
Enterprise Development Training Course 
 
DAY THREE - SESSION NINE 
 

How to obtain Business Information in the Field 
 
 
Objective:  to enable participants to collect information from the owners of micro-enterprises 

and to use this as a basis for useful analysis and recommendations. 
 
Time:   One hour 
 

Notes:  

Participants will spend most of this day in small groups in a nearby market, obtaining information 
and learning from local business people. If at all possible, the market should be within easy walking 
distance of the training place. If it is necessary to take a bus or car to a local market this may mean 
that the training institution is inappropriately sited for this staff training course, which should 
always be as close as possible to the environment where the clients live and work. 
 
The businesses should not be selected or warned before the interviews, since selecting a business 
and obtaining its owner's co-operation is an important lesson in itself. If local regulations require 
that the police or market committee are informed in advance, this must of course be done, but this 
is not usually necessary and every effort should be made to keep the whole exercise as informal and 
'low key' as possible. 
 
If possible, the market should not be well-known to the participants, and it is better if it is a 
completely unfamiliar place. In any case, the micro-enterprises whose owners are interviewed must 
not be receiving or be likely to receive any form of assistance from participants' organisations. 
 
This session should be as brief as possible, so that participants can spend the maximum time in the 
market. Experienced field workers may already be familiar with much of what follows, although 
probably not as applied to micro-enterprises. As with all these sessions, the material should be 
modified to suit the level of the participants. 
 
It is usually better to have an introductory session of this sort at the beginning of the day when the 
field work will actually be carried out, in order to ensure that the practical details are fresh in 
participants' minds and that all the groups start at the same time.  

 
 
Session Guide 
 
The objective of this session is to prepare participants for their subsequent meetings with business 
owners. They should take careful note of the various practical guidelines for successful field 
interviews, which have been evolved as the result of many similar field work exercises in the past. 
 
Some participants may fear that they will be unable to persuade business owners to co-operate, to 
communicate effectively with them or to obtain the necessary information. Reassure them that it is 
not easy, but that many other students have successfully done what they are about to do, and that 
they will almost certainly be surprised by how willing the business owners are to help, if they take 
the right attitude at the beginning. This session is designed to help them do this. 
 
The guidelines will be dealt with in the sequence of the days work: 
 

1. Preparation before going to the market 
2. Selection of the business 
3. Introducing yourselves to the business 
4. Behaviour during the meeting 
5. Obtaining information 
6. Making recommendations 
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1. Preparation 
 
Divide participants into groups of up to three members. If necessary, participants can work on their 
own in this exercise but groups of four or more should be avoided, since a large group may 
intimidate some business people and some participants, particularly those who need to learn the 
most, may be tempted to let others do all the work. 
 
Some more senior staff who are familiar with accounting may feel that this session is too 
elementary for them. They should be encouraged to help those who are less experienced and, in 
fact, such people are often quite remote from the reality of micro-enterprises - they may need this 
field exposure more than field staff.  
 
Each group should include members with a balance of experience. Every effort should be made to 
interview one or more women business owners and, if the society is such that it is not easy for men 
to interview women, one or more groups should be made up of women alone. Ensure that each 
group has at least one member who can speak the local language. Ask the members of each group to 
sit together for the rest of this session. 
 
After this session and before leaving the classroom, each group should take a few minutes to: 
 

 allocate responsibilities for the various tasks  
 draw up simple check lists to avoid forgetting to ask any questions 
 draw up a layout into which to insert the figures 

 
Do not provide any pre-prepared check lists or guide-lines. Effective learning comes from what 
people do for themselves.   
 

2. Selection of the Businesses 
 
Try to avoid every group having the same sort of business; if appropriate, for instance, ask one 
group to select a retail business, another a service business, another a manufacturing or processing 
business and another a business owned by a women. 
 
Participants may feel that they must find a 'proper' formal business; stress that they should work 
with really small 'informal' businesses, such as vegetable vendors, roadside mechanics or 
shoemakers, since these are the types of business which poor people engage in. 
 
The businesses should not be too close to one another, since otherwise members of one group may 
drift to another, or the whole exercise may become a public meeting. 
 
The businesses should not be ones with which any of the participants have had any previous 
contact, either as customers or, more importantly, as NGO clients. 
 
Groups should select their own businesses, the businesses should not be forewarned, since obtaining 
their co-operation is an important part of the exercise and they should not prepare themselves 
specially, the aim is to find out about the businesses as they really are. 
 
