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Thesis A bstrac t

This thesis draws together and reconciles three seemingly dichotom ous “worlds” : small- 

an d  m edium -sized enterprises (SMEs), e-business and  governm ent policy m aking. A 

significant num ber o f EU  and U K  governm ent projects and policy initiatives have been 

introduced in recent years to motivate e-business adoption and  im plem entation by SMEs, 

yet the relatively low take-up rate strongly indicates that these policies and initiatives are 

failing. Designed as a prelim inary study, this research ascertains the practical im pact of 

such policy initiatives on SMEs, based on the experiences o f seven U K  case studies, with a 

view to instruct constructive and feasible changes in policy making. T he im plication is 

th a t future policy initiatives may become m ore appropriate, coherent and accessible to 

SMEs, resulting in greater opportunities for them , a greater level o f innovation adoption 

by them , and an economy that is -  as a direct result -  m ore dynamic.

In this “problem  situation,” both the SMEs and the policy makers who aim to serve them  

are jo in t owners o f the problem situation. There is a very real need to think about ways to 

b rin g  these “ac to rs” in d isparate  “w orlds” toge ther in to  a m ore co llaborative 

arrangem ent, and to consider how governm ent policies that are currently failing SM Es 

m ight have m ore relevance -  it would seem that most SMEs are unaw are o f m any o f the 

services and initiatives provided by their government. Ascertaining what SMEs w ant and 

need, designing policies and services in light o f this, and finding better ways o f  letting 

them  know these services are available, would seem to be the key.

T hrough  a narrative research approach inform ed by Action Case Research (ACR) and 

D ialogical A ction R esearch  (D ialogical AR), in com bination  w ith Soft System s 

M ethodology (SSM) conceptual m odelling, this docto ra l research  develops o u r 

understanding o f SM E policy initiatives in the U K  and the EU. T he thesis addresses the 

absence o f well-structured multiple case study designs in the literature, and  tests existing 

knowledge about SMEs and policy generation in an original way. T he developm ent o f 

appropriate and com plem entary (ACR and  Dialogical AR) analysis tools constitutes a 

m ethodological extension o f the SSM conceptual m odelling process for ISD , which 

focuses on social, political and cultural factors and the social construction o f problem s and



solutions. T he thesis is an exploration o f  complex and  ill-structured problem  situations 

with multiple owners that can be viewed from a variety o f stances -  this has rarely been 

featured in the literature. This research is also an extension o f SSM theory developm ent, 

in that SSM has not been widely used in the SM E environm ent, and there are very few 

examples o f iteration having taken place in the literature. T he research is an interpretive 

approach to the study o f a dom ain about which we know very little. As such, it provides a 

contribution to literature, theory and practice.

A (1981) study by Galliers et al. is draw n upon. Although that study was originally applied 

in a very different context, it nonetheless parallels this doctoral research, in th a t both 

examine a complex and difficult real world system with a utilitarian approach, and in that 

both are soft systems studies that draw together anachronous worlds and suggest a  way o f 

pursuing a dialogue that is meaningful to all involved parties.

T he research concludes with a proposal to incentivise SM E ow ner/m anagers to attend 

workshop(s), in order that an in-depth and m eaningful dialogue between policy m akers 

and  SM Es can develop, and in o rder to draw  out attitudes and  issues previously 

unexpressed. Policy m akers would thus be able to build on the findings in o rder to 

generate and advertise m ore appurtenan t policies for SMEs, thereby bringing these 

“worlds” together.
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Chapter 1 -  Introduction

C hapter 1

In troduction

1.1 BACKGROUND

T he motivation for this research arises from a practical problem. T he  research attem pts 

to find a way to draw  together and reconcile three seemingly dichotom ous worlds: small- 

and  medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), e-business and governm ent policies. A significant 

num ber o f projects and policy initiatives have been generated by governm ents in recent 

years to stim ulate the SM E sector, no t least w ith regards to m otivating  them  to 

incorporate e-business1 into their business operations. This research examines such EU  

and U K  policies and initiatives, m easured against the experiences o f seven U K  SM E case 

study organisations that have adopted  and  im plem ented e-business, and  ascertains to 

w hat extent these policies and initiatives facilitated their success. Bringing to light the 

concerns that the SM E, e-business and policy initiative views, practices and canons are 

“worlds apart,” the thesis serves as a prelim inary study aiming to both inform and set the 

scene for subsequent w ork to take place outside the dom ain  o f  PhD  research . 

Accordingly, the research sets out an agenda for w hat needs to be done.

T he seven case organisation principals recognised the potential strategic opportunities 

offered by e-business, and wholeheartedly sought to realise them .2 However, o ther than

1 e-Business (electronic business) is defined for the purposes of this doctoral study as those activities related to 
the business operations of an organisation conducted over networks or the internet. By no means purely 
transactional, e-Business therefore encompasses ail e-commerce activities (those business activities related to 
the actual buying and selling of goods and services among organisations over networks or the internet), 
including email. In this research, the terms “e-business,” “e-commerce,” “IC Ts” (information and 
communication technologies) and “conducting business online” are used interchangeably, as they are all 
conceptualisations that relate to electronic business practices.

Chapter 2.3 contains detailed information about e-business.

2 Companies that have adopted e-business believe that it contributes to improved performance in four main 
ways:

• The development of new products and services.
• The generation of new customers and business channels.
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the need for compliance with legalities (such as taxation and VAT), none o f the seven case 

organisation principals was remotely aware, or was a conscious beneficiary, of any EU  or 

U K  government projects, policies or initiatives intended specifically to benefit them .:i 

(This conclusion is supported by additional research, which is presented in C hapters 2, 3 

and 4.) It would seem, therefore, to be the case that such projects, policies and initiatives 

(although doubtless well-intentioned and certainly well funded) are failing in that they do 

not reach their intended audience. The overall low take-up rate o f e-business amongst 

SMEs is also a strong indicator of a lack of success for these initiatives (Accenture, 2001; 

HM  Treasury, 2001c; DTI, 2002c; SBS, 2004a; 2004b).

Figure 1.1 illustrates these two worlds, (seemingly) doomed not to collaborate until they 

increase their understanding of each other. Based on evidence arising from and presented 

throughout this research, it would therefore seem that policies developed for the benefit of 

SMEs could be better targeted to their intended audience, and that crucial changes need 

to be made to policy formulation.

Policymakers

F ig u re  1 . 1 — W orld s ap art: SM E s a n d  p o lic y  in it ia t iv e s

It is appropriate, then, that this research explores ways to begin to engender a meaningful 

dialogue with a view to a real collaboration between SMEs and policy makers. This 

collaboration is necessary for governments, the public sector and policy makers to better

• A reduction in costs.
• Improved productivity (HM Treasury, 2001c).

Appendix A contains a comprehensive list of potential benefits arising from e-business adoption and 
implementation.

;i Both EU and national laws are covered in this research. While national law and EU law are mutually 
dependent, EU laws take precedence over national law. The EU typically issues directives (a form of 
legislation) to member states that become law after approximately two years (Schulze and Baumgartner, 
2000).
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serve and  stimulate SMEs. O ne im plication, therefore, o f this research is th a t future 

policy m akers m ay becom e better inform ed about w hat SM Es them selves feel they 

“need” and about w hat sort o f policies and initiatives m ight work. T he introduction o f 

m ore appropriate government policies could assist more SMEs to no t only understand the 

relevance o f e-business in relation to their operations, bu t also to employ strategies that 

would enable them to harness the opportunities that e-business enables.

T he literature is m arked by a (relative) lack o f empirical research on SM E adoption and 

im plem entation o f technology, and m any im pact studies that do exist have overlooked the 

key actors: the SM E ow ner/m anagers and their employees (Brock, 2000; Dixon et al.,

2002). Southern and Tilley (2000) suggest that this is due to a lack o f  analytical clarity in 

research conducted on SMEs. This absence in the literature has in turn led to a limited 

co n cep tu a l u n d erstan d in g  o f the re la tionsh ip  betw een SM Es an d  technology. 

C om paratively  little is known about the use o f Inform ation an d  C om m unications 

Technologies (ICTs), let alone e-business, in SMEs, and much longitudinal research has 

tended to be marginalised by cross-sectional studies. A considerable body o f the research 

th a t has been carried  out in this field has taken a determ inistic view o f e-business, 

predicated on the assumption that its adoption and im plem entation is a  good thing for 

SMEs. In addition, research conducted from the perspective o f an SM E ow ner/m anager 

can tend to reinforce the view that technology in SMEs only has m eaning and can only be 

m easured in the context o f business activities (Blackburn and M cClure, 1998; Fuller and 

Southern, 1999; Southern and Tilley, 2000). Nevertheless, it cannot be overlooked that 

m anagerial support and a sense o f strategic direction would seem to be fundam ental to 

ensuring e-business adoption and  im plem entation success in SM Es (Blackburn and 

M cClure, 1998).

In short, it can be said that the research explores the disjuncture between the macro-level 

policy initiatives designed to stimulate e-business adoption and im plem entation by SMEs 

and  the m icro-level needs and  priorities o f SM Es. T h e  thesis proposes how this 

disjuncture could successfully be addressed. H aving broadly introduced the topic in this 

section o f the chapter, the remaining sections lay out the structure, content and raison d’etre 

o f the thesis.
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• T he next section o f the chap ter explains the research focus o f  the thesis. In 

particular, it describes the nature and context o f SMEs, and provides an overview 

o f  how governm ent policies designed  to  facilitate th e ir ad o p tio n  an d  

im plementation of innovation technologies are failing.

• Following from this, section 1.3 relates the research problem  situation and 

objectives. Given that this thesis explores a complex and ill-structured problem  

situation, the problem ’s “ownership” and  the variety o f stances from which the 

problem  can be viewed are ascertained. In addition, the problem  solving activities 

o f the study are explained.

• Section 1.4 provides an overview o f  the thesis’ research m ethodology and  

theoretical approach, and describes how they are aligned with the focus o f the 

study.

• T he ensuant section outlines the stages o f the research process, thereby providing 

an overview of the thesis.

• Section 1.6 presents the contributions o f the research to literature, theory and  

practice.

• T he final section o f the chap ter sum m arises the thesis. It also describes the 

advances m ade by the research, synthesises the findings and  suggests future 

research directions.

Thus, we move to the next section o f the chapter, which explains the research focus o f the 

thesis.

1.2 THE RESEARCH “PROBLEM SITUATION” IN FOCUS

T he conceptual fram ew ork synergising the key issues o f the study th a t are u n d e r

researched in the separate canons are now — as a direct result o f this research — explicitly 

articulated. Keeping in m ind that the thesis constitutes a piece o f exploratory research, 

the researcher worked towards achieving a  synthesis o f the literature th a t enabled  a 

fram ework to em erge from the research itself. T he L iterature Review (presented in and 

constituting C hapters 2, 3 and 4) showed that SMEs are under-researched and  th a t the 

relevant canons need to be brought together. T he findings o f  the research also clearly 

show that policy development needs to be m ore theoretically informed.
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From  the offset o f the research, it was crucial that the nature and context o f SMEs was 

appreciated: SMEs have their own unique qualities in term s o f their environm ent, 

structure, psycho-sociological climate, m anagem ent, and technology usage (Ein-Dor and  

Segev, 1978; W elch and W hite, 1981; Pahl, 1984; W eber, 1985; Oakey, 1985; Raym ond, 

1985; 1989; 1990b; Cheney et al., 1986; Clegg, 1990; C om ford et al., 1991; G ranovetter, 

1992; Reynolds et al., 1994; M ulhern, 1995; T hom pson and M cH ugh, 1995; M urphy, 

1996; W esthead and Storey, 1996; C hen and W illiams, 1998; Bunker and M acG regor, 

2000; G ibb, 2000; Sm allbone et al., 2000; C astlem an et al., 2000; C astlem an and  

C oulthard , 2001; Thong, 2001; T atna ll and Burgess, 2002). M uch o f w hat applies to 

large firms simply does not apply to  SM Es, as their advantages stem from  different 

business characteristics. SMEs face different challenges, and by no means do they emulate 

the ability and willingness o f larger organisations to adopt, utilise and m anage technology: 

indeed, to innovate. Tending to suffer from “resource poverty” (Thong et al., 1993), SMEs 

often lack the internal resources and external networks necessary for ready access to the 

knowledge, skills, technologies, time and  finance on which e-business success depends. 

T he difficulty o f identifying and obtaining appropriate sources o f finance and  technical 

skills, especially, affects SMEs disproportionately.

A large organisation can take advantage o f economies o f scale, spreading out fixed costs 

through the product line. An SME, while unable to do this, is (usually) m ore flexible than 

a large organisation, and is (usually) able to react m ore quickly to m arket forces (Troye- 

W alker, 1998a; 1998b; C happell an d  F eind t, 1999). H ow ever, while SM Es are 

theoretically able to take advantage o f niche m arkets, as they operate w ith lim ited 

resources, they are less able to afford disasters o r failure (Gerwin, 1990; G arter, 1990; 

T hong et al., 1993; Iacovou et al., 1995; M acG regor and  Bunker, 1996; T idd  et al., 1997; 

Poon and  Swatman, 1997a; 1997d; Dennis, 2000; Nunes and C unha, 2000; W alczuch et 

al., 2000; Thong, 2001; Dixon et al., 2002; H uang  et al., 2004). O n  the other hand, SMEs 

tend  to share the advantages o f an  absence o f  bureaucracy, and  have inform al and  

efficient communication systems (Oakey, 1985; Olave and Neto, 2001).

T he natu re o f SMEs is explored in some detail in C h ap te r 2. T o supplem ent this, a 

comprehensive referenced list o f SM E characteristics is presented in A ppendix B o f the 

thesis. SM E characteristics are therein sub-divided into the following topic areas:
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• How SMEs differ from large businesses.

• Strong owner influence/centralised managem ent.

• H igher risk levels.

• Difficulties recognising and obtaining appropriate sources o f finance.

• Intuitive decision-making.

• Informal and inadequate planning processes.

• Lack o f control over external environment.

• Poor record keeping.

• Intrusion o f family values.

• Strong desire for independence.

• Reluctance to take risks w ith /spend money on technology.

• Limited use/knowledge o f technology.

• Limited m arket share.

• N arrow  product/service range.

• Narrow  education/experience/skills levels.

• Limited resource base.

• Flexibility to react to m arket conditions.

• Lower wages/opportunities for staff.

• Form al and informal networks and alliances.

Despite these constraints on their business operations, SMEs are crucial to the economic 

vitality o f all nations. They are a key driver o f econom ic growth, as their dynam ism  

stim ulates com petition and  innovation throughout the econom y as a whole (Troye- 

W alker, 1998b; Reynolds, 1998; Audretsch etal., 2001; D T I, 2003a; SBS 2004a). (This is 

explained in m ore detail in C hap ter 2.) Consequently, the health o f the SM E sector is 

crucial to the success o f a governm ent’s economic and productivity agenda. It can be 

argued, therefore, th a t appropriate policy initiatives should be form ulated to create 

favourable conditions in which SM Es can thrive. T o  th a t end, the E U  and U K  

governm ents have oriented a significant num ber o f actions in order to foster, if  not 

actually finance, SMEs. Am ong the num ber o f policies and initiatives developed to 

support and stimulate the SM E sector have been those specifically designed to prom ote 

IC T  and e-business adoption and im plem entation. T he U K  political environm ent has 

both  senior and  com m itted political leadership on e-econom y topics, in addition to a
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supportive national regulatory regime. The total cost of U K  government services to SMEs 

is estimated to be approximately £ 8 b n  annually (SBS, 2004a; 2004b). Such policies and 

initiatives are discussed in some detail in C hapter 4, and are outlined in Appendices K 

and L.

Despite the perceived advantages of adopting and im plementing e-business, IC T  and 

internet usage by SMEs is still relatively undeveloped, and the smaller the enterprise, the 

less statistically likely it is to use technology, let alone operate as an e-business (Southern 

and Tilley, 2000; Dixon et al., 2002; SBS, 2002c; Tucker and Lafferty, 2004). In fact, 

m any small businesses in the U K  still do not own a com puter, citing cost as a m ajor 

barrier to doing so (FSB, 2002a; 2002b). Those SMEs that do operate online tend to use 

the internet only to send emails, to transfer files or documents, and to gather information 

(See Figure 1.2). In a 2001 survey, 25% of SMEs responded that they did not believe that 

the internet was relevant to their business, and 11% felt that they lacked the skills or 

knowledge to go online (SBS, 2002c).
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F ig u re  1.2.  -  U s e  o f  IC T s b y  U K  S M E s (H M  T r e a su r y , 2001c: 146)

Although the majority of UK  SMEs have access to the internet, only a minority (between 

6-10%) regard it as their preferred way of dealing with government. SMEs tend to be
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critical o f many government websites, finding them difficult to navigate (HM Treasury, 

2001c; Bennett and Robson, 2003a; 2003b; 2003c). Indeed, Accenture (2001) analysed 

m ore than 1,000 U K  government websites, accessed through 80 portals, each with its 

own character and navigation requirements. SMEs simply do not have the time to learn 

how to use them all or to discover where the information they need might be located. The 

International Benchmarking Survey (DTI, 2002c) found that only 50% of U K  SMEs go online 

to find out information about local or central government services. U nfortunately the 

SMEs that do, tend to find it “very difficult” to ascertain what support and services are 

available to them (Accenture, 2001; D TI, 2002c). This difficulty is due in part to the 

perception o f inconsistency regarding the support and services on offer -  EU and UK 

government services for SMEs seem to be fragmented, confusing and difficult to access 

(Harding, 2002). There appears, therefore, to be a need to address the quality o f business 

advice, and to universalise the level of co-ordination and collaboration of services between 

all public and private sector providers and their intermediaries. (This conclusion is 

elaborated upon throughout the Literature Review in Chapters 2, 3 and 4. Clarification 

on these issues is also provided in the findings from the case organisations, presented in 

Chapters 7, 8 and 9. These findings are synthesised in Appendices O  and P.)

Two factors further compound the problem:

• First, the U K is rated as “low” in provision o f services online (Accenture, 2001) 

(See Table 1.1).

• Second, although 73% of government services directed towards SMEs have some 

degree o f electronic presence, in practice m any o f these are simply online 

equivalents of the paper-based services already available, and so offer insufficient 

additional value to users over their paper-based equivalents (Accenture, 2001; 

HM  Treasury, 2001c).

% o f  UK G overnm ent services available online  
o f  which

73

%  at publish level 70
% at interact level 25
% at transact level 5
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Table 1.1 — Percentage provision o f  UK governm ent services available online 

(from HM Treasury, 2001c: 147)

W hile governm ent departm ents and agencies employ a range o f feedback techniques to 

ascertain the needs o f the SM E com m unity, feedback is (usually) obtained m ainly from 

large-scale multiple-choice surveys. For instance, checkbox ticks determ ine the SBS and 

Business Link service satisfaction levels. This is likely to bring about skewed results, as on 

the one hand, these agencies serve only those SMEs that approach them  (statistically a 

very small proportion); and on the other, the SM E ow ner/m anager m ight be polite and 

m ark  up -  respondents cannot always gauge w hat a service should be delivering (and 

therefore w hat they in turn should expect), and in such scenarios tend to m ark up, ra ther 

than  down. M ultiple choice questionnaire responses also have a num ber o f additional 

disadvantages:

• A very low response rate.

• Answers that are shaped by the multiple-choice format.

• Questions that are form ulated by governm ent (or their agencies) to m eet targets 

and satisfaction objectives (SBS, 2004a; 2004b).

