoming negative/toxic stress. It
was determined that certain stress
management techniques could help mitigate
the stress caused in the business.
The findings revealed the following:
 Stress is definitely transferable to staff
and other stakeholders in the business.
« Stressdoes,in someway or the other, affect
the quality of work done by the owners.
Thisis mainly due to their inability to focus

on other tasks when stress is experienced.

» The perception of positive stress differs
from one individual to the other.

« Theideaofwhat constituted stress differed
from owner-to-owner (relative).

+ Many owners had an internal locus of
control orientation, but did not knowwhere
it ended in order to prevent them from
stressing unnecessarily.

» Meditation and self-care were important
enablers. So too, exercise and ensuring a
balanced lifestyle.

 Stressneeds to be purposefully managed,
and there are decisions and choices that
need tobe made to limit stress for owners.

« Conscious personal growth is a very big
contributox to lower stress levels.

+ Continuous learning in order to stay on
top of their businesses, or stay ahead of
trends and changes in the marketplace,
helps to limit stress levels.

Overall, theresearchrevealed that SMME
success is inextricably tied to having an
effectiveleader. However, if the leader cannot
keep his or her stress levels down there can
be detrimental effects on the business. This
can take the form of broken relationships,
outbursts, general withdrawnness andlastly,
bad health (physical, emotional, mental).
Therefore, active stress management
techniques need to be adopted to help the
owners of SMMEs to lower their stresslevels
and, in turn, ensures that they are betterleaders.
The research also revealed that stress
managementand stress-relieving techniques
need to be implemented into the day-to-day
lives of owners, during which they allow for
down time and time for personal recovery—
often in “special places” and with “special

people” in their lives. This enables owners
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to stay resilient to the ongoing stressful

situations they encounter as the natural part

of being an SMME business owner. &
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