The groups should not only interview the more obvious businesses, which are along the main road. 
The smallest businesses, and particularly those operated by women, are often 'invisible', and it may 
be necessary for the groups to ask members of the community to show them where such businesses 
are to be found.  
 
It is important to be sure that the person interviewed is the owner of the business; groups should 
check at once if they are speaking to the owner and if he or she is not available they should excuse 
themselves and find another business. 
 
The businesses should be as typical and ordinary as possible; groups should not try to find the best 
looking, or the poorest looking, but just a typical informal micro-enterprise. 
 
 
 

© NORAD  2 



Enterprise Development Training Course  Day 3 – Session 9 

 
If the meeting with the first business goes exceptionally well, or if on the contrary unexpected 
problems are encountered at some point, groups may choose to meet a second business; they may 
then choose which set of information to present or to present both if they wish. 
 
Women's businesses are often harder to find, because in some places women have to work at home. 
It is worth making a special effort to find such businesses, because women's enterprises are usually 
the most needy, the most numerous and the most productive.  
 

3. Introductions 
 
The selected group leader should briefly introduce herself and the other participants by name to 
the business owner, and explain that the group would like, as a part of their training, to spend some 
time with him in order to learn from what he is doing.  
 
It should be made clear that the group has come to learn from the business owner, and possibly to 
offer some tentative advice. They have not come to teach him, and, most important, they have not 
come in order to appraise or select candidates for loans.  This point must be particularly stressed, 
since serious misunderstandings can arise if this is not made clear. 
 
The group may express some admiration for the business and its products, and perhaps buy a 
product or service, such as a cup of tea from a teashop, a haircut from a barber or a shoe polish or 
small repair from a shoe-shiner or cobbler.  
 

4. Behaviour during the Meeting 
 
The discussion may easily take one or two hours or more and it is important for all members of the 
group to demonstrate, not only by what they say but by what they do, that they really do respect 
the business owner and sincerely want to learn from him. 
 
Only one member of the group should ask questions at a time; the others can take notes (see 
below), observe and wait until their allocated topic comes up. 
 
All members of the group should work at the level of the business owner. If this means squatting on 
a dusty roadside or standing by a hot furnace, so be it. 
 
The business owner may suspect that the group are in some way connected with the authorities, 
who usually harass informal businesses.  Members of the group must make it clear that they are not, 
by saying so, and by their behaviour. 
 
It is better not to stand over the business owner with a clip-board or large pad or exercise book. Use 
a very small notebook and be at the same or a lower level than the business owner, so that he 
dominates you, not the reverse. 
 
The business owner is being asked to share confidential personal information with the group and 
may not want his customers and competitors to hear it all. Try if possible to hold the discussion in a 
semi-private place, such as in the back of the stall, rather than in the open street or market-place. 
This is particularly important for women's businesses. 
 
It may be difficult to communicate directly with women business owners, since men from the 
community will try to answer for them.  Participants should try to avoid this. Some members of a 
group may take the men away under the pretext of asking for more information or the women in the 
group may go with the women into their private quarters. 
 
Unlike government or NGO staff, owners of informal businesses lose personally if they do not work 
productively at all times. The group should avoid making the business lose any customers and should 
stand aside, even if the owner prefers to ignore his clients. This is in itself a useful piece of advice 
by example. 
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5. Information Gathering 
 
The previous sessions have concentrated on financial information because this is the basis of 
business analysis and advisers are usually less confident in the area of finance than in other areas. 
The groups should not concentrate only on the financial data, however; one reason for spending 
time in the business itself is that this is the only way to find out about the quality of the products 
and the way the owner markets his goods or services. 
 
The earlier exercises have provided participants with all the financial information 'on a plate'. 
However, there are some simple techniques which make it easier to get this and other non-financial 
information when talking to business owners in the field. These include: 
 

 The owner's answers are only one source of information. We can observe things like the quantity 
and condition of goods in stock, the quality of products, the way the owner treats customers 
and the appearance of the business to an outsider. All four senses can be used; the sense of 
touch can detect old stock by feeling dust and the sense of small can detect rotten or damp 
items in storage. 

 
 One member of the group should be assigned the task of making the necessary calculations as 

quickly and accurately as possible, in order to identify major inconsistencies and to work 
towards any recommendations which may appear to be appropriate.  