T herefo re , despite m any governm ent departm ents reporting  h ig h /im p ro v ed  SM E 

satisfaction levels, this is not necessarily a true indication o f the situation, as these 

m easures can produce inflated results to m eet governm ent targets. O ne exam ple is 

provided by the Inland Revenue (IR) reporting that its usage and satisfaction levels with 

support services are high (IR, 2003), bu t ano ther governm ent survey conducted at the 

same time (Small Business Research Trust, 2001) found that while almost 4 in 10 SM Es 

said they needed advice or information on governm ent regulations, approxim ately ha lf o f 

these were unsuccessful in obtaining it. Results are further rem oved from  a realistic 

in terpretation because governm ent departm ents often rely on consulting firms o r o ther 

representative bodies to provide an SM E perspective (HM  Treasury, 2001c). A lthough 

the IR  does run a num ber o f focus groups with SMEs, they are organised them atically, co

ordinated by independent consultants, and  the results are interpreted in accordance with 

target objectives (HM Treasury, 2001).
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These m ethods are no substitute for m ore intensive -  and direct -  m eans o f assessing the 

needs o f  SM Es, particularly  w hen form ulating delivery m echanism s. Such evidence 

unam biguously indicates that SMEs and  policy makers do no t currently com m unicate 

effectively, and that SMEs are not being asked directly w hat they themselves want and 

need. (These issues are presented in some detail throughout the L iterature Review in 

C hapters 2, 3 and 4, and supplemented in Appendices A, C, E, F, K  and L. Clarification 

on these issues is provided by the findings from  the case organisations, presented in 

C hapters 7, 8 and 9. These findings are synthesised in Appendices O  and P.)

Viewed from this standpoint, both the SMEs and the policy m akers who aim  to serve 

them  are the jo in t owners o f -  and actors in -  the “problem  situation.” T here is a very 

real need to th ink abou t ways to b ring  them  together in to  a m ore collaborative 

arrangem ent and to consider w hat sort o f system m ight be m ore m utually beneficial. 

T hese considerations stim ulated and m otivated the genesis and  developm ent o f the 

research questions (a description o f which is featured in C hap ter 6.2). T he research 

questions underpinning the research are:

• H ow  can governm ent policies and  initiatives m otivate SM Es to adop t an d  

implement e-business?

• In  the case o f U K  SM Es, how  an d  w hy is e-business ad o p tio n  an d  

implementation taking place?

• W hat are the debates, activities and concerns arising from U K  SM E adoption 

and im plem entation o f e-business and w hat do these debates suggest about EU  

and U K  policy initiatives?

T he debates introduced here are intended to elucidate and place the research “problem  

situation” in focus. They are developed in the next section o f the chapter, wherein the 

research problem  situation and the research objectives are contextualised.

1.3 RECONCILING WORLDS APART: THE RESEARCH PROBLEM  

SITUATION AND THE RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

10
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As the problem  situation at the core o f this research is both complex and ill-structured, 

particular attention needed to be paid, not only to ascertaining problem  ownership, but 

also to considering the variety o f potential stances from which the problem  situation could 

be viewed. Such problem  situations are ripe for SSM analysis, bu t have rarely been 

explored (Galliers etal., 1981; Checkland and Scholes, 1990b).4

As has been explained, the researcher had  em barked upon an exploratory study. T he 

initial period o f background literature research and the interviews with the seven case 

organisation principals enabled her to form a num ber o f tentative conclusions about the 

problem  situation. T he evidence for -  and explanation and analysis o f — these conclusions 

are presented throughout the thesis. However, these conclusions are also outlined in b rief 

here:

• T here are a num ber of different agencies at all levels o f government.

• In ter-agency  com m unication  and  co-operation  generating  and  sponsoring 

program mes designed to assist SMEs could be improved.

• There is a broad range o f attitudes towards the way in which services should be 

provided for SMEs in general, and towards the adoption and  im plem entation o f 

e-business by SMEs, in particular.

• There is an absence o f a commonly-held policy with respect to the adoption and 

im plementation o f e-business by SMEs amongst all the agencies involved.

• Little direct interaction and dialogue between SMEs and policy makers seems to 

take place.

• SMEs are often oblivious to these policies and  initiatives (except regarding their 

having to comply with taxation and VAT-related regulations).

T h e  evidence for these conclusions is presented th roughout the L itera tu re Review  

(Chapters 2, 3 and 4) and the findings arising from the case studies (Chapters 7, 8 and 9). 

(Supplementary evidence and references are provided in the Appendices B, D, I, K , L, O  

and P.) Arising from these initial conclusions, the researcher formed the opinion -  in line 

w ith Galliers e ta l . (1981: 102) -  th a t a m ore appropria te  d istribution  o f  resources

4 The researcher’s exploration of the subsequent literature brought to light no more recent evidence to the 
contrary in the literature.
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(financial and otherwise) is integral to understanding the in ter-related problem s of 

attitudes, policies, information and communication related to such issues.

Figure 1.3 presents an illustration of the failings of the current policy generation situation.
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F ig u re  1 .3  -  R e la te d  p r o b le m s  w ith  p o lic y  g e n e r a t io n  le a d in g  to  lo w  r a te s  o f  

e -b u s in e s s  a d o p tio n  a n d  im p le m e n ta t io n  b y  S M E s (a d a p te d  fr o m  G a ll ie r s  et 

a l., 1981: 103)

Following on from the discussions (or “reflective dialogues”) with the SM E case 

organisation principals, the researcher concentrated the focus of the research project onto 

policy formation and attitude identification. H er aim was to establish a systemically 

desirable and culturally feasible policy approach for m otivating the adoption and 

im plementation o f e-business by SMEs (Checkland, 1981; 1991; 1995; 1999a; 1999b; 

2001a; 2001b; Checkland and Scholes, 1990a; 1990b; Checkland and Holwell, 1998; Van 

Akkeren and Cavaye, 1999a; 1999b). She wanted to achieve a systems perspective in line 

with Galliers et aV s (1981: 102) goal o f creating a “policy identification, selection and

1 2



Chapter 1 -  Introduction

im plem entation system.” This outlook clarified the subsequent course o f the research. 

Knowledge o f the SM E socio-cultural climate, in addition to the systemic implications o f 

policies, would seem to be necessary for policy makers to successfully resolve the situation. 

Choosing which policies should be explored by capturing them  in R oot Definitions and 

then m odelling their respective systems m ust necessarily take into consideration the 

various “actors” and “owners” operating in various environm ents and em bodying any 

num ber o f plausible values and attitudes. As a  result, it is a complicated process. C hapter 

5 presents the justification for this research approach.

According to Galliers etal. (1981), it is essential to: -

• Identify activities:

o Know the problem content situation.

o Define the basic param eters o f the system to be served by the policy,

o Identify options in the situation.

• Select activities:

o Define activities implied by the options,

o Identify the resource requirements o f the activities,

o Identify the implications o f the options in the situation,

o Know the resource constraints,

o Know the decision-makers’ requirements,

o Select a feasible policy,

o Appreciate the culture o f the situation.

• Im plem ent Activities:

o Identify policy implementation options,

o  Identify actors’ attitudes,

o Assess support for policy,

o Select im plementation strategy,

o Implement.
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Galliers et al. (1981) proposed the utilisation of a generalised model in order to rationalise 

such debates. Figure 1.4 provides a conceptual model of the problem-solving activities of 

this system.

K n o w  th e  
P ro b le m  C o n te n t 
S i tu a t io n  ^

D efine  B a s ic  
P a r a m e te r s  in 
th e  S y s te m  to  
b e  s e rv e d  b y  
th e  P olicy I m p le m e n ta t io n

A ctiv itie s

Id en tify  O p t io n s  
in  th e  S i tu a t io n

Id e n tif ic a t io n
A ctiv itie s

Id en tify  P o licy
I m p le m e n ta t io n
O p tio n s

D efine  A c tiv itie s  
Im p lied  b y  th e  
O p tio n s  ^ Id en tify  t h e  Im p lic a t io n s  

o f th e  O p t io n s  in  th e  
S i tu a t io n  — ■— '

A s s e s s  S u p p o r t  
fo r  P o licy  ^

Id en tify  R e s o u rc e  
R e q u ir e m e n ts  o f 
A c tiv itie s  ^

(
1 A p p re c i a te  t h e  C u ltu re  

o f  t h e  S i tu a t io n Im p le m e n ta t io n  
S t r a t e g y  ^

K now  R e s o u rc e s  
C o n s t ra in ts

K n o w  D ec is io n
M a k e rs '
R e q u ir e m e n ts S e le c t  a 

F e a s ib le  
P o licy S e le c t io n

A ctiv itie s

F ig u re  1 .4  -  T h e  p r o b le m  so lv in g  a c t iv it ie s  o f  th e  s tu d y  (G a llie r s  et a l 1981: 

104)

In both this research and the (1981) Galliers et al. study, a large num ber o f policy options 

existed. R ather than attem pt to select a single policy to be pursued, the researcher 

decided that it would be more appropriate to assist and empower those responsible for 

form ulating the relevant policies by assessing the implications of each decision on a 

“decision tree” and then leaving the choice to them. Those concerned with the services 

provision are (often) the best equipped to assess the feasibility and desirability o f a given 

policy. Therefore, the various differing attitudes between agencies need to be better 

informed, and then “orchestrated,” as per Galliers et al. (1981), in order to come together 

into a coherent whole, in order that the decision takers in the different agencies are in a 

position to decide on relevant, cohesive and accessible policies. It is desirable and 

appropriate, therefore, to include SMEs in the dialogue regarding the generation o f the
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

policies intended for their own benefit. The researcher also believed, in line with Galliers 

et al. (1981: 107),5 that the formulation of policy was “best viewed” as an ongoing activity.

A large num ber of policy options exist. The researcher therefore reasoned that the use of 

SSM conceptual modelling provided a sound basis for critically deconstructing these 

options: the kind(s) of logic being used and the sort(s) o f philosophy being enacted could 

be opened up to examination and contrasted with alternatives. M ethods of constructing 

and denoting worth could thereby be com pared to one another, even when fundamental 

differences were apparent. (This viewpoint proved particularly useful when the researcher 

conducted cross-sector analyses where econom ic measures o f priorities and social

5 The formulation and reformulation of policy is an ongoing activity, subject to changing attitudes and 
environmental factors (Galliers etal., 1981). There are so many possible policies and initiatives that it is not 
practicable to capture each one in a Root Definition and to identify all the activities implied by each of these 
policies. According to Galliers et al. (1981), crucial procedural decisions are needed for each of the systems 
identified, as in each case, the agency will have to decide if it is to “operate” the system or to take on the role 
of a “co-ordinator” of other agencies possibly better equipped to offer the services required by the decision 
activities. However, as each decision cam be considered to imply a (potential, at least) system, the implications 
of decisions can be shown by modelling the “decision -  implied” systems and by identifying the subsequent 
activities that their implementation would require through a Decision Tree.

Each decision could be considered to imply a system: the implications of decisions can be shown by modelling 
the “decision-implied” systems and thereby identifying the activities that their implementation would require. 
In this way, each of the “decision ^ implied” systems can be modelled in order to identify the organisational, 
resource and cultural implications of each. Policy makers would thereby be enabled to make an informed 
decision on the basis of an assessment of the implications of the necessary activities implied by a given decision 
by relating policy decisions to the systems implied by the Decision Tree (as illustrated in Figure 1.5).

Personal
Development

Employment

i

>

Preparation

S u p p o r t

> i-H  r-H  i i i i
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Figure 1.5 -  Decision tree (Galliers e t a l., 1981: 107)
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concerns were in conflict.) SSM conceptual modelling was used as the vehicle for 

developing such a systems approach to policy formation. The process goes through a 

num ber o f iterations, which refine the nature of the problem(s) and eventually draws the 

potential conclusion(s) to the fore. This “spiral o f iterations” is illustrated in Figure 1.6.

Im plem entation

Start ApprovalDebate
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Need for 
Policy

Debate
Decision

Im plications
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Decision
Im plications Debate

P rocedure
P rocedure

VariablesBasic Facilitation 
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S ystem s
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S ystem s

Facilitation
ActivitiesParticular System  

Em bodying a 
Policy

Decision Implied 
Activities

Broker v Provider 
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Policy Incorporating 
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F ig u re  1 .6  -  A s y s t e m s  a p p r o a c h  to  p o lic y  fo r m u la t io n  (b a se d  o n  G a ll ie r s  et 

a l 1981: 111)

The following “events” are illustrated in this “spiral of iterations” :

• T hat successive iterations could ameliorate the options available, the decisions to 

be made, and the alternatives.

• T hat a “perceived need” for a commonly agreed policy is identified in the 

building of the “rich picture” of the problem situation (Stage 2).

• T hat this leads to the definition and conceptualisation of the basic activities such 

a system would require (System 4).
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• T h a t the comparison o f these activities with the “rich picture” (Stage 5) enables 

alternative views to emerge.

• T h a t the debate completing the first iteration extends the understanding o f the 

problem  situation “from one accepting the need for a  policy to one appreciating 

the options available” (Stage 2).

• T h a t acknowledging and considering the available options is a crucial part o f 

taking decisions when form ulating policy. However, each decision could in turn  

be seen to imply a system that, when modelled (Stage 4), defines the decision- 

implied activities.

• T h a t a com parison o f these activities w ith the problem  situation (Stage 5) 

indicates the changes that would have to take place if  the decisions were to be 

implemented.

• T h a t a debate about these changes (Stage 6) could lead to an understanding of 

their organisational, resource and cultural implications.

• T h a t the resulting understanding  o f those involved could then  evolve from  

knowledge o f the options available to knowledge o f their im plications (which 

could, in turn, draw attention to the alternative options (Stage 2)).

• T h a t when the role o f “service provider” is contrasted  with th a t o f  “service 

broker” and their respective systems are defined (Stage 3), the m odelling o f these 

systems (Stage 4) could indicate the different activities in which the relevant actors 

could engage.

• T h a t the com parison o f these activities w ith the cu rren t situation (Stage 5) 

provides a basis for a discussion about w hat is essential, but also provides an 

alternative view.

• T h a t investigating w hat resources are required tends to make clear the fact that 

resources are intertwined with the inter-related problem s of com bining attitudes, 

policies, inform ation and com m unication. In  view o f this, the em phasis o f  the 

project could likely evolve “from a consideration o f resource requirem ents and 

allocation, to one o f policy formation and attitude identification.”

• T h a t by identifying the basic param eters o f the policy “situation,” the range o f 

possible decisions related to each p aram eter, and  the im plications o f  those 

decisions, would assist in the policy generation process.
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• T h a t successive iterations o f SSM would clarify the process, as the com position 

and  re-com position o f policy is an “ongoing activity” subject to “changing 

attitudes and environmental factors” (Galliers etal., 1981: 110-114).

This com plicated approach was supported by discussions with the seven U K  SM E case 

organisation principals. These “reflective dialogues” m ade clear the need for m ore visible, 

appropria te  and  accessible policy initiatives. Despite the considerable E U  and  U K  

resources are allocated to formulate policies and  initiatives to prom ote and enable the 

adoption and im plem entation o f e-business by SMEs (details o f which are presented in 

C hapters 2, 3 and 4 and Appendices K  and L). However, it would seem that relatively 

few o f these policies and  initiatives seem to be visible to SMEs, let alone coheren t, 

relevant a n d /o r  accessible (Accenture, 2001; H M  Treasury, 2001c; D T I, 2002c; SBS, 

2004a; 2004b).

T here  seemed to the researcher to be a very real and unam biguous need for a  m ore in- 

depth, meaningful, collaborative dialogue between the two currently separate “worlds” o f 

SMEs and policy makers to take place.

T he findings o f this research (as presented in C hapters 2, 3 and 4, and arising from  the 

case studies presented in C hapters 7, 8 and  9, and  supplem ented in the associated 

appendices) make it clear that:

• M ost U K  SMEs are not aware o f m any o f the services provided by the E U  and 

U K  governments (HM Treasury, 2001c; D T I, 2002c; SBS, 2004a); and

• The current proliferation o f services confuses SM E ow ner/m anagers.

A rationalisation o f schemes and  a co-ordination o f  effort and  inform ation betw een 

departm ents, in combination with improved policies and  initiatives, would therefore likely 

improve the current situation. T he research shows that ascertaining what SMEs w ant and 

need, designing policies and services in light o f  this, and  finding better ways o f  letting 

them  know that these services are available, would seem to be the key to achieving the 

desired im provem ents. A m ore custom er-focused, jo ined -up  approach to delivering
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governm ent services to SMEs may significantly improve service delivery. Even relatively 

small improvements could potentially have a cumulatively large impact.

In  this real-world m anifestation o f a com plex hum an activity system concerned with 

policy generation, an explicitly agreed com m on policy making process would seem to be 

essential, not only according to the seven U K  case organisation principals, but to all the 

“actors” involved. T he differing values and attitudes o f these various “actors” in the 

problem  situation can thus be taken into account. In the IS literature, less emphasis thus 

far has been placed on assessing cultural feasibility than  has been placed on systemic 

desirability (Dixon et al., 2002).

T he process o f setting up workshop(s) between SM E ow ner/m anagers and policy makers, 

in addition to the questionnaire and interviews conducted in the course o f this research, 

could make the relevant actors’ Weltanschauung explicit, and would enable discussion to be 

focused on the subject in an open and  collaborative environm ent. This would no doubt 

increase awareness and understanding betw een -  if  not bring together -  the relevant 

“actors” (the SM E ow ner/m anagers and  policy makers). In  this way, they could both 

actively participate in a m utually beneficial collaboration with each other in the policy

m aking process. T he actors involved would be placed in a situation where the ownership 

o f the problem  situation and addressing the resultant policy would be explicitly shared. As 

a result, these different “worlds” would no longer be, effectively, “worlds apart.”

This thesis provides the background research and  sets the scene necessary for such a 

collaborative participation to take place. T he concluding chapter presents a fram ework 

for policy developm ent that shows how the theory m ight better work, illustrated in a 

m odel o f a theoretical fram ework for policy initiatives that includes all the im portan t 

aspects that the process should contain.

T hroughout the thesis, the conceptual fram ew ork synergising the key issues th a t have 

been introduced here and that are under-researched in the separate canons is articulated. 

By presenting here the main key points that inform the research topic and the research 

approach, the param eters o f the thesis begin to em erge in sharper relief. T o  consolidate 

the growing understanding o f the research, and with these issues in mind, the next section
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o f the chapter provides an overview of the thesis’ research m ethodology and theoretical 

approach.

1.4 THE RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

T he term  “inform ation system” (IS) is often used to denote an inter-related system o f 

IC T s, alongside the socially em bedded nature o f these technologies:

“Traditionally, an information system has been defined in terms o f two perspectives: one 

related to its Junction; the other, to its structure. From a structural perspective, an 

information system consists o f a collection o f people, processes, data, models, technology 

and partly formalised language, forming a cohesive structure that serves some 

organisational purpose orJunction. From a Junctional perspective, an information system 

is a technologically implemented medium for the purpose o f recording, storing and 

disseminating linguistic expressions as well as for the supporting o f inference making.

Through performing these elementary Junctions, IS  facilitates the creation and the 

exchange o f meanings that serve socially defined purposes such as control, sense-making 

and argumentation (i.e. the formulation and justification o f claims). In either o f these 

two perspectives on Information Systems, it should be noted that humans are included 

within its boundaries which means that the services provided by an IS  in part depend 

upon human capabilities and contributions”

(Hirschheim etal., 1995: 11-12).

