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Fortune 1  Perspect ive: W orking I n Sm all Com panies 

 
 
I nt roduct ion 
Sm all com panies generate m ost  new job growth in the United States.  The t radit ional m edia 
loves to rant  and rave with the highs and lows of the m ost  recent  hiring t rends by the 
count ry ’s biggest  com panies, but  that  is j ust  to m ake news.  The realit y is, despite 
econom ic upturns and downturns, in fact  often r ight  in the face of the worst  of it ,  m ore job 
creat ion com es from  the sm all com pany sector than anywhere else. Sm all businesses are an 
econom ic powerhouse that  are providing the U.S. econom y with the lion’s share of new jobs 
– nearly two- thirds of all new jobs. The problem ?  Sm all com panies cannot  find the talent  
they need to fill the jobs they create. 
 
I nterest ingly, according to recent  studies by Dun & Bradst reet , despite general econom ic 
concerns, m ost  sm all com pany execut ives st ill rem ain posit ive about  their specific 
com panies.  I n D&B’s 2002 Survey of Sm all Com panies, 66%  of sm all com pany execut ives 
were opt im ist ic about  the econom y as a whole, but  a full 87%  were opt im ist ic about  their 
com pany.  And when asked about  the biggest  opportunit ies, sales and m ore custom ers were 
the top answers. 
 
However, despite the opt im ism , heads of sm all com panies biggest  worries year-over-year 
cont inues to be lack of qualified em ployees.  According to PriceWaterhouseCoopers:  Sm all 
com panies are frust rated because they cannot  get  what  they need – skilled professionals to 
cont inue their current  pace of growth;  and from  Ernst  & Young:  70%  of the fastest  growing 
U.S. firm s are having problem s acquir ing the experienced, qualified em ployees they need to 
m eet  the rapid expansion of their business.  
 
 
Life I nside 
Suffice it  to say, the opportunit ies with sm all com panies are BI G, or at  least  plent iful. Yet  
m ost  professionals concent rate their career search on Fortune 500 corporat ions or other 
well known com panies with defined and approachable Hum an Resources departm ents. This 
is short  sited, and sim ply put  good people are forgoing great  opportunit ies. 
 
Of course, life in a sm all organizat ion is very different  from  that  in a large organizat ion. 
From  m y personal perspect ive, as a person who has t raveled from  sm all com pany 
m anagem ent  t o being a large com pany execut ive and back again to sm all com pany 
m anagem ent , both types of organizat ions have their pluses and m inuses.  However, for m y 
energy expended- to- rewards rat io, I ’ ll take the sm all com pany environm ent  every t im e.   
 
Sm all com panies require m ore versat ilit y and dedicat ion on the part  of em ployees, and 
sm all com panies are constant ly redefining them selves. You WI LL wear m any hats, you WILL 
work long hours, and you WILL work at  ALL levels.  An inabilit y or unwillingness to do so will 
be seen as uncooperat ive or even weak!   So, if you believe in the 9- to-5 work day and are 
deeply passionate about  organizat ional st ructures and report ing lines, or  if you own every 
printed edit ion of Robert ’s Rules Of Order, you should probably avoid working for sm all 
com panies. 
 
Most  sm all com panies do not  offer extensive t raining, and in fact  need people who hit  the 
ground running, if not  sprint ing.  There are few lim itat ions in a sm all com pany and it  is up 
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to you to m ake the m ost  of that  freedom .  The following at t r ibutes work best  in sm all 
com panies and the m ost  successful people have them . 
 

• Self-m ot ivated – You cannot  rely on your boss to start  you up in the m orning 

• A generalist  – A good understanding of business not  j ust  one funct ion 

• Enthusiast ic – Natural energy and opt im ism  are key com ponents 

• A fast  learner – A self- t rained and pract ical approach to all things new 

• Self- starter – Responsible enough to get  things done on your own 

• High confidence level, but  low on ego 
 
Here is a quick com parison between the environm ents of sm all and large com panies. 
 

Sm all Com pany Large Com pany  

You are given m ore responsibilit y, and 
are rarely lim ited by job t it les or 
posit ion descript ions. 

Your role and cont r ibut ion is defined by 
your t it le and funct ion.  You have a 
known place in the organizat ion. 

You are responsible for all phases of 
your work – you have cont rol of the 
outcom e. 

You are responsible for  one area or one 
phase of m ult iple projects or product  
lines.  The end result  is a consensus of 
m any inputs from  other levels and areas 
of the organizat ion. 

You are involved in the ent ire 
organizat ion.  Your ideas and 
suggest ions will m ore easily receive a 
willing ear. 

You are involved in a specific 
Departm ent  or funct ional area.  Your 
ideas and suggest ions will m ost  often 
carry weight  according to your level in 
the Departm ent  or  funct ion. 

Your Successes and non-successes are 
m ore visible. 