 
 The owner may not give correct information either because he does not know it or he does not 

understand our questions or he does not wish to give it but information can be obtained in many 
different ways. Ask participants, for instance, to suggest ways of finding out the daily sales of a 
tea shop; extract answers such as: 

 
• ask what the daily sales figure is in rupees 
• ask how many cups of tea are sold each day 
• ask how many kg. of sugar or of tea are used each day and how many cups of tea can be 

obtained from one kg.  
 

 Few informal businesses keep any written records, if only because their owners are often 
illiterate, but the owner may be proud to show his books if he does have any. They may provide 
some useful information but it is often out of date, wrong or irrelevant. 

 

6. Recommendations 
 
Groups should try to give some advice to the businesses they meet, both as a small recompense for 
the time spent by the owner in talking to them and in order to develop their skill in using business 
information to improve management, instead of just obtaining it. 
 
It is obviously important to avoid giving wrong information, which may, if the owner follows it, 
actually damage or even destroy the business. Most business owners are shrewd enough not to be 
misled by inexperienced outsiders, however well qualified they may appear to be, but there are 
some guidelines which groups should follow: 
 

 Simple recommendations such as cleaning the floor or putting up a poster may be just as 
appropriate as financial management suggestions such as limiting or recording credit sales, 
disposing of slow moving stocks or reducing the owner's own wages.  

 
 Group members should follow the method adopted in this training course, by attempting 

whenever possible to 'elicit' recommendations from the business owner himself, rather than 
merely telling him what he should do. Business owners, like the course participants, are far 
more likely to accept and follow suggestions if they feel they 'own' them, because have 
themselves suggested them.  

 
For example, one way of recommending a vendor to draw up a simple poster to advertise a 
special price is to tell him what to do, but ask participants to suggest another way which might 
be more successful.  Encourage this type of response: 
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“We could ask the business owner how passing customers are expected to know about the 
special price, if they do not ask and if they do not hear him shouting about it. He might not 
have any ideas. Then we could ask him to walk out into the street and to look at the larger 
shops; what does he see which he might copy? He may then realise that he might advertise his 
special price with a sign as well as by shouting about it.  The idea will then be his, which will 
increase the likelihood that he will implement it.” 

 
 Groups should explain their analysis to the business owner and ask him what he thinks of it.  

 
Finally one member of the group should terminate the meeting by thanking him and asking his 
advice as to what their organisations should do to help business people in general. Again, it is 
important not to give the impression that they are offering to help him individually. 
 
 

ASSIGNMENT INSTRUCTIONS 
 
1. Explain that each group will have to present tomorrow, the following information about the 

business they visit:  
 

i) A description of the business, its history and the person who owns it - why s/he started it 
and how. 

 
ii) A simple 'still picture' of the financial position of the business as it is today and a 'moving 

picture', showing its performance over a typical recent period, which may be a day, a week, 
a month or a year depending on what is most appropriate. 

 
iii) A description of the business owner's opinion as to what his main problems are and the 

group's own view, if this is different. 
 
iv) The details of whatever recommendations the group made to the owner, with an 

explanation and description of the owner’s response. 
 

The group must also recommend what they consider NGOs and other organisations should do, if 
anything, to assist business people of this kind. 

 
2. Participants must complete their meetings with business owners in time to return to the 

classroom for the next session. You should stress that it may take two hours or more to 
complete an interview properly, even with an apparently very simple business. The meetings 
must not be rushed. 

 
3. If they do finish earlier, they can visit another business, and they can of course start their 

analysis before the next session, but they will be surprised how long it takes to obtain all the 
necessary information from a business and to properly 'get a feel' for the way it operates. It may 
be particularly interesting in a community where a whole industry is based, and where different 
businesses trade with one-another in order to produce a complete product, to interview two 
businesses. 

 
4. Remind the participants to spend a few minutes organising their group for the field visits, and 

wish them success. 
 
 

Note: 

The micro-enterprise interviews and subsequent presentations are fundamental to the whole course 
and they must not be omitted under any circumstances. Some participants may be reluctant to go 
into the market if it is raining or very hot or if it is a public holiday or festival - they may say that 
the businesses will be closed. You should stress that micro-enterprises have to operate in the rain 
and often on days when 'official' organisations are closed, because their owners do not receive 
regular salaries. They earn nothing when they are not working. Participants must be willing to do 
the same, if they are to understand and effectively assist them. 
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