“The study o f information systems is a multi-disciplinary subject and addresses the 

range o f strategic, managerial and operational activities involved in the gathering, 

processing, storing, distributing and use o f information, and its associated technologies, 

in society and organisations”

(UKAIS Newsletter, May, 1995).

A detailed investigation o f the IS discipline and its nature and  status is beyond the scope 

o f this thesis. However, the provision o f an overview of the field is appropriate for the 

purpose o f locating this research. T he IS field addresses IC T s in their social contexts, as 

opposed to the technical study o f com puting o r the various social science disciplines,
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including m anagem ent. For the purposes o f this thesis, then, IS is taken to include the 

socio-technical network (the hardw are, software and, not least, the social system) o f the 

provision o f information.

Inform ation Systems Development (ISD) has been described as “an orthodoxy (centred 

around structured methods), with m any com plem entary or alternative approaches, some 

based in practice, and some m ore academ ic” (Rose, 2000: 18). ISD encompasses the dual 

activities o f analysing business systems and designing computerised inform ation systems to 

support them . Technical accounts o f ISD are often based on linear process models, which 

presuppose that development can be organised in a set o f time-delineated steps that are 

consequent upon each other. Hirschheim  et al. (1995), however, sees systems developm ent 

as encom passing a range o f activities in a  social context, including the social factors 

involved in designing, building, im plem enting and m aintaining an inform ation system. 

Systems development can be considered to be “multi-dimensional social change” taken in 

order to “achieve or m aintain” an objective (Lyytinen, 1987). It follows, then, that this 

research concentrates on the social ra ther than the technical elements o f the problem  

situation. T he choice o f -  and justification for -  the Research M ethodology is explained 

in C hapter 5. How the empirical data is linked to the theoretical framework derived from 

the literature is consequently explained in C hapter 6.

A com bination of research methods was chosen by the researcher in order to increase the 

robustness and relevance o f her research. This would, she felt, enable layers o f analysis to 

develop, which, in tu rn , enabled her to com pare in terp retations an d  conclusions, 

qualifying the validity o f the research (K aplan and  D ouchon, 1988; K een , 1991; 

Baskerville and W ood-H arper, 1996; Mingers, 2001a; 2001b). These reasons contributed 

to her justification for this choice o f  research methodology combination: A CR, Dialogical 

A R  and  SSM, all o f which generated from  Action R esearch. This distinctive mix o f 

research methodologies provided her with the m eans to address this research agenda -  

A C R  and Dialogical AR methods provided the focus for the research on the seven case 

studies, while SSM conceptual m odelling exam ined how to resolve policy developm ent 

with SM E needs. A C R  and Dialogical A R  enable discussions to take place abou t the 

requirem ents o f SMEs within the context o f their organisational, or cultural, situation.
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Broadly outlined here, this com bination o f m ethodologies enabled the definition o f 

relevant “in-context” notions to emerge.

A C R  is an am algam  of, and com prom ise betw een, intervention o r change (Action 

Research) and interpretation or understanding (soft case study). Braa and Vidgen (1997) 

advocate A C R  as a m ethodology providing a pragm atic and  feasible approach  for 

investigating subjects “in-context” on a small scale based on a deep concep tual 

understanding. It is a m eans o f adapting SSM ’s action research so th a t it can becom e 

useful as a realistic research strategy (Vidgen and Braa, 1997). (ACR is described in 

C hap ter 5.3.6).

D ialogical AR (a form  o f Action R esearch proposed by M artensson and Lee, 2004) 

requires “reflective one-on-one dialogues” between a case organisation principal and  the 

researcher to take place “periodically” in a setting removed from the organisation under 

review in order to reconcile theory with the organisational context. (Action R esearch is 

described in C hapter 5.3.2, and Dialogical AR is explained in C hapter 5.3.4.)

SSM  provides an “explicit, organised and defensible” m eans o f reconciling different 

perspectives in a way that is appropriate to all parties involved (Wilson, 2001). T he 

process culminates with the construction o f a “Rich Picture” o f the articulated problem  

situations or issues (Checkland and Scholes, 1990a; 1990b; Wilson, 2001). T his “R ich 

Picture” identifies the factors relevant to the research, and  illustrates the inform ation and 

resources o f the situation. (SSM is described in C h ap te r 5.3.3.) A “R ich P ic tu re” 

illustrating the problem situation explored in this thesis is presented in C hapter 10.6.

Soft systems studies (such as this) m ust be accurately expressed through their m odels.6 

SSM is a way o f understanding and working through complex real-life situations. SSM 

has no t been used often in SM E situations. Given that this research concentrates on 

reconciling three anachronous, asynchronous areas (that o f the policy arena, th a t o f e- 

business as a form o f innovation, and that o f SMEs), and  also given that SMEs seem to be 

oblivious to ex tan t policy initiatives, the researcher faced the challenge o f how to 

construct appropriate  SSM  m odels th a t cap tu red , linked, and  then reconciled the

6 This is explained in some detail in Chapter 5.3.3.
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com plex problem  situation. She borrow ed the conceptual m odelling process from  the 

1981 Galliers et al. soft systems study. A lthough that study had a very different context 

(that o f defining and structuring the situation in L ondon’s C am den Council in o rder to 

organise open employm ent for handicapped people), the studies share the fundam ental 

prem ise o f attem pting to draw  together and reconcile two dichotom ous worlds with 

governm ent agencies as service providers within a soft systems study. By utilising the 

modelling process featured in that Galliers et al. study, it was possible for the researcher to 

illustrate the problem  situation in this one, and to then draw  conclusions about ways to 

structure a meaningful dialogue between the problem  situation owners. She could thereby 

attem pt a resolution o f the problem o f how to m ap the disparate “worlds” o f this research.

This chapter has thus far examined the problem  situation. This examination was followed 

by an introduction to the researcher’s chosen m ethodological and theoretical approach. 

(The researcher explored a num ber o f alternative theoretical and  m ethodological 

approaches — these are described in Appendix M.) T he methodological framework for the 

research has been outlined, a justification o f the decision o f the researcher to em bark  

upon this course provided, and the research m ethods aligned with the focus o f stud. 

Finding a framework capable o f supporting the researcher’s aims was a decisive factor in 

her understanding to what extent -  and how -  her research priorities could be addressed. 

T he links between the empirical data  and the theoretical fram ework derived from  the 

literature will be presented. T he research procedures, and the data  collection and  data  

analysis techniques are in troduced in order to enable the reader to clearly m ap the 

researcher’s intellectual journey.

T he  next section o f the chapter therefore develops the relevant theoretical concerns 

presented here in order to transform  them  into the detail o f practical research design -  

the collection and  analysis o f valid em pirical data. T he  developm ent o f the research 

thereby unfolds.

1.5 THE RESEARCH PROCEDURES

T o  a great extent, this research was a continual re-negotiation o f  the perceived 

problem(s). T he specification o f a problem  situation was expressed and  a proposal to
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address it was articulated. T he “reflective dialogue” with the U K  SM E case organisation 

principals threw  into relief and defined the relevant issues, whilst atten tion  on the 

governm ent policies and  services (and their delivery problems) led to m ore focused 

strategies as the deeper, more fundam ental (yet subtle), problems gradually em erged. As 

the “practice” o f research unfolded, key factors were established, and the relationships 

between these factors and their relative importance were identified.

In practical terms, the research was conducted in three main phases:

• First, the im port o f both SM Es and e-business were separately exam ined, then 

EU  and U K  governm ent policies, services and  initiatives generated  for their 

benefit were reviewed. Em phasis was placed on hard  data  and substantive 

analysis. Detailed tables and charts were provided for each critical area, along 

with an overview o f national data  produced  by in ternational organisations, 

unclassified government data, and the results o f original research.

• Second, a novel mix o f m ethodologies (Action Case R esearch (ACR) and  

Dialogical Action Research (Dialogical AR)) was applied to the seven U K  SM E 

case studies. T he researcher spent a considerable period o f tim e with the case 

organisation principals in Dialogical AR-inspired “reflective dialogues.”

• Finally, the findings arising from the case organisations relating to the disparate

“w orlds” o f the research w ere analysed an d  reconciled th rough  the SSM  

conceptual modelling process. T he conclusions the researcher arrived at were 

checked with the case organisation principals in order to ensure that they were 

systemically desirable and culturally feasible.

Looking back at the research period, these three m ain phases can be further broken down 

into the following steps:

• A preliminary review of the IS literature was conducted.

• T he initial research plan was developed.

• The interview questions and protocol for the pilot study were prepared.
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• An in-depth exploratory pilot case study was conducted in o rder to gain a better

understanding  o f the n a tu re  o f  e-business adoption an d  im plem entation  by

SM Es, and to identify and  consolidate the p rim ary  research  questions and 

direction.

• T he pilot study was evaluated.

• Initial conclusions were drawn.

• D ata was collected, collated, analysed and reported on policy initiatives.

• A subsequent exp lo rato ry /exp lanato ry  cross-case analysis involving the seven

case study organisations was conducted.

• The research models were developed.

• T he process was recorded.

• T he findings were analysed and summarised.

• Suggested ways forward were presented to the case organisation principals.

• T he research models were refined.

• Conclusions were drawn.

• Future directions for research and implications are suggested.

These research steps are illustrated in Figure 1.7.
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A preliminary review of the IS literature was conducted.

The initial research plan was developed.I
The interview questions and protocol for the pilot study were prepared.

In-depth exploratory pilot case study was conducted.I
The pilot study was evaluated.

I
Initial conclusions were drawn.I

Data was collected, collated, analysed and reported on policy 
initiatives.

A cross-case analysis involving the seven case study organisations was
conducted.

I
The research models were developed.

The process was recorded.I
The findings were analysed and summarised.

I  ----------------
Suggested ways forward were presented to the case organisational

principals.

The research models were refined.I
Conclusions were drawn. JI

Future directions for reearch and implications are suggested.

F ig u re  1 .7  — T h e  R e se a r c h  S te p s
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T he researcher’s analysis was focussed throughout the course o f the research period on 

ascertaining how -  and to w hat extent — EU  and U K  governm ent policy initiatives aid 

SMEs to overcome the barriers to e-business adoption and im plem entation, and to assist 

them  to formulate strategies for collaboration with SMEs. T h e  pilot study (on Berkeley 

Square Gallery) focussed and prepared the researcher by clarifying w hat factors and  issues 

were likely to be most im portant to U K  SMEs. Following on from this, each o f the case 

organisations were investigated in detail in order to gain a deeper understanding o f all o f 

the facets o f the problem  situation, and to identify im portant factors influencing SM E e- 

business adoption and implementation.

T here  are particular advantages in conducting a case study in order to  exam ine and  

understand  a com plex social phenom enon. T he m ethod enables “an investigation to 

retain the holistic and meaningful characteristics o f life events -  such as organisational 

and m anagerial processes” (Yin, 1994: 13). T he case study can be seen as an em pirical 

enquiry focussed on a particular phenom enon and its relation with its real-life context 

(Yin, 1994; 2002). Pettigrew (1989; 1990) has stressed the im portance o f a theoretical or 

purposive strategy for choosing cases to review, the rationale being that given the small 

num ber o f organisations that can realistically be included, a selection strategy is needed to 

serve as a lens to magnify the research topic. In  a similar vein, E isenhardt (1989) suggests 

th a t selecting polar types o f case studies is m ore likely to extend em ergent theory. A 

concerted attem pt was m ade in this research, therefore, to select very different SM E cases 

that also had differing levels of e-business experience.

According to Drew (2002), there is a notable absence o f w ell-structured m ultiple case 

study designs in the IS literature. Stake (1994) characterises collective case studies as 

instrum ental case studies (those th a t provide insights into an  issue o r refine existing 

theory) extended to several cases. (Case Study research is described in detail in C hap ter 

5.3.5, while C h ap ter 6.4 describes the modus operandi for the selection o f the case 

organisations participating in this study.)

T he research concentrates on seven specific and  detailed U K  SM E case studies. These 

are: -
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• Berkeley Square Gallery < www.bsgart.com> - Established in 1988, this com m ercial 

London gallery has a staff o f five that services a client base located mainly in the 

USA and Far East Asia.

• Davis &  Co. < www.davisco.net> - A London law firm with a netw ork o f 40 

lawyers and support staff built entirely around flexible and remote working.

• Design Bridge < www.designbridge.co.uk> - A privately owned group of four brand  

design companies with a staff o f 145 people and a turnover of £ 1 2  million.

• Foyles < www.foyles.co.uk> - At one time the world’s largest bookstore, Foyles has 

only recently em braced the most fundam ental aspects o f  technology.

• GF-X  < www.gf-x.com> - Founded in London in 1998, G F-X  has developed a 

b2b trad ing  platform  to exploit the airfreight sector. T he com pany has 80 

employees and  75 contract technologists, w ith bases in L ondon, N ew  York, 

Dubai and Tokyo.

• Lobster < w ww .lobster.co.uk> - Established in 1999, L obster caters to the 

sophisticated gourm et food niche m arket. T he  business focuses on delivering 

products that one could not find stocked in a typical supermarket.

• Toast < www.toastbypost.co.uk> - Started in 1997 in the kitchen o f the W elsh 

countryside hom e of a m arried couple, this clothing com pany has turned  into a 

multi-million pound mail order enterprise.

T he  case organisations were explored in interviews and  Dialogical AR-inspired “reflective 

dialogues” with the case organisation principals. T hree (Berkeley Square Gallery, Davis & 

Go. and Lobster) are presented in detail in C hap ter 7. T he rem aining four case studies 

(Foyles, G -FX, Design Bridge and Toast) are outlined in somewhat less detail in C hap ter 

8. At the beginning o f the research period, the latter four case organisations could all be 

classified as SMEs. However, by the tim e the researcher was writing up, due to either 

organisational grow th or to having been purchased  by a conglom erate, the case
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organisations in the latter group no longer fit the criteria o f an SM E in U K  a n d /o r  EU  

official governm ent terms. T he full research procedures were undertaken with these case 

organisations, however, and accordingly these cases are presented in C hap ter 8 in order 

to accentuate and draw  out the salient points in the discussion o f the case studies in situ, 

which is presented in C hapter 9.

T he  sem i-structured interviews (or “reflective dialogues”) with the case organisation 

principals were conducted  w ithin the con tex t o f  their organisational and  cu ltu ra l 

situation, in line with W alsham ’s (1995) “soft” case, or interpretivist, argum ent th a t 

interviews can “grasp” the interview ees’ enactm ents o f their actions and  events, in 

addition to their beliefs and  aspirations. T h e  na tu re  o f these “reflective dialogues” is 

explained in C hapter 5.3.4.

Inform ed by the literature, the researcher pre-established a set o f categories and questions 

corresponding to the theoretical fram ework to  d irect the initial interviews. (These are 

featured  in A ppendix D.) How ever, the interview ees were actively encouraged  to 

spontaneously express their views on any an d  all aspects o f  their operations and  

experience they considered to have been im portant a n d /o r  relevant. In this way, elements 

underlying the behaviour and attitudes within the case studies were elicited. T he outcom e 

o f the interview s inform ed the subsequent m odels re la ting  to governm ent policy 

generation. (These models are presented in C hap ter 10.)

A second set o f questions was prepared as the fieldwork period came to an  end, to m ark 

the com pletion point for the “reflective dialogues” with the principals o f the case study 

organisations. T he prim ary m otivation for asking this second set o f  questions was to 

identify w hether -  and  if  so, to w hat ex ten t — the case organ isation  principals 

w ould /could  be encouraged to donate their time and  resources to participate with the 

policy makers who want to serve them , in order to generate m ore visible, appropriate and 

accessible policy initiatives for their benefit. (The second questionnaire is featured in 

Appendix I.)

T hroughout all o f the “reflective dialogues,” how ever, the interviewees were able to 

express their views on any and all aspects they considered im portant a n d /o r  relevant,
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particularly as to how governm ent policies could be rendered m ore appropriate to their 

needs. T he researcher supplem ented these interviews with in terpretations o f in ternal 

m aterial and docum ents, external reports, industry reports, popular press articles, and 

observations. And as the research progressed, models drawn from the Galliers etal. (1981) 

SSM  study were utilised to assist with analysis and definition. T he R oot Definitions 

(described in more detail in C hapter 5.3.3) expressed the “core” purpose o f the perception 

to  be m odelled (Checkland an d  Scholes, 1990a; 1990b), and  were com bined with 

conceptual (“purposeful activity”) models. Used as analytical tools, these included several 

refinements o f the “Rich Picture.”

H aving introduced the core issues underlying the thesis, and having provided a clear 

justification for the choice o f methodology, and having bolstered this choice rationalising 

the d irect links betw een theory and the m ethodological work, the em pirical d a ta  is 

thereby linked to the theoretical framework derived from the literature. In so doing, the 

justification for the research, in term s o f both the topic and the chosen research m ethod 

has been m ade m ore apparen t. In  addition, the description o f how the research 

framework was utilised has been strengthened, and the pre- and post-fieldwork research 

influences and research framework have been m ade more explicit.

W ith this overview o f the thesis in m ind, the next section o f the chapter introduces the 

contributions o f the research.

1.6 THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE RESEARCH

T he prim ary objectives o f this research were: to make a methodological contribution to 

the IS literature (especially in relation to SSM theory developm ent in m ulti-agency 

problem  situations); and to set out a practical agenda for w hat needs to be done. Given 

th a t the thesis is also a novel synthesis o f m ulti-methodologies, it utilises the distinctive 

com bination of the complementary m ethods o f AGR, Dialogical AR and SSM conceptual 

modelling, which has not previously occurred in the literature.

T he  introduction o f e-business technologies into the business o f SMEs is an im portan t 

exam ple o f the m ultiple interests and concerns th a t come to bear on technology in
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contem porary society. W ithin the m anagem ent, IS and technology canons there is very 

little precedent for treating  the diverse topical and theoretical issues raised by this 

exam ple o f technology adoption and  im plem entation  by SM Es and  for exam ining 

relevant policies w ithin the same analytical fram e: disciplinary conventions tend  to 

separate issues relating to organisational and technical domains into different spheres o f 

interest, making it difficult to refer to the inter-relationships that exist between them.

T he contribution that IS is in a position to make to SM E and policy studies (which have 

until now remained largely at the margins o f the IS canon), is signposted by this research. 

T he interdisciplinary nature o f IS places it in an excellent position to contribu te to 

analyses o f  the com plex in te r-re la tio n sh ip s  su rro u n d in g  SM E ad o p tio n  an d  

im plem entation o f e-business. T he research has m uch to offer the IS canon in term s o f 

deepening theoretical understandings o f infrastructure and technology. It provides a basis 

for considering the implications o f policy development. Issues concerning related dynam ic 

m arket conditions and technology hype are also brought to the fore. T he implications o f 

these conditions with respect to the experience o f SMEs are drawn out, adding a further 

dim ension. These im plications are linked to issues concern ing  n o t only policy 

development, but also network, partnership and consortia formation, critical time frames 

and contrasting priorities. T he example o f the seven U K  case organisations during this 

time period is thereby, in itself, an im portant contribution to the IS literature.

T he thesis addresses these research issues in the following ways:

• First, they are addressed through research design: an “in practice” view o f e- 

business adoption and im plem entation and an interpretive approach  to d a ta  

collection and analysis prioritises events taking place in the field sites/case studies 

over theoretical distinctions.