Consensus end results usually lim it  the 
fault  factor in large organizat ions when 
failures occur.  Either the top level takes 
100%  responsibilit y or the ent ire team , 
but  rarely one individual. I n turn 
successes work the sam e way. 

You are organically creat ing and 
growing a com pany, a living ent it y, 
often against  all odds.   

Often you are helping to m anage an 
exist ing line of business;  seeking 
increm ental cost  reduct ions and/ or sales 
increases.  Resources m ay be 
budgetarily lim ited, but  are generally 
plent iful. 

There is a sense of togetherness, 
cam araderie, and purpose am ong the 
em ployees. 

Em ployees often part icipate in 
consensus building, but  shared st rategic 
direct ion and purpose is rare. 
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Sm all Com pany con’t  Large Com pany con’t  

There are fewer rules and regulat ions.  
Often a Seek Forgiveness Not  
Perm ission m entalit y exists or is even 
encouraged.   

Com pany size requires policies and 
rules.  These are like lines in the road, 
they establish organizat ion and safety 
zones for all em ployees. 

The CEO tends to be approachable and 
available to all em ployees. 

The CEO becom es m ore available as you 
r ise in the organizat ion. 

Stock opt ions and profit  sharing can 
have significant , possibly explosive 
upside. 

Stock opt ions and profit  sharing usually 
have slow, steady, long term  upside. 

You have less job security, due to the 
failure rate of sm aller com panies. 

Job security is higher, due to large 
com panies’ size and availabilit y of 
resources. 

Provides lit t le t raining, if at  all.  You are 
expected to get  on with it .  

Will likely include 1-5 days of 
orientat ion, and will have in-house 
and/ or 3 rd party t raining program s 
available or even required. 

Most  sm all com panies cannot  afford to 
offer benefit s with a high per em ployee 
cost , or program s that  are cost ly to 
adm inister. 

Benefits are increasingly bet ter , and are 
available to your fam ily. 

You m ust  be able to work with everyone 
in the organizat ion 

Your working relat ionships will likely go 
across funct ional areas, but  not  always 
across levels.  Your abilit y to “work 
together”  will depend on 3 or 4 key 
relat ionships. 

A dom inant  leader can cont rol the ent ire 
organizat ion – this ult ra-hands-on is 
som et im es called " founder's syndrom e."  

A dom inant  leader’s abilit y to cont rol 
the whole organizat ion is m it igated by 
upper and m iddle m anagem ent , and 
how these people’s st yles reflect  into 
their respect ive areas. 

 
 
Sm all Com pany Com pensat ion 
OK, these days, m ost  people agree that  first  and forem ost  the m atch between people and 
the com panies they work for requires a m atch in com pany environm ent  and personal work 
at t itude.  However, once through this first  hurdle how do sm all com panies stack up in term s 
of salaries?  Com pensat ion surveys show that  a person working in a com pany with $40 
m illion in revenues earns the sam e am ount  as a person perform ing the sam e j ob in a 
com pany with $4 billion in revenues. Generally speaking, it  is the overall j ob m arket , not  
the size of the com pany, which determ ines the value of a j ob. 
 
An except ion to this m ay be execut ive salaries, but  this is due in part  to the m ix of 
execut ives' com pensat ion in sm aller com panies. Depending on a sm all com pany’s equity 
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and/ or profit  sharing, execut ive base salaries m ay be m uch lower.  I n the end, the 
difference is that  in large com panies even execut ive salaries are often ruled by corporate 
policy, whereas com pensat ion in sm all com panies is often a result  of what  you can 
negot iate.   
 
That  all said salary equalit y is relat ive.  Simply put , m ost  top level execut ives in a large 
com pany do not  have the sam e level of hands-on responsibilit y for the sam e num ber of 
areas as a sm all com pany execut ive.  I t  is in their sphere of responsibilit y, but  is likely far 
rem oved.  For exam ple, the copy writ ing for the new com pany web site is likely two or m ore 
levels below the Vice President  of Market ing for a com pany with $4 billion in revenue, 
whereas the Vice President  of Market ing in a com pany with $40 m illion in revenue is 
probably direct ly involved and possibly even writ ing the copy herself.  So, these differences 
in the size and nature of the daily work need to be considered.  The point  is not  to under 
est im ate a sm all com pany’s abilit y to pay com pet it ive salaries.  Most  can and m ost  do. 
 
 
My Personal Experience: Learning &  Responsibility 
The sheer breadth of experience gained in a sm all com pany can be a t rem endous boost  to 
your resum e, and often form s the basis for  m ore rapid advancem ent  – in sm all com panies 
or in large ones.  My own experience in sm all com panies at  the beginning of m y career 
provided m e with a t rem endous understanding of business in general and the aspects of 
how integrated a com pany’s various funct ions need to be.  I  understood integrated 
resources m anagem ent  early in m y career. The result ing “m ult i-disciplinary”  approach and 
st rategic perspect ive – the abilit y to see that  seem ingly unrelated events are actually firm ly 
rooted in one another –  served m e very well when I  m oved to work for  larger 
organizat ions.  My sm all com pany experience gave m e t rem endous insight  into how to help 
larger com panies operate m ore effect ively and how to coach m y people to work with other 
funct ions and areas of the business.  That  said I  often m issed the scope of m y 
responsibilit ies that  I  had had in the sm aller com pany, and never gained com fort  with the 
lack of quant ifying m y successes and deliverables in the large one. 
 
