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Implications for Cooperative Extension. Public policy has always represented a challenge or a benefit for businesses.  Often however the same policies have different impact on the business depending on its size.  Likewise family businesses have different perceptions of existing policies and require different policy changes for expansion or growth.  This study supports the need for educational programs that help the business owner become aware of the various regulations and then to develop a compliance strategy that minimizes the impact on the business.  Cooperative Extension, with our network of trained educators, has an opportunity to support family businesses and rural businesses in those efforts.  Such support, based on this study, can have significant impact.  

Overview.  Governmental influence on business is nothing new for the business owner.  Yet until the mid 1970s, most business managers tended not to pay significant attention to such outside influences and instead focused on internal factors.  Beginning in the mid-1970s however government began the creation of significant amounts of new laws and regulations that reshaped business behavior and forced response to a variety of social problems.  These policies, while neutral at face value, had consequences that were not identical to all businesses.  In several studies, the authors noted that they had a disproportionate effect on small businesses.  Similarly other laws and regulations had more impact on family businesses than on other business types.  

The purpose of this study was to examine family business manager’s perceptions of the impact of state/local and federal policy on their business.  While perception may not reflect actual impact that a policy has on the business, if a policy is believed to be significant, by that belief alone, the owner will find it more troublesome.  The study uses the 1997 National Family Business Study. 

Results.  Overall, men found that policies had more effect on their businesses than did women.  It is important however to realize that men, on average, did operate businesses with a greater number of employees and thus policies based on a minimum number of employees may not have been of concern to women.  Also larger businesses were more concerned with federal law but not for state/local laws.  

The longer both men and women had been in business the more they found laws and regulations to be problematic.  This could represent the frustration at having to deal with another law or may represent a lack of knowledge of applicable laws among the newer owners and managers.  Construction businesses found state and local laws most problematic 
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while the wholesale/retail trades found all laws, local, state and federal, troublesome.  Other industries did not indicate significant problems with regulations.  

Other findings included that as managers found greater difficulty in finding qualified personnel or developing marketing strategies, they also indicated greater perceptions of difficulty with state/local and federal laws.  Also while the level of strategic planning overall was low, managers who were involved in that activity perceived greater difficulty in responding to laws and regulations.  This finding was somewhat disturbing since getting managers involved in strategic planning is difficult.  The findings could represent the fact that planners, those who take the time to evaluate the external environment, become more discouraged by the variety of tasks they must accomplish to get their business started and continue in operation.  This discouragement thus makes it harder to encourage the use of strategic planning activities.  

Summary.  The results of the study provide Cooperative Extension with an opportunity to work with business owners in understanding the laws and regulations and in helping them comply with such laws while having minimal impact on the business.  One way to achieve this, as suggested by the study, was in paying close attention to product quality.  This decreased the concern regarding the impact of various regulations.  A similar argument could be made for an active customer service program that takes a proactive view in resolving customer complaint issues.  

The study also reinforces the idea that people are more concerned about elements over which they have little or no control.  Items in which the owner has no control tended to be seen as a greater challenge.  Supporting this idea was the fact that quality evaluation, an internal activity, was seen as lessening regulatory impact while strategic planning, while internal does include many external elements, was viewed as increasing the perception of regulatory impact laws have on the business.  

Overall the study identifies an area where business owners can use assistance.  Cooperative Extension can, through education, play an important role in helping identifying legislation that impacts the family businesses and by helping the owner understand the rules and then assist in developing a response to those rules.  In this study, owners who worked with Small Business Development Centers were found to be less concerned about laws and regulations.  With our network of educators, it is possible to reach areas where SBDCs have less visibility.  
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