• Second, the research issues are addressed th rough  insightful use o f  SSM  

conceptual modelling to draw  ou t the im plications o f  relationships w ithout 

recourse to the conventions o f a particular subject discipline.
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• Finally, the development o f the com plem entary theoretical concepts o f A C R  and 

Dialogical AR forms an im portant contribution that can be extended to  o ther 

disciplines in which these distinctive areas o f concern converge.

T he  research design enabled the highly detailed aspects o f technology adoption and 

im plem entation to be brought to the foreground o f analysis. O n  account o f this rich 

description, new dimensions are added to conceptions o f e-business infrastructure. T he 

diverse rationales th a t e-business technologies enact, and  the com plex n a tu re  and  

experience o f SM E adoption and im plem entation, are brought to the foreground, as are 

the choices inherent in e-business infrastructure design, adoption and im plem entation. 

Questions concerning the prioritisation o f diverse concerns are raised. From  this analysis, 

the implications o f environm ent, em bodim ent and  co-presence in technology adoption 

and implementation all offer im portant insights for IS literature.

In  addition, the significance o f contributing to m ore relevant and accessible theory 

generation is also implicitly suggested in the thesis. As well as extending the concept o f  e- 

business adoption and  im plem entation by SM Es to include these in teractions, the 

research engages with and  exam ines several core concerns w ithin the IS lite ratu re 

regarding theory developm ent. T he im portance o f this crossover is th a t it challenges 

theoretical param eters instated by the IS literature. A further contribution m ade to the IS 

literature, therefore, is to extend the concept o f e-business adoption and im plem entation 

by SMEs to include the associated developm ent o f relevant governm ent policies. Some 

researchers, including Jarvenpaa and Tiller (2000) have called for m ore policy studies in 

IS. T he  researcher thereby hopes th a t a greater scrutiny o f the re la ted  values will 

henceforth be applied to SM E organisational arrangem ents, partnerships and technical 

systems as m uch as it should be to their commercial practice.

T hrough the thesis’ association with policy developm ent, the concept o f SM E e-business 

adoption and implementation was deliberately designed in order to traverse traditionally 

distinct social (political, m anagerial and commercial) and theoretical dom ains. In  this 

way, the significance o f each dom ain to the other is drawn out in relation to the distinctive 

rationales for working with people, environm ents and m aterial resources that the subject 

disciplines enact. T he analysis that arises provides epistemic, pedagogic, com m ercial and
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organisational concerns that contribute im portant dimensions to understanding SM E e- 

business innovations. Taking into account these situated concerns and  accounting for 

their significance can be seen to hold implications for both theory and practice.

T he core concepts o f the research were designed to enable reference to the range o f actors 

who contribute to policy making designed to stimulate the adoption and im plem entation 

o f e-business by SMEs. It can thereby be seen that integrating technology “in practice” is 

no t necessarily subject to the same social and  theoretical divisions th a t appear in the 

literature. Nonetheless, the theoretical concepts o f  AGR, Dialogical A R  and SSM  are 

show n to be highly relevant to processes o f technology in teg ra tion  w here the 

reconfiguration o f technical arrangem ents is the site o f  m ultiple concerns. T hey  

contribute by facilitating reference to the:

• Varying character o f epistemic values.

• Diverse m ethods through which subject disciplines construct rationality.

• R ange o f people, m aterial resources and  physical environm ents o f  w hich 

disciplines are comprised.

T he  em pirical evidence that this research offers, therefore, represents an im p o rtan t 

contribution to the literature. As a cross-organisational study spanning a variety o f subject 

disciplines, this study stands out from the majority o f IS studies. T he longitudinal aspect 

o f the interpretive case studies is im portant as an account o f contem porary developm ents 

in the adop tion  an d  im plem entation  o f e-business by SM Es, as an  acco u n t o f  

contem porary developments in technology use, and as a historical account capable o f 

generating  in ter-relationships betw een diverse areas o f relevance. In  addition , this 

empirical evidence is designed to be utilised by policy makers.

T he integration o f these subject areas has not yet been sufficiently addressed by the IS 

literature. Part o f the reason for this is the separation o f pedagogic concerns into disparate 

bodies o f research. T he underlying nature o f this separation is addressed in this research, 

and through its emphasis on empiricism, the crossover between theory and practice is 

opened  up as an im portan t area o f analysis. Finally, this research moves beyond 

distinctions o f m anagem ent, policy developm ent an d  technology studies as being
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“e ith e r /o r” propositions. In so doing, it draws out the significance o f co-presence and  the 

situated texture of the multi-disciplinary nature o f IS. It follows that this research makes a 

valuable contribution to the methodological literature (in the sense that it expands the 

available understanding o f possible methods for undertaking ISD).

T he principal contributions arising from this doctoral study are:

• T he thesis addresses the “notable absence” o f well-structured multiple case study 

designs in the literature (Drew, 2002).

• T he research tests existing knowledge about SMEs and policy generation in an 

original way.

• T he developm ent o f appropriate and  com plem entary A C R  and Dialogical AR 

analysis tools constitutes a m ethodological extension o f SSM  concep tual 

m odelling (incorporating A C R  and  Dialogical AR) for ISD , which focuses on 

social, political and cultural factors and the social construction o f problem s and 

solutions.

• T he thesis is a soft systems exploration o f a complex and ill-structured problem  

situation that has multiple owners and that can be viewed from  a variety o f 

stances -  such research has rarely been considered in the literature (Galliers et al., 

1981).

• T he thesis dem onstrates a rich analysis and  synthesis o f  the literature in its 

questionnaires and tables.

• T he research is a new interpretation that builds on the findings o f the Galliers et 

al. (1981) soft systems study. A lthough applied to very different circum stances, 

both studies examine a complex and  difficult real world system with a utilitarian 

approach, both are soft systems studies th a t draw  together two anachronous 

worlds, suggest a way o f pursuing a  dialogue that is m eaningful to all involved 

parties, and examine a complex and  difficult real world system with a utility o f 

approach that in itself is a valuable contribution to knowledge.

• This research extends SSM , which has n o t been widely used in the SM E 

environm ent: there are very few exam ples o f iteration  taking place in the 

literature.
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• This thesis is an interpretive approach to  the study o f a  dom ain about which we 

know very little.

T hroughou t the thesis, the conceptual fram ew ork synergising the key issues th a t are 

u nder-researched  in the separate canons is explicitly articu la ted . In  addition , the 

concluding chapter o f the thesis includes a fram ework for policy developm ent that shows 

how the theory m ight better work, illustrated in a m odel o f a theoretical fram ework for 

policy initiatives that includes all the im portan t aspects that the process should contain. 

T he implication o f this research is that future policy makers m ay becom e better informed 

about what SMEs need and about w hat sort o f policies and initiatives m ight work.

T he key contributions arising from the em pirical research, in relation to the literature 

review, are clearly presented and summarised in tables in Appendices O 7 and P.8

7 Appendix O - Findings Arising From the Case Studies Relating to the Literature Review. The references 
and information in this appendix is divided into the following subject areas:

• The barriers to adoption and implementation of e-business were significant enough to be reasons for not
adopting e-business for these case organisations.

• Owner-manager is a passionate advocate of technology.
• Staff will usually only move on to another firm for a substantial pay rise, not career progression.
• Relied on existing physical infrastructure to deliver products to an online market.
• Considered knowledge to be a primary source of competitive advantage.
• Owner-manager likes to micro-manage.
• Making technological decisions based on advice from friends and/or the press, not experts.
• Limited computer skills of owner-manager.
• Amount of programming and maintenance work underestimated.
• Retrospective acknowledgement of need to define goals and strategies before launching online

operations.
• Retrospective acknowledgement of need to define goals and strategies before launching online

operations.
• Evaluating and updating online operations are often overlooked once a site has launched.
• The benefit of working more flexibly as a result of e-business adoption and implementation.
• The dual benefits of reduced costs and increased efficiency arising as a result of adopting and 

implementing e-business.
• Recognition of the value of organisational knowledge retention.
• The ability to “personalise” and uniquely target products and services to potential and existing clients as 

a competitive driver of benefits arising from e-business adoption and implementation.
• Espoused the benefits of SMEs engaging in formal and informal networking.
• Using networks and alliances to begin to operate in foreign markets.
• Formal networks can provide a number of advantages over stand-alone organisations, such as:

• The sharing of financial risk (Jorde and Teece, 1989)
• Technical knowledge (Marchewka and Towell, 2000)
• Market penetration (Achrol and Kotler, 1999)
• Internal efficiency (Datta, 1988)

• Their dealings with other businesses were informal and did not fall under any form of enforced 
governance, and thus were not considered to be either networks or alliances.

• Formal networks provide a number of advantages over self-directed SMEs including:
• Technical knowledge
• Assistance in product/service adjustment to suit a larger market
• Assistance in business methods to suit business techniques

35



Chapter 1 -  Introduction

• Oblivious to extant government policies and initiatives to encourage SMEs to adopt and implement e- 
business.

• Clients do not take full advantage of the technology available to them.
• E-business enables small business operators to exercise new business models in established markets.
• E-business enables small business operators to compete with larger organisations.
• E-business enables small business operators to operate a niche business whilst obtaining access to a wider 

customer pool than would otherwise be the case.
• E-business enables stock to be ordered daily.
• Increased flexibility and scalability.
• Fear of security risks a barrier to operating at full e-business potential.
• Short-lived unsuitable alliances established due to lack of knowledge and/or experience.
• SME, but with overseas branches.
• Had to adopt e-business in order to remain competitive.
• Market-dependent knowledge-based innovation.
• Chaotic organisational structure.
• A lack of investment in technology as a result of an SME owner/manager not understanding the 

advantage of adopting and implementing it.
• e-Business enables small operators to operate niche businesses whilst obtaining access to a wider customer 

pool than would otherwise be the case.
• Lack of financial and other resources hinders growth.
• Interest in e-business and the internet grows as participants start gaining hands-on experience and realise

its potential.
• Recognition of the potential strategic opportunities 

growing their market share.
• Recognition of the potential strategic opportunities 

surpassing competitors.
• Recognition of the potential strategic opportunities 

transforming their organisations.
• Recognition of the potential strategic opportunities 

personalising customer relationships.
• Receiving the following benefits as a result of e-busines:

• Costs.
• Relationships with business partners.
• Internal efficiency.
• Quality of information as a result of e-business adoption and implementation.

• Recognition of and support from senior management considered to be crucial to successful e-business 
SME adoption and implementation.

• Recognition and employment of effective strategies to launch, adapt and maintain online operations 
considered to be crucial to successful e-business SME adoption and implementation.

• Relevant analysis of the strategic opportunities e-business facilitates considered to be crucial to successful 
e-business SME adoption and implementation.

• Comprehensive integration of e-business into the organisations’ core activities (which in turn provide 
opportunities for further transformation) considered to be crucial to successful e-business SME adoption 
and implementation.

• Formal planning processes resulted in a more focused approach being adopted.
• Tactically, when the case organisations examined in this research looked to begin trading online, they

aimed to provide additional channels to market.
• Tactically, when the case organisations examined in this research looked to begin trading online, they

aimed to increase agility, responsiveness, and/or the ability to react to changing market conditions (which 
would in turn increase market share).

• Tactically, when the case organisations examined in this research looked to begin trading online, they 
aimed to achieve competitive advantage.

• Tactically, when the case organisations examined in this research looked to begin trading online, they
aimed to transform relationships with customers, suppliers and business partners.

• Tactically, when the case organisations examined in this research looked to begin trading online, they
aimed to redesign their business operations through innovating their organisations.

• Tactically, when the case organisations examined in this research looked to begin trading online, they
aimed to reduce overheads and costs per transaction.

offered by embracing e-business with regard to

offered by embracing e-business with regard to

offered by embracing e-business with regard to

offered by embracing e-business with regard to

adoption and implementation:
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• The data arising from these case organisations indicates that financial resources are not the leading factor 
in motivating or inhibiting an SME’s adoption of e-business.

• Technology acquisition was customer oriented, in that they each sought a customer relationship 
management solution that consolidated information for better customer support and future sales growth.

• The barrier of e-Business not fitting (seamlessly) with their products/services was experienced.
• A lack of appropriate business models was experienced.
• Problems/issues with obtaining approval/raising funds for the investment and adoption costs were 

experienced.
• Problems with recognising, sourcing and allocating the relevant resources and skills were experienced.
• The culture of the company was a barrier to e-business adoption and implementation.
• Channel conflict issues were experienced.
• Lack of technical, operational and/or business management skills were a hindrance to e-business adoption 

and implementation.
• Uncertainty about adequate levels of acceptance by suppliers and/or consumers were experienced.
• e-Business didn’t fit with the way their customers perceived their business.
• The advantage(s) of using e-business couldn’t be seen.
• Customer education was needed.
• Development and operational issues such as disintermediation was experienced by the case organisations.
• Resistance at various levels (such as suppliers declining to provide products to purely online operations, 

supplier scepticism and reluctance to deliver directly to customers, a general lack of acceptance by 
suppliers and/or existing or potential customers, and channel conflicts).

• Difficulties with the implementation of business strategies (a lack of clear linkage between the 
organisation’s business skills with the organisation’s business strategies and the technology adopted).

• Lack of breadth in business skills and a lack of awareness of the range of other skills necessary to run an e- 
business.

• Operational issues, which varied according to each case organisation’s). Technical difficulties arose in 
developing, implementing and operating the websites and systems. As a result, some of the case 
organisations (eg. Berkeley Square Gallery and Lobster) failed to maintain a continual program of website 
and system integration/innovation.

• The costs required to attract customers exceeded expectations.
• The requirement for ongoing funding for maintenance, expansion, and to cover operational losses.
• The necessity to revise and expand the initial business models and strategies employed.
• Unreliable strategic partners.
• Operating costs (although many of these costs were not technology investment costs per se, but rather 

human resource issues, such as staff training/re-training, and the costs of acquiring employees with new 
skills).

• Initially experienced difficulty locating IT providers they felt could trust to help them translate their 
businesses online /  elected to take back design and maintenance to some extent, because online 
operations became an integral part of their business.

• The lack of assessment methodologies to gauge the costs of e-business relative to its performance.
• Determining ways to add value as margins grow slimmer.
• The emergence of new forms of delivery.
• Complacency.
• Staff resistance to change.
• Powerful trading partners seem to be accepted as technology leaders more readily than were 

governments.
• Fewer government interventions were recommended by the case organisation principals in the e-business 

area than in other areas where government provided other business support.
• The tendency of SMEs to prefer existing sources of advice rather than government-sponsored advisors.
• The participation rate of SME owner/managers in the suggested workshop(s) would (likely) be higher 

than the rate of respondents to questionnaires.
• Further research is considered to be needed in order to test the hypothesis of my proposed workshop(s) in 

an attempt to generate more appropriate policies for SMEs.

8 Appendix P - Findings Arising From the Case Studies Not Relating to the Literature Review. The references
and information in this appendix is divided into the following subject areas:

• The firm has a proven track record of dealing with computer contracts, both for customers and for 
suppliers, and assists others.
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H aving exam ined the contributions o f the research to literature, theory and practice, the 

next section o f the chapter outlines a sum m ary o f the thesis. T he concluding section o f 

this chapter, it consolidates the discussion that that has been presented in this chapter, 

summarising the implications drawn from the research, and concisely presenting all o f the 

problem  areas the thesis explores. This concise presentation is shown in order to illustrate 

how the thesis works towards draw ing together and  reconciling -  in a “systemically 

desirable and culturally feasible” way -  the asynchronous “worlds” o f SM Es, e-business 

and policy makers.

1.7 SUMMARY OF THE THESIS

T he introduction to the research areas that has been provided in this chapter has opened 

up to scrutiny the issues that will be explored in m ore detail throughout the thesis, and 

has the potential to gain a m ore nuanced  understand ing  o f  how governm ents can 

con tribu te  to SM Es’ successful adop tion  and  im plem entation  o f  e-business. T he  

researcher believes that the most desirable circumstances for this will be achieved when 

appropriate policies are introduced. By identifying the m ajor facilitators and  inhibitors, 

this study may help government and industry bodies to provide appropriate inform ation 

and support, and thereby facilitate e-business adoption and im plementation by SMEs.

T h e  research in this thesis encourages critical consideration o f the reach and  scope o f 

governm ent policies, both in terms o f who is served by them  and who is not, and  in term s 

o f the limits o f their remit. It suggests a way of draw ing together related issues. In this 

way, the research affords a greater scrutiny o f relationships that imply a disaggregation o f 

governm ent services to SMEs. This, in tu rn , offers the potential to look into questions 

concerning SM Es’ issues associated with technological innovation. Further, the research 

deepens a critical awareness o f the unfam iliar relationships and associations th a t the 

introduction o f new technology brings, which also serves to highlight issues involved in 

integrating new technologies. T he research also supports an  awareness th a t SM Es are

• The level of growth experienced by the case organisations is uncharacteristic of the SME sector as a 
whole.

• These case study principals also felt that many of the systems and practices they needed to operate 
effectively online were already in place before making the decision to launch online operations. They 
believed that, as a result, they would be subject to fewer operating costs than their competitors (this, 
however, has not proved to be the case in any of the case organisations).

• Staff will usually only move on to another firm for a substantial pay rise, not career progression.
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im portant, which brings levels o f engagem ent and visibility to the fore o f their operative 

processes, and their contribution en masse to the economies in which they operate.

T he design o f the research incorporates learning from  em pirical situations inform ed by 

theory. Devising a project that is inform ed by previous projects and  th a t theoretically 

presents a sensible way o f preceding, however, results in difficulties as to how to define 

w hat constitutes practical or research success. T he researcher intends that this exploratory 

research influences events -  or precipitates change -  in some observable way, both in the 

practical situation and in the research community.

T he thesis is structured in ten chapters:

• In  this first chapter, the motivation, background and objectives o f the research 

have been presented and explained.

• W ith the research objectives specified, the a tten tion  in C h ap ter 2 tu rns to 

describing SMEs in more detail.

• C hapter 3 explains the nature o f e-business and technological innovation.

• C hapter 4 presents an account o f the relevant EU  and U K  policy initiatives.

• C hap ter 5 reviews and discusses the research m ethodology, and  describes the 

alignment o f the research m ethod with the focus o f study.

• C hap ter 6 details the research procedures, including the developm ent o f the

research questions, the data collection and data  analysis, the selection o f the case 

organisations and the role o f the researcher.

• C hapter 7 describes three U K  SM E case studies in some depth.

• C hapter 8 provides an overview o f the rem aining four case organisations.

• C hapter 9 illustrates the case organisation principals’ perspectives, synthesises the 

research, and presents the rich understandings that have arisen.

• Finally, C h ap te r 10 describes the advances m ade in the research , m akes

conclusions and suggests recom m endations for future research. Reflection on the 

work is organised in the following m anner: an evaluation according to the criteria 

for interpretive research is followed by an exposition o f some o f the limitations o f 

the research, then by the m ethodological, em pirical and theoretical reflections. 

T he thesis concludes with an outline o f future research directions.
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Figure 1.8 illustrates the layout and flow of the thesis’ chapters.

Chapter 3
Explains the nature o f  e-business and technological innovation.

Chapter 4
Presents an account o f  the relevant EU and  U K  policy initiatives.

Chapter 7
Describes three U K  SM E case studies in some depth.

Chapter 8
Provides an overview o f the rem aining four case organisations.

Chapter 1
Explains the m otivation, background and objectives o f the research.

Chapter 2
Describes SM Es in m ore detail.

Chapter 6
Details the research procedures, the developm ent o f the research questions, the data  

collection and analysis, case organisation selection and the role o f the researcher.

Chapter 5
Reviews and discusses the research m ethodology, and  describes the alignm ent o f the 

research m ethod with the focus of study.