With out  a doubt  it  is far easier to m ake the jum p from  sm all com pany m anagem ent  to 
large com pany m anagem ent , than vice versa.  The adjustm ent  is m ore one of developing 
diplom at ic skills, and keeping your personal agenda in- line with a larger m ore com plex 
organizat ion.  This was especially t roublesom e for m e, because I  never quite felt  the sam e 
connect ion or passion for m y large com pany em ployers as I  did for the sm all com panies I  
worked for.  Whereas, leaving a large com pany and jum ping ship to a sm all com pany – 
purely from  a perks standpoint  can be sobering and in the worst  cases enough to m ake 
execut ives run scream ing back to the com fort  of their private offices at  the corporate 
cam pus.   
 
Aside from  being com fortable with the lack of perks, operat ing in a sm all com pany requires 
results.  Your non-successes – OK your failures – are there for everyone to see.  I n a sm all 
com pany you cannot  say:  “ I  m issed the deadline because Group B did not  tell m e they were 
going to be 3 weeks late.”   1)  You, NOT Group B, m issed the deadline.  2)  You should have 
known Group B was going to m iss the deadline, and if you did not  WHY didn’t  you? 3)  You 
should have had a backup for Group B if they were crit ical to the deadline, because the 
deadline was CRI TICAL!    
 
Budgets… yes this is one of the aspects of working for large com panies that  I  enjoyed. No, 
not  m aking the budget , nor going through the endless reviews, but  the end budget  with 
which I  had to work. I n fact , it  was the biggest  adjustm ent  I  m ade and indeed it  was a good 
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adjustm ent .  Working for large com panies taught  m e to think in BIG num bers;  this has in 
turn helped m e a great  deal back in sm all com panyville.   
 
Surely, I  am  biased, but  I  think sm all com pany t raining upfront , coupled with a few good 
years in a well run large com pany m akes a far  m ore well rounded execut ive than one that  is 
purely t rained and house broken only inside large com panies.  With the sm all to big t raining 
in your background you are well versed for success in whichever environm ent  you choose. 
 
Finally, m y big lesson learned in sm all com panies was the power of opt im ism .  Go back and 
read the second and third paragraphs of this art icle and you will see it  there too.  Sm all 
com panies are filled with opt im ism .  Why would they not  be?  You m ore often than not  have 
an intelligent  and inspired leader at  the top, capable m anagem ent  around you, and ideas 
are com ing from  every corner.  You are working your but t  off AND seeing results in term s of 
revenue, m arket  share, or  a big deal closed that  at  the beginning seem ed only an 
im possible elephant  hunt . There is a dist inct  absence of form s to be filled out , and the level 
of non-value adding adm inist rat ion is at  an absolute m inimum  if at  all.   St rategy and 
budgets albeit  sm all, are correspondingly short  and sim ple.  I  love this let ’s get  on with it  
approach.  Energy, opt im ism  and a confidence in what  you are doing flows from  it .  You like 
it  and your colleagues like it .  I t  is indeed infect ious.  Whereas, large com panies too often 
feel that  they are designed to grind you down to the level of com pliance, energy and 
opt im ism  be dam ned. 
 
I n a sm all com pany there is an organizat ion wide focus on DOING – and that  is an honest  
philosophy. 
 
 
Conclusion 
Sm all com panies have a very real need for  talented professionals.  I ndeed, the sm all 
com pany sector as a whole cannot  fill the vast  num ber of j obs they are creat ing. 
 
Assess your needs and personal preferences for large com pany st ructure versus the sm all 
com pany get  on with it  approaches to business.  Which environm ent  is the best  for you?  
That  is the one in which YOU will be happiest  and hence m ost  successful. 
 
Do not  dism iss sm all com panies as second alternat ives to larger com panies.  Sm all 
com pany salaries are com pet it ive and often include m ore wealth creat ing potent ial than 
large ones.  You m ay have to forego som e benefits and perks, but  your experience level and 
responsibilit y will be larger.  Working for a sm all com pany with a successful growth st rategy 
can be highly rewarding from  both career developm ent  and financial perspect ives. 
 
Com panies never start  big.  The best  sm all com panies don't  stay sm all.  Som e of Am erica’s 
best  com panies were recent ly sm all com panies:  Dell and Hom e Depot  j ust  to nam e a two. 
 
Think big about  sm all com panies. 
 
 