Chapter 10
Describes the advances m ade in the research, makes conclusions and  suggests 

recom m endations for future research.

Chapter 9
Illustrates the case organisation principals’ perspectives, synthesises the research, 

and presents the rich understandings that have arisen.
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F ig u re  1 .8  -  T h e  la y o u t a n d  f lo w  o f  th e  t h e s i s 9 c h a p te r s

Figure 1.9 illustrates the structure o f the thesis.

LITERATURE
REVIEW

RESEARCH 
METHODOLOGY 

&
RESEARCH

PROCEDURES

RESEARCH QUESTIONS:

- How can government policies and initiatives 
motivate SMEs to adopt and implement e-business?

In the case of UK SMEs, how and why is e-business 
adoption and implementation taking place?

What are the debates, activities and concerns arising 
from UK SME adoption and implementation of 
e-business and what do these debates suggest 

about EU and UK policy initiatives?

Dialogical AR e-B usiness

Case Study 
Research Policy Initiatives

CASE STUDIES

SYNTHESIS

CONCLUSIONS

F ig u re  1 .9  — S tru ctu re  o f  th e  th e s is

T he following three chapters form a trium virate o f thesis background investigations, 

exploring, respectively: SMEs; innovation and e-business; and EU and U K  policy
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in itiatives developed to prom ote SM E innovation  and  e-business adop tion  and  

im plementation. Collectively, these three chapters form the thesis’ Literature Review.

In the next chapter, the nature of SMEs is explored. T he case is m ade that com paratively 

few empirical studies exist concerning e-business adoption and  im plem entation by SMEs 

in the U K  and the EU. A description of SM E characteristics is followed by an explanation 

o f entrepreneurship, o f SM E employee relations and training, o f  SM E familial and  social 

structures, and o f the extent to which SMEs participate in networks and alliances. These 

issues are all central to the operations of an SME. An examination o f SMEs was necessary 

in order to present the relevant key points that inform ed the choice o f topic and  the 

research approach relating to this aspect o f the study. These debates are expanded upon 

in C hapter 3, in which the literature is drawn further upon so as to explore the nature of, 

and to extend questions concerning, the motivation(s) for, and  genesis of, innovation. 

C h ap te r 4 concludes the trium virate by outlining the situation o f  SM E e-business 

adoption and implementation in the U K  and the EU.

S upplem entary  inform ation referred  to in this ch ap te r is located in the following 

appendices:

• Appendix A -  T he Advantages o f e-Business Adoption and Im plem entation

• Appendix B -  SM E Characteristics

• Appendix C -  Drivers to e-Business Adoption by SMEs

• Appendix D -  Interview Questionnaire

• Appendix E  -  Barriers to e-Business Adoption by SMEs

• Appendix F -  The Disadvantages o f e-Business Adoption and Im plem entation

• Appendix I -  Incentivisation/W orkshops Q uestionnaire

• A ppendix K  -  EU  Policy Initiatives and  Program m es Aim ed at S tim ulating 

Innovation a n d /o r  the SM E Sector

• A ppendix L -  U K  Policy Initiatives and  P rogram m es A im ed at S tim ulating 

Innovation an d /o r the SM E Sector

• Appendix M -  Alternative Theoretical and Methodological Approaches

• Appendix O  -  Findings Arising From  the Case Studies Relating to the L iterature 

Review
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• A ppendix P  -  Findings Arising From  the Case Studies N ot R elating  to the 

Literature Review
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C hapter 2

Background to the Research —
SMEs

2.1 INTRODUCTION

Generally, there is a paucity o f SME-focused studies exist concerning e-business adoption 

(Rotch, 1987; Brock, 2000; Dixon et al. 2002; M athiyalakan, 2003). Even fewer studies 

offer a longitudinal analysis o f e-business adoption and  im plem entation  by SM Es 

(W indrum , 2004). As e-business adoption and im plem entation is an ongoing process, it 

(usually) takes time before an organisation becomes fully engaged in the successful use o f 

the technology it has adopted (M athiyalakan, 2003). Generally, there is a paucity  o f 

studies on micro- and small businesses in the literature (Palvia and Palvia, 1999). T he 

three case study organisations exam ined in detail in this research are m icro- o r small 

businesses. T he rem aining four case studies are appraised in som ewhat less detail, in 

order to draw  out the salient points brought to light by the research. T he researcher 

thereby not only aims to address, at least in part, the vacuum  of research on m icro- and 

sm all businesses, b u t also to p rov ide policy m akers, re search ers  an d  SM E 

o w n e r/m a n a g e rs  w ith m ore p ro fo u n d  insights in to  e-business ad o p tio n  an d  

im plem entation. T he extent o f academ ic research on SMEs is not com m ensurate with 

their im portance to the economy. This point is m ade clear in this chapter. Few studies in 

the literature have addressed IS issues in the context o f SMEs, and those that have are 

usually subject to two m ain constraints.

First, the body o f em pirical research on IS, IG T  innovation and e-business adoption is 

overwhelmingly biased towards observations o f large -  prim arily US -  organisations. 

Com paratively few SME-specific theories and  models have been developed for adoption, 

im plem entation and evaluation (Huang et al., 2004; T abor, 2004). It is no t clear to w hat 

extent the results can be extended to SM Es, as the m anagem ent and  organisational 

theories and practices that are applicable to larger organisations are not always applicable
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to smaller ones (Blau et al., 1966; Attewell and Rule, 1991; Thong, 2001; M athiyalakan, 

2003; Blili and Raym ond, 2003).

Second, SM Es are often trea ted  as a hom ogeneous group. M any studies base their 

analysis on the single com m on characteristic o f organisation size (Poon and Sw atm an, 

1996b; 1997b; Griffen and Golden, 1998; Chappell and Feindt, 1999). T he influences o f 

organisation size and business activity on different adoption patterns am ong SM Es have 

not been paid enough attention. In particular, all sizes o f SMEs are usually bundled into 

the sam e category, despite there often being significant differences betw een m icro

businesses and larger SMEs, as well as between smaller- and larger-sized organisations 

within the SM E category. T he researcher argues, therefore, that e-business adoption and 

im plem entation is related to variables o ther than  size: the type o f business (Palvia and  

Palvia, 1999), its growth orientation (Birley and W esthead, 1990), and  its governance 

structure (H uang et al., 2004) all play im portan t roles in an SM E ’s willingness and  

capacity to adopt and implement IGTs generally, and e-business specifically.

T he literature is m arked by a lack o f empirical research (Rotch, 1987; Brock, 2000; Dixon 

et al., 2002; M athiyalakan, 2003). M any im pact studies have overlooked the key actors, 

the SM E ow ner/m anagers and employees. Despite the SM E IS-related research that has 

been undertaken (Levy and Powell, 1998; 2002; Levy et al., 1999; Raym ond, 1992; 2001; 

Zinatelli et al., 1996), comparatively little is known about IC T  use in SMEs, let alone e- 

business, and much longitudinal research has tended to be marginalised by cross-sectional 

studies. A considerable body o f  the research that has been carried  out has taken a 

determ inistic view o f e-business, predicated  on the assum ption that its adoption and  

im plem entation is a good th ing  for SM Es (Poon, 2000; Poon and Sw atm an, 1999a; 

1999b). Southern and Tilley (2000) suggest that this is due to a lack o f analytical clarity 

on SMEs, which has in turn led to a limited conceptual understanding o f the relationship 

between SMEs and technology. R esearch conducted from the perspective o f an  SM E 

o w ner/m anager reinforces the view that technology in SMEs only has m eaning and can 

only be m easured in the context o f business activities (Blackburn and M cC lure, 1998; 

Fuller and Southern, 1999; Southern and Tilley, 2000). Indeed, m anagerial support and 

a sense o f strategic direction would seem to be fundam ental to e-business adoption and 

im plementation success in SMEs (Blackburn and M cClure, 1998).
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Although the relationship between IG T  adoption and im plementation and SM Es is firmly 

entrenched in government policy, challenges have arisen due to a lack o f analytical clarity 

on SMEs and how they should be described (Southern and Tilley, 2000). This, in turn, 

has led to a limited conceptual understanding o f the relationship between small businesses 

and IG Ts (Brock, 2000). In addition, little is known about how SMEs respond to the 

opportunities provided by IGTs, if  indeed they see technology as an opportunity . Even 

less is known about why and how small businesses use IG Ts (Southern and Tilley, 2000; 

Dixon et al., 2002).

In  this chapter, and the two that follow, a critical review o f the academic and  governm ent 

literature relating to SMEs, e-business and  policy initiatives is provided. T he prim ary 

objective o f this doctoral research is to draw  these three dichotomous worlds together and 

find a way to reconcile them. T o  further this aim, these three chapters establish grounds 

for understanding the issues that have been associated hitherto with these disparate areas 

in order to integrate them in the research. In order to understand how a basis for m utual 

concern  and  constitution can be achieved, it is first necessary to u n d ers tan d  the 

landscapes within which they each sit. For this reason, the bodies of literature relevant to 

SMEs, e-business and policy initiatives are addressed.

T he previous, introductory, chapter provided examples o f the three areas o f  discourse in 

which the thesis is implicated: SMEs, e-business and policy developm ent. In o rder to 

inter-relate these aspects o f the research, they m ust first be explained in m ore detail. By 

considering the three distinct bodies o f literature, the param eters o f the research begin to 

emerge. Following this explanation, the presentation o f the research m ethodology, which 

will be examined in detail in C hapter 5, places them in a  broad ensemble.

In  this chapter, SM Es are explored, and  the case m ade th a t there is a clear need  for 

com prehensive studies o f SMEs in the U K  and the EU . T he unique characteristics o f 

SM Es are also outlined. This outline is followed by an explanation o f the attributes o f 

entrepreneurship, and then by an exam ination o f the issues related to employee relations 

and training, familial and social structures and  networking, all o f which im pact on SM Es’ 

fundam ental business operations.
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2.2 SMEs

T here is no single definition of an SME. The Bolton Report (Bolton, 1971) recognised that a 

business’s size is relevant to the sector it operates in (i.e.. an organisation o f a  given size 

would be considered small in relation to a sector where the m arket is large and there are 

m any competitors, whereas an organisation o f similar size would be considered large in 

ano th er sector with fewer players a n d /o r  generally sm aller organisations w ithin it). 

Similarly, The Bolton Report recognised th a t it m ay be m ore appropriate  to define a 

business’ size by the num ber o f employees in some sectors, but to use turnover in others. 

Schem es th a t are targeted  at SM Es usually adop t a variety o f  w orking definitions 

depending on their particular objectives.9

9 The UK’s DTI uses the following definitions in its reports:

• Micro business - 0-1 employees.
• Small business - 0-49 employees.
• Medium business - 50-249 employees.
• Large business - over 250 employees.

Section 248 of the UK’s Companies Act of 1985 has a slighdy different definition, stating that a company is 
“small” if it satisfies at least two of the following criteria:

• A turnover of not more than £2.8 million.
• A balance sheet total of not more than £1.4 million.
• Not more than 50 employees.

The Companies Act further states that a “medium-sized” company must satisfy at least two of the following 
criteria:

• A turnover of not more than £11.2 million.
• A balance sheet total of not more than £5.6 million.
• Not more than 250 employees.

In February 1996, the EU adopted a single definition of SMEs to be applied across all EU programmes and 
proposals dating from 31 December 1997. The Communication recommended that member states, the 
European Investment Bank and the European Investment Fund adopt the definitions. However, the 
communication permits the use of lower threshold figures, if desired (European Parliament, 2001; European 
Commission, 2003a).

The EU recommended definition for a “micro” business is that it must have a maximum of 9 employees. A 
“small” business must satisfy the following criteria:

• A maximum number of 49 employees.
• A maximum annual turnover of 7 million euros.
• A maximum annual balance sheet total of 5 million euros.
• The maximum percentage of 25% owned by one, or jointly by several, enterprise(s) not satisfying 

the same criteria.

The EU recommendation states that a “medium-sized” business must satisfy the following criteria:

• A maximum number of 249 employees.
• A maximum annual turnover of 40 million euros.
• A maximum annual balance sheet total of 27 million euros.
• The maximum percentage of 25% owned by one, or jointly by several, enterprise(s) not satisfying 

the same criteria.
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The importance of the SME sector as the cornerstone of a country’s economic prosperity 

is widely recognised (Fitzpatrick, 1998; G8 GIS, 1999; N O IE, 2002). SMEs comprise 

approximately 95% of the enterprises in most nations, and are responsible for employing, 

on average, between 60-70% of the workforce (OECD, 2000a; 2000b; 2000c; 2002a; 

2002b). The SME sector is crucial to the U K  and the E U ’s competitive development 

(M ulhern, 1995; Lanstrom  et al., 1997; Anderson Consulting, 1999; Hegge, 2002; 

Atkinson and Hurstfield, 2004). In 2002, SMEs accounted for over 99% of the 3.8 million 

total num ber o f registered U K  businesses, and for 52% of the U K  econom y’s turnover 

(£1 trillion), compared with 48% from the U K ’s 7,000 largest businesses (SBS, 2003a; 

2003b; 2003c). Figure 2.1 illustrates the contribution of U K  businesses to the economy 

according to their size.

Enterprises Employment B  Turnover
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4 3 7 44.4
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0-49 employees 50-249 employees 250 and 
over employees

F ig u r e  2 .1  -  S h a r e  o f  e n t e r p r is e s ,  e m p lo y m e n t  a n d  tu r n o v e r  b y  s i z e  o f  

o r g a n is a t io n , U K  2002 (SBS, 2003d : 14)

The SME sector is an im portant source of employment for the UK (SBS, 2002F; Small 

Business Research Trust, 2002). New businesses, especially smaller new businesses, are 

the greatest single source of new jobs in the U K , providing jobs at all points o f the 

economic cycle (Keeble, 1998; SBS, 2004b). Despite SMEs being less likely to expand 

than large businesses, they account for 56% o f the U K  private sector workforce (Churchill 

and Lewis, 1983; Disney et al., 2000; Dale and M organ, 2001; SBS, 2004b). In any given 

year, SMEs are responsible for between 50-68% of UK  job  creation (Dale and M organ,
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2001; HM  Treasury, 2001c; SBS, 2002a; 2002b; 2003b; Barnes and Haskel, 2003). Most 

jo b  creation in the SME sector comes from start-ups rather than from the expansion of 

existing businesses (DeLone, 1981; 1988; Cooley et al., 1987; M artin, 1989; D TI, 1993a; 

1993b). Kim and Lee (1998) and K ennedy and Healy (1985) note that the “greater 

volatility” o f SMEs translates to higher gains, losses and closures than for larger 

organisations. This volatility is illustrated by small businesses being responsible for around 

66% of job  losses (SBS, 2004b).

SMEs employ 12.6 million people in the U K , 6 million of whom are em ployed in 

organisations with fewer than 50 employees (this figure includes 2.3 million self-employed 

people, 1.6 million of whom are sole traders) (HM Treasury, 2001c; SBS, 2002a; 2002b; 

2003b). According to the 2003 Small Business Service (SBS) Annual Survey10 (SBS, 

2003b), just over 25% of SMEs have between one and nine employees, while fewer than 

5% have between 10-49 employees. The proportion of SMEs employing 50 or more staff 

is minute, at just 0.7%. 69.5% of U K  small businesses have no employees at all, and 

25.3%  have fewer than ten employees (SBS, 2003d). Figure 2.2 illustrates the size 

distribution of employees in UK SMEs.

Medium 50*250 
0.7%

Small 10-49 
4.5%

F ig u re  2 .2  -  S ize  d is tr ib u t io n  o f  e m p lo y e e s  in  U K  S M E s (SB S, 2003d : 18)

SMEs play a leading role in the development of new technologies and the creation of 

innovative products (Troye-Walker, 1998b). They contribute to local economic growth 

by providing local services and em ploym ent opportunities, and by enabling people to

10 Findings from  the SBS A nnual Survey 2003 (SBS, 2003b) a re  based on a sam ple o f  8,693 U K  SM E 
respondents.
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participate in the economic developm ent o f  their own communities. SMEs also play a 

vital role in innovation, as the interm ediaries between the public research infrastructure 

and large organisations, as developers o f new ideas, and as adopters o f new technologies 

(Fliegel and  Kivlin, 1966; C ham bers and Parker, 1999; ID C  Research, 2001). SMEs 

have the potential to act as vehicles for the industrial and economic change o f entire 

regions, as entrepreneurship attracts m any who would otherwise w ithdraw  from  the 

labour m arket (Dou and D ou J r . ,  1999; Countryside Agency, 2003). Entrepreneurship  

can thereby be a positive way ou t o f unem ploym ent, particularly  in disadvantaged 

com m unities, w here the po ten tial w ider benefits o f enterprise can be even m ore 

significant. Small businesses often stimulate productivity growth amongst rival businesses 

(SBS, 2004b), and  their dynam ism  can thus stim ulate com petition and  innovation 

throughout the economy as a whole (CBI, 2000).

Due to increasing competitive pressure within the economy, incum bent organisations are 

m otivated to increase their efficiency. I f  incum bent organisations are unable to m atch the 

productivity o f either new organisations or o f fast-growth SMEs, they are either forced to 

exit the m arket or their market share is reduced, thereby increasing the productivity o f the 

m arket as a whole. In addition, by introducing new products and processes, SMEs create 

new m arkets (HM  Treasury, 2001c; IGA, 2003). Even relatively small growth in the 

SM E sector subsequently leads to greater national economic growth (Reynolds, 1998; 

A udretsch et a l, 2001; SBS, 2004b). Indeed, the growth o f existing SMEs is a m ajor 

factor in explaining the differential in productivity growth between the U S and Europe 

(Bartelsman et a l, 2001).11 T he E U ’s m em ber states have less open com petition than the 

U S does, due to com paratively heavy regulation (other than anti-trust laws)12 and  an 

industrial structure less conducive for e-business (O E C D , 1997a; Addo et al., 2003).

11 The UK has enjoyed relatively strong growth in GDP per head in recent years. This has been achieved by 
a stable economic environment and a responsive regulatory framework. However, the UK still faces a 
persistent productivity gap of at least 20% compared to its major competitors -  France, Germany and the 
USA (SBS, 2004b). As a result, the UK is still a middle ranking country in terms of the OECD’s estimation of 
GDP per head (SBS, 2004b).

12 EU antitrust laws prohibit agreements that negatively affect competition, but anti-competition agreements 
can be exempted if consumers can “share the fruit of economic progress” (Millar, 2000; Addo et at., 2003). .As 
a consequence, practices such as price fixing and market splitting are not illegal per se in the EU, if they can be 
demonstrated to benefit the consumer economically. Furthermore, these laws do not prohibit the existence of 
monopolies: instead, they regulate the behaviour of organisations with dominant positions and ban abusive 
conducts (such as the setting of unfair trading conditions and limiting production, markets or technological 
development).
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Figure 2.3 illustrates the channels through which an active SME sector can increase 

productivity and economic growth:
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F ig u re  2 .3  -  T h e  SM E s e c to r  a s  a  s o u r c e  o f  g r o w th  (H M  T r e a su r y , 2001c: 45)

Having established how crucial SMEs are to the economy, we now move on to the next 

section o f this chapter, which describes how the unique characteristics of SMEs set them 

apart from larger organisations. These distinctions create particular issues when trying to 

understand the “value rationality” o f SME owner/m anagers, since in day-to-day business 

operations, the organisational, entrepreneurial, familial and social structures in SMEs 

often differ from those of larger organisations. The description of SME characteristics is 

followed by explorations of the nature of entrepreneurship, of SME employee relations 

and training, and of familial and social structures in SMEs (each of which is an issue 

central to their operations), before turning to look at the extent to which SMEs participate 

in networks and alliances.

2 .2 .1  SM E C h a r a c te r is t ic s

An understanding of the constitution and circumstances o f SMEs is essential in order to 

be able to identify the fundamental differences between large and small organisations and 

the effects o f these differences on innovation or IC T  -  and especially e-business 

adoption and implementation (Ein-Dor and Segev, 1978; Cheney et al., 1986; Boter and 

Lundstrom, 2001). Raymond (1985; 1990b) has stated that SMEs have their own unique 

qualities in term s o f their environm ent, structure , psycho-sociological clim ate, 

m anagem ent, and IS usage. This view is echoed by a num ber o f o ther researchers
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(T hom pson and  M cH ugh, 1995; M urphy, 1996; Bunker and M acG regor, 2000; 

C asdem an  et al., 2000; Smallbone et al., 2000; T hong, 2001; C urran  and B lackburn,

2001).

Com parative studies o f  SMEs and large businesses have prom ulgated a characterisation 

o f SMEs in the literature wherein SMEs: contain flat, flexible hierarchical structures; are 

dynam ic by virtue o f the ow ner/m anager taking multiple roles in the daily running o f the 

business; are m ore likely to have a closer and  m ore direct relationship w ith their 

customers; have a limited resource base; and are m ore responsive to changes in dem and 

than large organisations. SMEs benefit from organisational strengths that (often) eliminate 

the need for formal strategies to ensure effective com m unication and co-ordination (El 

Namaki, 1990; T idd etal., 1997). T he characteristics o f SMEs that would seem to affect e- 

business adoption and im plem entation most negatively include: their tendency towards 

centralisation o f structure (which is linked to the proxim ity between ow nership and 

m anagem ent); their limited resources; and the fact that they have little to no control over 

their external environm ent (Raym ond, 1985; 1990a; W esthead and Storey, 1996; Hill 

and Stewart, 2000; Gibson and Cassar, 2002). These inhibitors are often com bined with a 

short-range m anagem ent perspective (Welsh and  W hite, 1981; T h o n g  et al., 1993; 

Sm allbone et al., 2000) in a turbulen t environm ent that requires fast reactions from 

efficient m anagem ent (Bekker and Staude, 1988; Peel and Bridge, 1998). As was noted in 

C h ap ter 1, a com prehensive list o f  references to SM E characteristics is presen ted  in 

A ppendix B. A similarly com prehensive com pilation o f references on barriers to  e- 

business adoption by SMEs is presented in Appendix E.

This ra ther simplified characterisation obscures the trem endous heterogeneity that exists 

am ongst SM Es (W indrum  and de B erranger, 2003; W indrum , 2004). O rganisations 

categorised u nder the SM E um brella differ enorm ously, n o t only w ith respect to 

employee num bers and annual turnover, but also in their business activities, degree o f 

in ternational exposure,13 custom er base(s), sector characteristics, and  technological

13 Traditionally, SMEs wishing to export faced a number of internal and external obstacles (Dicht et al., 1990; 
Devins, 1994; Hamill and Gregory 1997; Poon and Swatman, 1997a; Julien et al., 1997; Bennett, 1997; 1998). 
About a fifth of UK small employers (20.8%) are exporters, conducting at least some of their business outside 
the UK. However, for most of these, their principal markets are close to home, with exports providing only a 
minority of their turnover. Only 4.2% of UK SMEs conduct most of their business abroad (SBS, 2003d). 
Bennett (1997; 1998) suggests that businesses that trade online felt less physical distance from foreign markets
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sophistication. As a result, a great variety o f organisational structures exist, some o f which 

resemble those o f large businesses, and some of which resemble those o f micro-businesses.

T he volume o f research conducted from the perspective o f SM E ow ner/m anagers, m any 

o f whom  founded and run “their” SMEs, is no t com m ensurate with the im portance o f 

SMEs, either to their individual organisations or to the economy as a whole (Blackburn 

and M cClure, 1998; Gray, 1998; Fuller and Southern, 1999; Southern and Tilley, 2000). 

T he nature o f entrepreneurship is therefore central to an understanding o f SM Es and 

how they operate, and is explored in the following sub-section o f this chapter.

2.2.2 Entrepreneurship

Entrepreneurial attributes such as creativity, flexibility and dynamism are associated with 

the SM E sector. Entrepreneurship is the ability to seize business opportunities and exploit 

them  to full advantage (Bifulco, 1997; Deakins, 1999; Poon, 2000). T he im portance o f 

creating an environm ent rich with opportunities through the support o f entrepreneurial 

characteristics cannot be overstressed (European Commission, 200Id). Entrepreneurship 

relies no t only on individuals or groups possessing the skills to recognise and  harness 

potential, bu t also on conditions th a t perm it, encourage and sustain them  in their 

endeavours. G overnm ents14 can create the economic, fiscal and regulatory fram ework, 

infrastructure and environm ent in which entrepreneurs and the organisations they found 

and run are able to recognise, realise and maximise potential competitive advantage.

and were less concerned with resource constraints. Causal effect has not been established between this and 
perceptions of export barriers, though the finding could imply a generally more progressive and innovative 
attitude towards exporting than in organisations without websites. Logistics are usually not a problem within 
a country or within an economic region, but if an SME has little experience with international trade, then 
difficulties with monetary transactions, transport, insurance and duties may constitute a challenge 
(Kandasaami, 1998; Zimmerman and Mathiesen, 1998). The internet can generate sales leads by creating 
international awareness of an organisation’s goods and services whilst avoiding many of the pitfalls of 
engaging in foreign cultures with foreign business practices, and without obtaining foreign representation 
(Boter and Holmquist, 1997; Gankema et al., 1997; Bennett, 1998; Hornby et al., 2002).

Key issues that affect IS professionals include: cultural, economic development, political/legal environment, 
technological status and national culture (Watson et al., 1997: 92). SME owner/managers therefore need to 
exercise extreme caution when moving to a culture or economy with which they are unfamiliar. Their 
experience and expertise may be inappropriate if not irrelevant for a region with problems that are 
significantly different from their own (Watson et al., 1997: 109-110).

14 In this research, the term “government” is defined as every body an SME meets from the public sector, 
including executive agencies and local, regional and national governments.
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Although few government policies are specifically directed at creating an entrepreneurial 

culture, cumulatively all governm ent policies affect the long-term  factors th a t create 

conditions that (can) foster entrepreneurs (HM  Treasury, 2001c). A  stable and transparent 

econom ic and  fiscal environm ent with steady econom ic grow th can no t only provide 

entrepreneurs with appropriate opportunities to foster entrepreneurial experim ents, but 

also provide a chance to convince the m arket o f their potential contribution (Bridge et al., 

1998; C arrier, 1999; Castleman and Cavill, 2001; Breen etal., 2004).15

E ntrepreneursh ip  is closely linked to the psychological and  behavioural aspects o f  

individuals, and it would seem that an en trepreneur’s personal initiative dom inates the 

potential for an SM E’s success (M cClelland, 1961; Chell etal., 1997; Bifulco, 1997; 

D rucker, 1998; Culkin and Smith, 2000; K uem m erle, 2002). E n trepreneurs share a 

com m itm ent to the consistent and methodological exploration o f possibilities to improve a 

business’s potential (Donckels and M iettinen, 1997; Drucker, 1998). Entrepreneurs also 

share the distinctive characteristics of: feeling com fortable skirting the boundaries o f 

propriety; assuming enormous personal risk; being willing to shift strategies quickly; being 

profoundly opportunistic; and doing whatever it takes to  close a deal (Kuem merle, 2002).

T he  EU-sponsored SISMEs Report (European Commission, 1996d) identified three m ain 

business drivers th a t propel SM Es to  innovate: custom er o rien ta tio n , increasing  

com petition, and time-to-market. As the vast m ajority o f SM Es are founded and run by 

entrepreneurs, and as entrepreneurs are subjectively acting individuals, it is a m ajor 

challenge to arrange effective support program m es for the provision o f inform ation and 

financial m eans, as their needs are heterogeneous (K irzner, 1973; L achm ann, 1986; 

C u rran  and  B lackburn, 1994; Johann isson  and  M onsted, 1997; Boter et al., 1999). 

R elevant policy, therefore, depends on an  understand ing  o f  w hat “really” drives 

entrepreneurship and innovation, the external barriers that prevent or delay it, and its 

im pact on com petitiveness and  em ploym ent. T h e  adop tion  o f  a com prehensive 

technology innovation support infrastructure would provide entrepreneurs with assistance 

through m entoring, alliances and networks, as well as increase the availability of, and

15 To this end, the UK has introduced its lowest ever corporation rates for small companies, the lowest 
starting rate for a major industrialised country, and comparatively generous R&D tax credits (HM Treasury, 
2001a; 2001c). In addidon, The Enterprise Act 2002 has reformed competition and insolvency law in order 
to ensure more open markets by removing much of the stigma associated with honest business failure (HM 
Treasury, 2001b).
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enable access to, specific skills and tools (Jeal and W roe, 1999; Leo and Booth, 2001). 

Incentive schemes and policies intended to lead to the sustained growth o f the SME sector 

need, therefore, to take into account the culture, performance, and networking abilities of 

entrepreneurs and SMEs. This issue will be examined in some detail in Chapter 4.

Each year between 350,000 and 500,000 people in the U K  start new businesses, 

representing between 10-13% of the total population o f SMEs (HM Treasury, 2001c). 

Although the U K  has one of the most favourable regulatory environments for starting a 

business (Nicoletti, 2000; A nderson/G row thPlus, 2001), it is below average in term s of 

entrepreneurial activity (SBS, 2004b). The U K  is only mid-ranked out of the 37 countries 

in the Total Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA) index, with a 5.4% score (compared to an 

average of 8.0% globally and a US score o f 10.5%) (Harding, 2002). Table 2.1 illustrates 

the TEA Index.
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T a b le  2 .1  -  T o ta l E n tr e p r e n e u r ia l A ctiv ity  (TEA) In d e x , 2002  (SB S, 2004b : 22)

UK performance is on a par with Germ any and Italy, is higher than Japan  and France, 

but is significantly lower than the US and C anada (Harding, 2002). There is still a wide
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productivity gap between the US, France, Germ any and other countries - SMEs have a 

crucial role to play in narrowing this gap (SBS, 2004b). Cultural factors would seem to be 

significant in explaining differences in enterprise activity between countries. O ne factor 

cited as a partia l explanation for the disparity  between US and U K  levels o f 

entrepreneurship is “fear of failure” (SBS, 2004b: 23). In the US, risk is seen as intrinsic 

to enterprise, and only 26% of potential entrepreneurs would not set up a business 

because of the risk of failure. The UK, however, measures at 34% (Flash Eurobarom eter, 

2002; SBS, 2004b). Fear of failure acts as a barrier to enterprise for between 28-34% of 

the U K  population, compared with 20% of those in the USA (SBS, 2004b).

The main barriers to entrepreneurial activity are financial -  there is a strong underlying 

fear o f debt: 68% of potential UK entrepreneurs are scared of getting into debt. Although 

most entrepreneurs rely on their own resources, about a third have a bank loan or equity. 

Only 7% receive some form of public grant (HM Treasury, 2001c). Loss o f income and 

security also prevents many potential entrepreneurs from starting a business or from 

becoming self-employed (Coveney and Moore, 1997; SBS, 2002b). 75% of potential UK 

entrepreneurs had not started a business because:

• They liked the security of working for someone else.

• Owning a business would be too much responsibility.

• They did not like uncertainty (Lloyds TSB, 2003).

Table 2.2 differentiates between the perceived risks that act as barriers to entrepreneurial 

activity in the US and the UK.

US UK
Uncertain income 45% 32%
Jo b  insecurity 13% 16%
Risk of losing one’s property 39% 64%
Devoting too much energy 15% 10%
Possibility of suffering personal failure 18% 14%
Possibility of going bankrupt 49% 54%

T a b le  2 .2  -  F re q u e n c y  o f  p e r c e iv e d  r is k  to  e n tr e p r e n e u r ia l  a c t iv ity  in  th e  U S  

an d  th e  U K  (a d a p te d  fr o m  SBS, 2004b : 23)
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However, the SBS Household Survey (2003b) found that the main m otivations for 

starting a business were: the freedom to adapt their own approach to work (95%); to make 

more money (88%); and to be their own boss (82%). Indeed, 82% of those running their 

own U K  business claim to enjoy it always or most of the time (Lloyds TSB, 2003; SBS, 

2002b; 2004b). Self-employment is associated with flexibility over when, where and how 

much to work.16 17 Figure 2.4 illustrates rationales for UK business start-ups.

Independence, own boss 

Make money, etc 

Career progression 

Develop idea, hobby, skill 

Saw gap in market 

Hard to find any job 

Hard to find right job |2.4%| 

Family tradition 

Soaal enterprise |l.3%  

Prevent closure 

Something else

DK/NA §2.0%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%
Proportion citing factor as reason for starting new business

F ig u re  2 .4  — R a tio n a le s  fo r  U K  b u s in e s s  s ta r t -u p s , 2002  (SBS, 2003d : 31)

Despite the U K  having one of the most favourable regulatory environments for starting a 

business, and despite governm ent attem pts to actively stim ulate en trepreneursh ip  

(Nicoletti, 2000; Anderson/GrowthPlus, 2001; SBS, 2002d), the U K  is below average in 

term s o f entrepreneurial activity, and is only ranked “m oderate” by in ternational 

standards (Harding, 2002). Although it is comparatively very easy to start up a business in 

the U K ,18 entrepreneurs seem to think that there are more requirements than is perhaps

l<* A lthough this should m ake it an attractive option for those with carer responsibilities, and m any m others 
cite this as a  relevant consideration, very few fathers do (Bell and La Valle, 2003; Lloyds TSB, 2003).

17 T here  is an increasing trend of professionals opting to start their own business later in their careers, which 
suggests a  g reater interest in work-life balance considerations as people becom e m ore financially stable 
(Barclays Bank, 2003).

IH W hen setting up a  new business in the U K , the governm ent requires th a t the following procedures are 
followed:
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the case (O E CD , 1999). In particular, the perception that regulations on em ploym ent 

wages and conditions, in addition to payroll tax, are difficult and dem anding comprises a 

d e terren t to po tential en trepreneurs (Smith, 1998; H M  T reasury , 2001c; A nderson 

GrowthPlus, 2001).

H aving here examined the nature o f entrepreneurship and how it fundam entally affects 

SMEs, the issues o f SM E employee relations and training are now exam ined in the next 

sub-section o f this chapter, in order to ascertain how they m ight contribu te to the 

developm ent o f a fuller understanding o f how SMEs operate.

2.2.3 Em ployee Relations and Training

A lthough there is a notable lack o f research on employee relations, recru itm ent and  

training am ongst U K  SMEs, M cM ahon (1994) found that SM E ow ner/m anagers have a 

very haphazard  approach to hum an resources. A (1984) study by Gunnigle and Brady 

found that the majority o f SM E ow ner/m anagers did not see a role for trade unions in 

their business operations. In fact, most o f the ow ner/m anagers participating in that study 

claim ed th a t if  their employees jo ined  a  union they would, in tu rn , adopt a different 

m anagem ent style. Further, some claimed that they would actually relocate or close down 

their organisation in retaliation, as they believed that unionisation would have an adverse 

effect on their m anagem ent prerogative (Gunnigle and Brady, 1984). This finding was 

echoed by Lipset et al., 1956.

Few SM Es were found to have form al com m unication m echanism s in place, e ither 

because (the ow ner/m anagers argued) the close relationship betw een em ployer and  

employee m ade them  unnecessary, or because the ow ner/m anager was “too busy” to 

develop such procedures. N onetheless, the vast m ajority  o f the o w n e r/m an ag e rs  

partic ipating  in the Gunnigle and  Brady (1984) study claim ed to consult w ith their 

employees on holiday times, hours o f work, an d /o r work shifts.

• Registering as self-employed with the Inland Revenue within three months (to pay Class II National 
Insurance contributions).

• Registering a company name with Companies House.
• Registering for VAT with Customs and Excise.
• Registering to pay business rates on industrial or commercial premises (as many businesses are run 

from home to begin with, this applies mainly to the retail and manufacturing sectors) (SBS, 2003c).
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Salaries and wages are usually considerably lower in SMEs (Kennedy and Healy, 1985; 

W ynarczyk et al., 1993; Troye-W alker, 1998a; 1998b; Chappell and Feindt, 1999; Nunes 

and C unha, 2000; Inland Revenue, 2001). K ennedy and Healy (1985) suggested several 

possible reasons for SM E em ployees’ acceptance o f lower wages: a lower degree o f 

unionisation, greater jo b  satisfaction, and lower skills levels. M cM ahon (1994) found that 

for m anagerial and professional/technical employees in SMEs considerable emphasis was 

placed on individual or com pany rates, whereas for clerical and m anual workers the 

emphasis was placed on national pay scales.

H itchens and O ’Farrell (1988) found that low skills levels, in com bination with a lack o f 

training, led to serious problems for SMEs. T he hum an capital weaknesses o f SM Es are 

not confined to m anagem ent -  inadequate expertise and  skills are often found at a 

num ber o f levels. This “skills gap” (especially at the interm ediate supervisor level) means 

that the ow ner/m anager becomes involved in sorting out even simple problem s. Low 

skills translate into low productivity by ruling out the adoption o f technology, as the SM E 

ow ner/m anagers often do not realise that their com panies need to improve their quality 

o f skills, in part because they themselves have a skills shortage. H itchens and O ’Farrell 

(1988) fu rth er no ted  th a t U K  SM E o w n er/m an ag ers  tend to have less technical 

knowledge o f their products, and  were not as well inform ed concern ing  the  key 

com petitive criteria in their specific industry segm ents, as were m anagers in larger 

organisations. T he notable exceptions were those ow ner/m anagers who had  worked 

abroad, who had gained experience in m ulti-national enterprises, o r who were foreign 

nationals who had trained abroad (Hitchens and O ’Farrell, 1988; M cLarty, 1998).

As around  70-85% o f SMEs in the U K  are family businesses (HM  T reasury , 2001c), 

familial domestic issues are param ount for m any SMEs. From  family-owned businesses 

with formalised family m em ber roles, to the inform al webs o f association and assistance 

th a t a re  in teg ra l to family life, the “w ork-fam ily b a lan ce” th a t  struggles for 

acknow ledgem ent in la rg er o rg an isa tio n s is o ften  a t th e  fo re fro n t o f  SM E 

ow ner/m anagers’ concerns. The following sub-section o f this chapter explores how SMEs 

deal with these familial and social structures.

2.2.4 Fam ilial and Social Structures
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Investments o f time and money are not typically calculated with m uch precision in family- 

ow ned a n d /o r  small businesses (Tatnall and Burgess, 2002). T o a significant extent, time 

is valued in terms o f its opportunity cost separately from calculations about other business 

expenses. In addition, tasks and functions are less strictly divided in smaller organisations, 

especially, w ith initiatives (such as technological innovations) absorbed  in to  the 

m ainstream  of business activities. This may result in a failure to adopt e-business o r other 

innovative strategies that would afford competitive or m arket advantages (Castleman et al., 

2003; Castleman and Coulthard, 2001).

W om en’s business ownership in the U K  is on a par with other European countries, but is 

fa r low er than  U S levels (HM  T reasu ry , 2001c). It is estim ated  th a t 950,000 

(approximately 26%) o f the 3.8m SM Es in the U K  are owned by wom en (ONS, 2001). 

However, this figure does not begin to capture the significant contributions th a t wom en 

m ake to co-owned family businesses. T he distinction between “work” and “hom e” is 

particularly blurred for those who work from home and in family businesses (Pahl, 1984; 

Q uesenberry et al., 2004). This implies that the true contribution o f women in the business 

sector is underestim ated by surveys and statistics th a t rely on data  provided by single 

owners.

G ranovetter (1985) claimed that economic entities are “em bedded” within their social 

context, and  that networks o f in terpersonal relations are the key to understand ing  

econom ic behaviour. His view fails, however, to take into account the ways that the 

econom ic/social actor makes decisions linked to their social and  business lives. T he 

distinctive social context o f m any SM Es shapes their approach  to ru n n in g  their 

businesses. W eber (1985) argued that people act in term s o f “value rationality” as a basis 

for economic behaviour. Business decision-makers are oriented to achieving recognised 

business goals (Clegg, 1990), bu t m any SM E o w ner/m anagers also weigh personal, 

dom estic, com m unity and lifestyle factors into their business decisions. A lthough this 

contradicts the assumption that economic behaviour is oriented to business perform ance, 

for SM E ow ner/m anagers, value rationality is likely to either be significant to, o r to 

dom inate, business decision-making (Thom pson and M cH ugh, 1995). This type o f action 

is rational in that it is oriented to achieve goals not subject to financial calculation, and 

therefore not reducible to business outcomes. For m any SM E ow ner/m anagers, the value
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rationality is strongly social and interpersonal. This is why SM E ow ner/m anagers (often) 

do not show the same strategic rationalities as do m anagers o f larger corporations, and 

why they are (often) uncomfortable with the efforts o f governments and business groups to 

encourage formal networks and ways o f operating (M azzarol et al., 1999; G ibb, 2000). 

These characteristics no doubt profoundly affect how SM E ow ner/m anagers perceive e- 

business and also influences their technology adoption decisions and usage.

Nonetheless, SM E ow ner/m anagers (usually) exercise direct control over their businesses 

because they are personally com m itted and  involved. For the m ajority  o f the case 

organisation principals participating in this research, their business is at the core o f  their 

personal and  social identity - to a great extent, they are their businesses. T h is  is 

dem onstrated (in C hapters 7, 8 and 9) by the way the case organisation principals talk 

with pride about the competitiveness and collaborative arrangem ents o f their businesses, 

and  their anticipated futures. There are a num ber o f reasons as to why this is likely to be 

the case:

• M any SMEs are family-based - in these cases, family goals are likely to take 

precedence over business decision-making.

• M any small businesses are traditional enterprises th a t follow long-established 

practices and principles with traditional patterns o f association and interaction.

• Some SMEs have been established by en trepreneurs who have consciously 

rejected  em ploym ent in larger organisations because they wish to  have 

independence, flexibility a n d /o r  freedom  from supervision (even if the financial 

rewards are lower).

• M any SM E ow ner/m anagers mistrust large corporations and government(s).

• Being an ow ner/m anager may confer status and  identity, the satisfaction from  

which may outweigh the economic benefits.

• Life-cycle issues are m ore likely to impinge on SM E business decisions (eg. the 

anticipation o f the sale or end o f the com pany m ay precede the o w ner/m anager’s 

retirem ent for a num ber o f years).

• T he larger the organisation, the m ore specialisation it can afford, and  the less 

likely it is to rely on direct control.
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• For some SM Es, the prim ary  goal has never been to achieve com petitive 

advantage, growth or significant profit -  their businesses are, in effect, leisure 

activities th a t pay for themselves (Pahl, 1984; Clegg, 1990; T hom pson  and  

M cHugh, 1995; Gibb, 2000).

Although SM E ow ner/m anagers tend to rely primarily on their family, friends, customers 

and  suppliers for inform ation and advice, alliances and networks could give individual 

entrepreneurs and SMEs ready access to the skills, capabilities and capacity necessary to 

com pete globally, whilst allow ing them  to re ta in  th e ir cu ltu re an d  ow nersh ip  

characteristics. Acting as collective systems, sm aller organisations are often able to 

perform  better than large integrated organisations, in term s o f their responsiveness to 

custom er needs, flexibility, ability to identify and exploit opportunities, and to adopt new 

technologies (Jeal and W roe, 1990). T o  w hat extent SMEs participate in such networks 

and alliances will be explored in the next sub-section o f this chapter.

2.2.5 Networks and Alliances

C om m ercial relationships constitu te the d o m in an t form  o f in te rac tion  betw een 

organisations, b u t “non-m arket in teractions” such as co llaboration are becom ing  

increasingly com m on in the EU  (European Com m ission, 200 le). Such in teractions 

include both formal and inform al arrangem ents betw een com panies operating  in the 

same industry and between suppliers and  custom ers along supply chains. O n  average, 

around a quarter o f EU  innovative businesses have been recently involved in some kind o f 

collaborative arrangem ent (European Com mission, 2001e).19 T he rate o f collaboration 

am ong innovating organisations increases with their size: around 20% of SM E innovating 

organisations, approximately 50%  o f large innovating organisations in the m anufacturing 

sector, and around 35%  of non-collaborative innovators had introduced novel products in 

the previous three years, com pared  to 50%  o f those with innovation partnersh ips 

(European Commission, 2001 e).

19 Among manufacturers, partnership was the most common form of collaborative arrangement, with other 
enterprises within the same company group (59%), followed by suppliers (49%), customers (48%), universities 
(38%) and public research institutes (33%). In the service sector, 68% of innovating collaborators worked 
with other enterprises in the same group, and collaborations with competitors were more than twice as 
common as those among manufacturers (European Commission, 200le).
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Thorelli (1986) defines a successful network as being two or m ore organisations involved 

in a long-term  relationship. A network has also been described as being “an integrated 

and co-ordinated set o f ongoing economic and non-econom ic relations em bedded within, 

am ong and  outside” organisations (Yeung, 1994: 476). T hus, for Yeung, a netw ork 

embodies processes between organisations that m ay take a formal economic form, o r that 

may be informal co-operative relationships, in which expertise and know-how are shared. 

D ahlstrand  (1999) suggested that inform al links m ight be conscious o r unconscious 

network mechanisms. O ther research (Keeble et al., 1999; Day et al., 1998; Davis et al., 

1999; O ’Donnell et al., 2001; O verby and M in, 2001; Dam sgaard and Lyytinen, 2001) 

has stressed the im portance o f informal, rather than formal, inter-organisational links for 

SMEs.

Miles et al. (1999) suggested that SMEs decide to network as a result o f a perception by an 

individual in an organisation that a given network may provide an opportunity to increase 

and  capitalise on strengths w ithout th a t organisation losing its identity. A num ber o f 

studies have concluded that few SMEs are able to function to their potential w ithout some 

form  o f inter-organisational relationship having been established (Gibb, 1993; G olden 

and Dollinger, 1993; Hastings, 1993; O zcan, 1995; Gulati, 1995; Sachs, 1995; Gulati and 

Garguilo, 1999). Indeed, formal networks are often used by successful SM Es to “pool 

resources and talents together to reap results” which would not otherwise be possible (due 

to cost constraints and  economies o f scale) if the organisation “operated  in isolation” 

(D ean  et a l, 1997: 78). As SM Es’ m anagem ent structures are often flatter and  less 

bureaucratic than those o f larger organisations, so team  and cross-functional orientation, 

in addition  to efficient and  inform al com m unications, can becom e very influential 

(Raym ond, 1985; M ulhern, 1995; Spender, 1996;Julien et al., 1997; Lockett and  Brown, 

2000; O lave and Neto, 2001). Although successful SMEs usually learn to cultivate their 

custom ers to m aintain  their loyalty, form al strategic planning is usually uncom m on 

(Pollard and Hayne, 1998; Giaglis et al., 1999; Bunker and M acGregor, 2000; Jeffcoate et 

al., 2000; 2002). Dealings with other SMEs can give rise to informal flows o f beneficial 

inform ation and  advice (Auger and  G allaugher, 1997; T ikkanen, 1998; B arN ir and 

Smith, 2002), which benefit smaller organisations particularly (Kelley and H elper, 1999). 

For businesses that either provide a service or whose products are intangible, com pany 

image and reputation is crucial, and network m em bership can very often supply a stable,
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trustw orthy brand or image to potential customers (Mayon-W hite, 1993; R obertson et al., 

1996; C ropper, 1996).

T hrough involvement in formal and informal networks or alliances with a  defined set o f 

shared values, roles, responsibilities and  governance, sm aller businesses especially can 

access expertise at a num ber o f levels, in addition to a buffer from the im pact o f  m arket 

turbulence (Jarratt, 1998; Keeble etal., 1999; Overby and M in, 2000). Such alliances and 

networks provide SMEs with a higher and m ore stable flow o f inform ation and resources 

(Rosenfeld, 1996; Miles etal., 1999; O verby and M in, 2001; Prem aratne, 2001). Long- 

lasting, stable collaborations betw een organisations can significantly increase their 

com petitiveness (Buratti and Penco, 2001). Form al networks can provide a num ber o f 

advantages over stand-alone organisations, such as:

• T he sharing o f financial risk (Jorde and Teece, 1989).

• Technical knowledge (Marchewka and Towell, 2000).

• M arket penetration (Achrol and Kotler, 1999).

• Internal efficiency (Datta, 1988).

O th er researchers have claimed that the SM Es th a t collaborate with business partners 

gain m ore benefit from  technology adoption  and  im plem entation  (M oller, 1992; 

G ronroos, 1994; R aym ond and Bergeron, 1996; G um m eson, 1997), because networks, 

alliances and m entoring can provide SMEs with the assistance m any need in o rder to 

adopt innovative ideas and practices, as well as to increase the availability of, and  enable 

access to, specific skills and tools (Jeal and W roe, 1999; Leo and Booth, 2001).

However, SMEs tend to be cautious about alliances and networks, despite the potential 

advantages o f participation (Sengenberger et al., 1990; Leo and  Booth, 2001). M any 

SM Es avoid netw orking arrangem ents altogether, op ting  to rem ain  self-directed 

(Sengenberger et al., 1990; D rakop o u lo u -D o d d  et a l,  2002). It w ould seem  th a t 

relationships that are tightly coupled, especially, do not tend to suit the inclinations o f 

m any SM E ow ner/m anagers: networks that are adaptable, dynam ic and  flexible would 

seem to be m ore attractive to them  (Tikkanen, 1998; Achrol and K otler, 1999; O verby 

and M in, 2000; Dennis, 2000; M archewka and Towell, 2000). Factors such as the size
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an d  the age o f the organisa tion , its m arket focus, the educational level o f  its 

ow ner/m anager, and the business sector it operates within, all contribute to an SM Es’ 

capacity and willingness for not only formal network mem bership and participation but 

also technology adoption (Jeal and  W roe, 1999). A num ber o f reasons for this are 

suggested in the literature. D rakopoulou-Dodd et al. (2002) found that m ore than 50%  of 

SM Es derive their technical support, financial advice and business know-how from  family 

and  friends, while Dennis (2000) found that m any SM E ow ner/m anagers refuse to trust 

o r co-operate with owner-m anagers o f similar businesses in the same industry. Further, 

G im eno et al. (1997) found that m any SM E owners negatively affect network potential by 

withholding information from their network partners.

W hy is this so? By the very nature o f business, all organisations relate to others and  are 

therefore part o f some form of m utually collaborative arrangem ent. W hile all businesses 

form  relationships with suppliers and  custom ers, it is the ex ten t o f the closeness, 

interdependence and consciousness o f these relationships that determ ines w hether o r not 

they are part o f a network. O n  the surface, these interactions may appear to be exchanges 

o f goods and paym ents, but relationships cannot be m easured o r described m erely in 

term s o f financial transactions — for a relationship to be a network it requires a  com m on 

set o f  goals (Nalebuff and B randenburger, 1996). Netw ork interactions can range from 

trading products to full alliances. T he literature recognises a variety o f strategic alliances 

as m echanism s for knowledge transfer (Garter, 1990; M owery et al., 1996; T idd  et al., 

1997; Dixon et al., 2002; Thong, 2001). For example, an SM E that is involved in product 

design for larger custom ers is involved in a process th a t involves innovation  and  

understanding customer needs. This knowledge is seldom integrated into a w ider strategic 

perspective, however, due to a preoccupation  w ith day-to-day concerns (C hen and  

Williams, 1998; Chappell and Feindt, 1999; Loebbecke and Schafer, 2001).

Links w ith custom ers and suppliers m ay replace the need to netw ork form ally by 

providing technical and marketing know-how for SMEs (Donckels and Lam brecht, 1997; 

K eeble et al., 1999; European Com mission, 2000a; Schindehutte and  M orris, 2001). 

O ther, less formal, networking can also take place through agencies such as small business 

associations and cham bers o f com m erce, w hich provide advisory services, targeted  

knowledge and practical assistance to SMEs by m eans o f legal, financial and technical
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advice a n d /o r  training. They may also be skilled at representing the interests o f SM Es in 

political lobbying and  trade negotiations. Individual m em bers o f such networks usually 

operate formally within the um brella organisation, bu t interact informally w ith fellow 

m em bers (D ahlberg et al., 2001). Such alliances can encourage innovation, expand 

product portfolios, and forge new supplier relationships (M aynard, 1996). However, a 

scarcity o f resources usually restricts SM Es’ activities in such alliances (Dyer, 1996), which 

do not necessarily protect SMEs, as network participants tend to learn as they go along 

how to better utilise networks and alliances as vehicles for gaining knowledge and  skills 

whilst simultaneously protecting themselves from being “deskilled” (Lei and Slocum, 

1992; Biemans, 1992).

Innovation (which will be discussed in the next chapter) seems to be strongly conditioned 

by proxim ity (or rather, the national and regional context in which it is em bedded).20 

Policy supporting the social and cultural aspects o f  innovation and enhancing  social 

capital as a key element o f well-functioning regional innovation systems for SMEs involves 

b roaden ing  and  extending the concept o f  netw ork clusters. Providing R& D  tax- 

reductions a n d /o r  subsidies is not enough to change the rationality or the boundaries o f 

the innovation processes o f SMEs. H ow ever, linking business angels, banks, venture 

capital funds and stock markets inter-regionally and  trans-nationally m ay assist in the 

creation o f a m ore entrepreneurial, innovative culture.

2.3 SUMMARY

In this chapter, the nature o f SMEs was explored, and the case m ade that com paratively 

few empirical studies exist concerning e-business adoption and im plem entation by SM Es 

in the U K  and the EU. A description o f SM E characteristics was followed by an 

explanation o f entrepreneurship , o f SM E em ployee relations and  train ing , o f SM E 

familial and social structures, and o f  the extent to w hich SMEs participate in networks 

and alliances. These issues are all central to the operations o f an SME.

20 Successful examples of the regional concentration of innovative small firms include Silicon Valley in 
northern California, the small machinery firms linked to Robert Bosch and Daimler Benz in Baden- 
Wiirttemberg, and the industrial textile-producing districts in Italy (Cooke and Pavitt, 1997). In the UK, the 
Cambridge-MIT Institute is a self-sustaining local and regional innovative cluster of science parks, universities 
and large multi-national technology firms.
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Table 2.3 synergises the key issues that arose from the review of SMEs in this chapter:

______________ T he Key Issu es A rising from  the SME Literature R eview _____________

There is  a clear and unam biguous need f o r  com prehensive s tu d ie s  o f  SMEs 
adoption o f  e-business in the EU and the UK

• T h e  extent o f research on SMEs is not com m ensurate with their im portance on the
economy. T here is a  lack of studies relating to:

• SM E e-business adoption (Rotch, 1987; Brock, 2000; Dixon et al. 2002; M athiyalakan, 
2003).

• T he longitudinal analysis o f e-business adoption and  im plem entation by SM Es 
(W indrum, 2004).

• Micro- and small businesses (Palvia and Palvia, 1999).
• IS issues in the context of SMEs.

• T here is a limited conceptual understanding on the relationship between small businesses
and IC Ts (Brock, 2000; Dixon et al., 2002; Southern and Tilley, 2000).

• M uch of the extant IS research into SMEs is subject to the following constraints:
• Overwhelming bias towards observations of large, primarily US, organisations.
• Few SM E-specific theories and  models have been developed for IS adop tion ,

im plem entation  and evaluation (H uang et al., 2004; T abor, 2004), and  w hat is 
applicable for large organisations is not always appropriate for smaller ones (Blau et al.,
1966; Attewell and Rule, 1991; Thong, 2001; Mathiyalakan, 2003; Blili and Raym ond,
2003).

• SMEs are often treated as a homogenous group:
o M any studies base their analysis on organisation size (Poon and Sw atm an,

1996b; 1997b; Griflfen and Golden, 1998; Chappell and Feindt, 1999). 
o  T he influences of organisation size and business activity on different SM E

adoption patters have not been paid enough attention.

• E-business adoption and implementation by SMEs should be related to variables other than
size:

• T he type of business (Palvia and Palvia, 1999).
• Growth orientation (Birley and W esthead, 1990).
• Governance structure (Huang et al., 2004).

• M any im pact studies have overlooked the key actors, the SM E ow ner/m anagers and  
employees (Levy and Powell, 1998; 2002; Levy etal., 1999; Raym ond, 1992; 2001; Zinatelli 
etal., 1996).

• M uch of the extant research has taken a  deterministic view of e-business predicated on the 
assumption that its adoption and im plem entation is a good thing for SMEs (Poon, 2000; 
Poon and Swatman, 1999a; 1999b; Southern and Tilley, 2000).

• M anagerial support and a sense of strategic direction would seem to be fundam ental to e- 
business adoption and implementation success in SMEs (Blackburn and M cClure, 1998).

There is no one definition o f an SME

•  T h e  B o lto n  R e p o r t  (B olton , 1971) re co g n ise d  th a t  it m a y  b e  m o re  a p p ro p r ia te  to  d e f in e  a
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______________ T he Key Issu es A rising from  the SME Literature R eview  ____________
business’ size by the num ber of employees in some sectors, but to use turnover in others.

• Schemes that are targeted at SMEs usually adopt a variety of working definitions depending 
on their particular objectives.

• A breakdown of the official definitions for micro-, small-, medium and large businesses in the 
EU  and the U K  are given in Section 2.2 of the chapter.

SMEs differ fro m  large organisations

• T hroughou t the chapter, SM E characteristics are presented. These are sum m arised in 
Appendix B -  SM E Characteristics.

The SME sector is  the cornerstone o f the econom ic prosperity  o f  the EU and the UK

• SMEs comprise approximately 95%  of the enterprises in most nations, and are responsible 
for employing between 60-70% of the workforce (Fitzpatrick, 1998; G8 GIS, 1999; N O IE , 
2002; O E C D , 2000a; 2000b; 2000c; 2002a; 2002b).

• T he SM E sector is crucial to the U K  and the E U ’s competitive developm ent (M ulhern, 
1995; Lanstrom  etal., 1997; A nderson Consulting, 1999; Hegge, 2002; A tkinson and  
Hurstfield, 2004, am ong others).

Entrepreneurial attribu tes are associated w ith  the SME sector

• Relevant policies depend on an understanding of w hat really drives entrepreneurship and 
innovation, the external barriers that prevent or delay it, and its impact on competitiveness 
and employment (Jeal and Wroe, 1999; Leo and Booth, 2001).

• It is im portan t to create an environm ent rich with opportunities through supporting  
entrepreneurial characteristics (Bridge et al., 1998; C arrier, 1999; Castlem an and Cavill, 
2001; Breen etal., 2004; European Commission, 200Id; H M  Treasury, 2001c).

• As the vast majority o f SMEs are founded and run by entrepreneurs, and as entrepreneurs 
are subjectively acting individuals, it is a  m ajor challenge to arrange effective support 
program m es for the provision of inform ation and financial means, as their needs are 
heterogeneous (Kirzner, 1973; Lachm ann, 1986; C urran and Blackburn, 1994; Johannisson 
and M onsted, 1997; Boter etal., 1999).

• An en trep ren eu r’s personal initiative dom inates the potential for an S M E ’s success 
(McClelland, 1961; Chell et al., 1997; Bifulo, 1997; Donckels and M iettinen, 1997; Drucker, 
1998; Culkin and Smith, 2000; Kuemm erle, 2002).

• T he U K  is only mid-ranked on the Total Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA) index (Harding,
2002).

SME ow ner/m anagers have a very haphazard approach to human resources

• This aspect of SME operations is discussed in Section 2.2.3 of the chapter, and the findings
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__________ The Key Issu es A rising from  the SME Literature R eview _____________
a re  c o m p re h e n s iv e ly  r e fe re n c e d  in  th e  s u m m a ry  p ro v id e d  in  A p p e n d ix  B -  S M E  
C h a rac te r is tic s .

T h e r e  is a  n o ta b le  lack  o f  re s e a rc h  o n  e m p lo y e e  re la tio n s , r e c r u i tm e n t  a n d  t r a in in g  
a m o n g s t U K  SM E s.

Fam ilial and social structures affect SMEs

• T h is  a sp e c t o f  S M E  o p e ra tio n s  is d iscu ssed  in  S ec tio n  2 .2 .4  o f  th e  c h a p te r , a n d  th e  f in d in g s 
a r e  c o m p re h e n s iv e ly  re fe re n c e d  in  th e  s u m m a ry  p ro v id e d  in  A p p e n d ix  B S M E  
C h a rac te ris tic s .

• In v e s tm e n ts  o f  tim e  a n d  m o n e y  a re  n o t ty p ica lly  c a lc u la te d  w ith  m u ch  p re c is io n  in  fam ily - 
o w n e d  a n d /o r  sm all businesses (Pah l, 1984; T a tn a l l  a n d  B urgess, 2002; Q u e s e n b e r ry  et al.,
2004).

• T ask s , fu n c tio n s  a n d  in itia tives a re  a b so rb e d  in to  m a in s tre a m  b usiness activ ities  ~ th is  m ay  
re su lt  in  a  fa ilu re  to  a d o p t  e -b u sin ess  o r  o th e r  in n o v a tiv e  s tra te g ie s  th a t  w o u ld  a f fo rd  
c o m p e titiv e  o r  m a rk e t ad v an tag e s  (C a s tle m an  et al., 2003 ; C a s tle m a n  a n d  C o u lth a rd ,  2001).

Formal and inform al networks and alliances

• “ N o n -m a rk e t  in te ra c tio n s” su ch  as c o lla b o ra tio n  a re  b e c o m in g  in creas in g ly  c o m m o n  in th e  
E U  (E u ro p ea n  C o m m iss io n , 2 0 0 le).

• F e w  S M E s a re  a b le  to  fu n c tio n  to  th e ir  p o te n tia l  w ith o u t so m e  fo rm  o f  in te r -o rg a n isa tio n a l 
re la tio n s h ip  h a v in g  b een  e s tab lish e d  (G ib b , 1993; G o ld e n  a n d  D o llin g e r, 1993; H a s tin g s , 
1993; O z c a n , 1995; G u la ti, 1995; S ach s, 1995; G u la ti a n d  G a rg u ilo , 1999).

• H o w e v e r , S M E s te n d  to  b e  c a u tio u s  a b o u t  a llian c es  a n d  n e tw o rk s , d e sp ite  th e  p o te n tia l  
ad v a n ta g e s  o f  p a r tic ip a tio n  (S e n g e n b e rg e r  et al., 1990; L e o  a n d  B o o th , 2001; D ra k o p o u lo u -  
D o d d  et al., 2002).

• T h e  ra te  o f  c o lla b o ra tio n  a m o n g  in n o v a tin g  o rg a n isa tio n s  in c reases  w ith  th e ir  size -  sm a lle r  
bu sin esses d o  n o t, fo r v a rio u s  reaso n s , e x p lo re  th e  ra n g e  o f  c o lla b o ra tiv e  a v e n u e s  o p e n  to  
th e m  (E u ro p e a n  C o m m iss io n , 2 0 0 le).

• F o rm a l s tra teg ic  p la n n in g  a m o n g  S M E s is u n c o m m o n  (P o lla rd  a n d  H a y n e , 1998; G iag lis  et 
al., 1999; B u n k e r a n d  M a c G re g o r , 2 0 0 0 ;Je f fc o a te  e ta l., 20 0 0 ; 2002).

• S M E s th a t  c o lla b o ra te  w ith  busin ess  p a r tn e rs  g a in  m o re  b e n e fit fro m  te c h n o lo g y  a d o p tio n  
a n d  im p le m e n ta tio n  b ecau se  n e tw o rk s, a llian ces  a n d  m e n to r in g  c an  p ro v id e  S M E s w ith  th e  
a ssis tan ce  m an y  n e e d  in o rd e r  to  a d o p t  in n o v a tiv e  ideas a n d  p ra c tic e s , as w ell as to  in c re a se  
th e  a v a ilab ility  of, a n d  e n ab le  access to , spec ific  skills a n d  to o ls (M oller, 1992; G ro n ro o s ,  
1994; R a y m o n d  a n d  B e rg e ro n , 1996; G u m m e s o n , 1997; J e a l  a n d  W ro e , 1999; L e o  a n d  
B o o th , 2001).

T a b le  2 .3  -  T h e  K ey  I s s u e s  A r is in g  fr o m  th e  SM E L ite r a tu r e  R e v ie w
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An exam ination of SMEs was necessary in order to present the relevant key points that 

inform ed the choice o f topic and the research approach relating to this aspect o f the 

study. These debates are expanded upon in the next chapter, in which, in o rder to 

develop the issues that have been presented here, the literature is drawn further upon so

as to explore the nature of, and to extend questions concerning the motivation(s) for, and

genesis of, innovation. Included is an exam ination o f the IS, IC T , innovation and  e- 

business bodies o f literature, in order to identify the factors that compel organisations to 

adopt and im plement e-business (this constitutes a core contribution o f this thesis, as these 

canons are typically treated as separate), and  an identification o f the key benefits o f e- 

business adoption and implementation. T he next chapter concludes with an outline o f the 

situation o f SM E e-business adoption and im plem entation in the U K .

Supplem entary  inform ation referred to in this ch ap te r is located in the following 

appendices:

• Appendix B -  SM E Characteristics

• Appendix E -  Barriers to e-Business Adoption by SMEs
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C hapter 3

Background to  the R esearch —
e-Business

3.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter concentrates on e-business. T he IS, IG T, innovation and e-business bodies 

o f literature are all draw n upon, as m any o f the factors that compel an organisation to 

adopt and  im plem ent innovation are pertinent to the adoption and im plem entation o f e- 

business. T hey have hitherto largely been treated  as separate in the literature, however. 

This comprehensive em brace o f the canons constitutes a  core contribution o f the thesis.

In this chapter, the potential benefits o f  e-business adoption and im plem entation are 

explored before the factors that e ither m otivate o r act as a b a rrie r to adop t and  

im plem ent e-business are outlined. Categorising e-business as innovation, the strategic 

organisational and m anagem ent attributes that need to be put in place in order to ensure 

technological innovation adoption  an d  im plem entation success are  also discussed. 

Adoption and im plem entation factors are explained, and strategic issues relating to the 

m anagem ent o f change are exam ined. T he chap ter closes with an overview o f the 

current U K  situation o f e-business adoption and im plem entation in preparation for the 

next chapter, which examines U K  and E U  governm ent policies and initiatives generated 

to stimulate e-business adoption and im plementation by SMEs.

3.2 E-BUSINESS

e-Business21 presents significant challenges to academic research, arising from:

21 As was described in C h ap te r 1, e-Business is defined for the purposes o f  this thesis as those activities related 
to  the business operations o f  an  organisation conducted  over netw orks o r the  in ternet. T herefore, e-business 
encom passes all e-com m erce activities (those business activities re la ted  to  the trad ing  o f goods an d  services 
over networks o r  the internet), including email.

71



Chapter 3 -  Background to the Research -  e-Business

• Its recent emergence.

• T he rapid change that characterises the domain.

• T he variation in behaviour in (apparently) similar contexts.

• T he enorm ous m edia attention -  “hype” -  it has generated, with its resultant 

distortion o f terminology and data (Clarke, 2000).

T o  this list, D rew  (2002) added  no t only the lack o f fam iliarity w ith e-business 

technologies by m any m anagem ent scholars, bu t also the lack of established research 

approaches. It has been difficult for researchers to isolate trends in the innovation, IC T , 

and  -  especially -  e-business literature, from m ore general economic and  organisational 

change drivers. M oreover, research has often failed to examine the roles o f size, age, IC T  

sector experience and m anagem ent support within single integrated studies, types o f 

exporting activities, awareness o f benefits, types o f custom er and  imposition by larger 

trad ing  partners - all o f which have exacerbated the “patchy” nature o f  m uch research 

(Dixon et al., 2002). M uch empirical work has also tended to be cross-sectional, m aking 

time-series comparisons difficult. This research aims to directly address these issues.

e-Business can have profound consequences for business practice and research (M cFarlan, 

1984; Glazer, 1991; Benjamin and W igand, 1995; R ayport and  Sviokla, 1995; Hagel and 

R ayport, 1997; Angehrn, 1997; Hoffman and Novak, 1997; Brannback, 1997; Brannback 

and  P uhakainen , 1998a; 1998b; Shakeshaft, 1998; O E C D , 1998a; K alako ta  and  

R obinson, 1999; M agnusson, 2001; D om ke-D am onte and Levson, 2002). Technology- 

driven change is revolutionising business, requiring companies to redefine their strategies, 

products and  processes (Bloch etal., 1996; Deeschoolm eester and V an H ee, 2000) in a 

business-operating clim ate that has becom e increasingly com petitive, tu rbu len t and  

uncertain (Bekker and Staude, 1988; G oldm an et al., 1995; Jeffcoate et al., 2004).

SM Es have the potential to play a m ajor role in developing and  prom oting growth in 

regional areas, which are typically characterised by high unem ploym ent rates, a shortage 

o f skilled people, limited access to resources, and a lack o f infrastructure (Stephenson and 

D uncan, 1993; Naylor and Williams, 1994; Prem kum ar and Roberts, 1999; T ang  et al., 

2000; Lawson et al., 2001; Feindt et al., 2002; K eniry et al., 2003; Larsson et al., 2003; 

D elm ar, 2005), because they are a key source o f jobs and  em ploym ent prospects (Larsson
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et al., 2003; G ray and V an Akkeren, 2003). Certainly, the E U  views SMEs as a catalyst 

for regional developm ent across all m em ber nations (Nauwelaers and  R eid , 1995; 

E uropean Commission, 2003b; Johansson, 2003;Ju tla , 2004; Jennex  et al., 2004). There 

are m any peripheral regions in the EU  that are not able to access by conventional means 

the m ajor European business centres o f Belgium, France, Germ any, T he N etherlands and 

the U K . e-Business is a tool for organisations in these regions to participate in the wider 

m arket (Lai, 1994; Justm an and Teubal, 1996; Guay and Ettwein, 1998; Pukakainen and 

M alinen, 2000). T he EU  therefore encourages growth and development in regional areas 

by heavily prom oting e-business, prim arily by proclaiming the benefits that SMEs stand 

to gain from  its adoption and im plem entation. This prom otional drive has, in tu rn , 

created  certain  expectations in SM Es abou t the po tential o f e-business, and  these 

expectations have become driving forces behind the decision o f m any SMEs to adopt e- 

business (Kagan et al., 1990; Khoo et al., 1998; Fariselli, 1999; Chappell et al., 1999; Feindt 

etal., 1999; 2001; European Commission, 2003b).

C om panies o f all sizes th a t have adopted  e-business believe th a t it contributes to 

improved perform ance in four main ways:

• T he development o f new products and services.

• T he generation o f new customers and business channels.

• A reduction in costs.

• Im proved productivity (HM  Treasury, 2001c).22

22 T h e  potential advantages o f adopting and  im plem enting e-business include:

• Efficiency gains — results in  efficiencies in  p ro cu rem en t, inven to ry  m an ag em en t, p ro d u c tio n  and  
logistics processes, and  in  m anagem en t o f  ex ternal factors (such as bureaucracy , quicker response 
tim e to m arkets, custom ers, suppliers, stream lined procedures, h igher flexibility and  a  reduction  in 
the delivery tim e an d  processing o f  paym ents) (Fink and  T jarka, 1994; Abell and  L im , 1996; Coccia, 
1997; C urrie , 1998; C haston and  M angles, 2000).

•  Customer relations -  results in  opportun ities for b e tte r  custom er com m unications an d  m anagem en t 
(K alakota and  W hinston, 1996; 1997; Gulledge and  Som m er, 1998; H aw kins an d  Prencipe, 2000).

•  Marketing and sales -  results in  in creas in g  g eo g rap h ica l m ark e t re ac h , an d  in creas in g  sales 
o p p o rtun ities th ro u g h  new  form s o f  th ird -p a rty  agencies an d  in te rm ed iaries (L aw rence, 1997; 
A PEC , 1999; Porter, 2001).

•  Developing “smarter” organisations -  results in inform ation  being  cap tu red  an d  processed in detailed and 
ta rg e ted  ways, resulting in an  in teg rated  ap p ro ach  to  know ledge m an ag em en t (Abell an d  L im m , 
19% ; K alakota  and  W hinston, 1996; A uger a nd  G allaugher, 1997).

• Cost savings -  such as lower logistic costs, lower postal costs, low er storage costs an d  low er personnel 
costs (Currie, 1998).

• Quality improvements -  such as access to  new  m arkets, new  ways o f d irec t a n d  in d irect m arketing , 
be tte r client services, and  a  general strengthening o f custom er relations (C urrie, 1998).
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However, the extent to which IC T  and internet usage by SMEs features in the literature 

is still - relatively - undeveloped (JCESB, 1999; D ixon e ta l., 2002). T he sm aller the 

enterprise, the less statistically likely it is to  use technology, let alone operate as an e- 

business. SM Es still tend to use the in ternet only to send emails, to transfer files or 

docum ents, a n d /o r  to gather inform ation. Cost rem ains the biggest restrain t to new 

technology uptake (FSB, 2002a; 2002b; D ixon and M arston, 2002). In fact, m any small 

businesses still do not own a com puter, citing cost as a  m ajor barrier (FSB, 2002a; 2002b). 

SM Es frequently have legacy systems which have become outdated, and  which require 

further expenditure to replace (Dixon et al., 2002). In  their 2002 annual survey, the FSB 

(2002a; 2002b) found that London had the highest usage o f com puters in the U K . Only 

8%  o f those surveyed did not use com puters, in com parison with 11% elsewhere. SMEs 

in London and the South East were m ore likely than other U K  regions to have their own 

website. M oreover, organisations based in London and the South East were m ore likely to 

be key beneficiaries o f broadband. In a 2001 survey, 25% o f SMEs did not believe that 

the in te rne t was relevant to their business, and  11% felt they lacked the skills or 

knowledge to go online (SBS, 2002c). Figure 3.1 illustrates IT  usage by U K  SMEs.

• Supply chain restructuring -  results in  a  co-ordination  o f opportunities to in tegrate SM Es into the supply 
ch a in , to  facilitate  stra teg ic  p a rtn e rsh ip s, a n d  to  w iden  th e  range  o f  p ro c u re m e n t m ethods 
(M cW illiams, 1995; C haston an d  M angles, 2000; F raser et al., 2000).

• Mew business development -  results in  using the  in te rn e t to  crea te  new  business m odels fo r generating  
revenues in  different ways (Devins, 1994; G uthrie  and  Austin, 1996; Bennett, 1997; 1998).

A ccording to Haw kins and  Prencipe (2000), e-business can  n o t only stream line in ternal processes an d  enhance 
o r rep lace  trad itiona l linkages betw een supply chain  participan ts, b u t also restructure  business m odels an d  
supply chain  efficiency (by providing real-tim e in form ation  regard ing  p ro d u c t availability, inven tory  level, 
sh ip m en t status a n d  p ro d u c tio n  requ irem ents) (R adstaak  an d  K e te laa r , 1998). e-Business c an  facilitate 
co llabora tive  p lan n in g  am o n g  supply chain  p a rtn e rs  by  sharing  in fo rm ation  o n  d e m a n d  forecasts and  
p ro d u c tio n  schedules th a t d ic ta te  supply ch a in  activities. I t  can  also effectively link cu sto m er d em an d  
in fo rm ation  to  upstream  supply chain  functions (such as m an u factu rin g , d istribu tion , a n d  sourcing) and  
subsequently facilitate dem and-driven supply chain operations (K alakota and  W hinston , 1997). C urrie  (1998) 
fu rther argues th a t e-business can enable SM Es to:

• Increase  selling pow er by  shorten ing  p ro cu rem en t cycles th rough  the  use o f  online  catalogues, 
o rdering  an d  paym ent systems.

•  E nable cost cutting  on bo th  stock an d  m anufactured  goods th rough com petitive bidding.
• Provide new  in fo rm ation  a n d  com m u n ica tio n  channels to  keep ab reast o f  new  developm ents, 

lead ing  to  reduced  developm en t cycles an d  accele ra ted  tim e-to -m arket th ro u g h  co llaborative  
p ro d u c t im plem entation.

•  Exploit a  global m arket a t a  fraction o f  the cost o f  trad itional advertising and  m arketing  m ethods.
• E nsure p roduct, m arketing  inform ation an d  prices are always up-to-date.
• Im prove and  increase com m unication  w ith staff, suppliers a n d  custom ers via e-m ail and  docum en t 

sharing.
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55 55

44 43

Sole Traders Smal&Medium sized employers

□ Use PCs
□ Use the Internet
■ Sell on the web
■ Don't use any IT

■  Use email
□ Have a business website
■ Consider your business to be an ebusiness

F ig u re  3 .1  -  U s e  o f  IT  b y  U K  S M E s (H M  T r e a su r y , 2001c: 146)

Despite the widely touted benefits of broadband,23 the UK  SME sector lags leaders such 

as Sweden and Germany in terms o f connectivity (BAH, 2002). In 2002, only 1% of UK 

SMEs had broadband access, despite the fact that over half o f these attributed broadband 

to improved profits and two thirds to its lowering their cost base (Fletcher Advisory, 2001; 

Dixon et al., 2002; FSB, 2002b; Oftel, 2002b). 67% of U K  businesses used an ordinary 

phone/d ial-up  to access the internet (DTI, 2001; Oftel, 2002a). Figure 3.2 illustrates 

internet access methods used by U K  SMEs.

Zi F letcher Advisory (2001) assessed the behaviour o f U K  SM E b ro ad b an d  users. T h e ir  findings w ere as 
follows:

• Those U K  SM Es that used broadband  found their connection im portant for business (92%).
• O ne  th ird  o f SM E broadband  users regarded their in ternet connection as being very im portan t to

offering new products and generating  new  revenue stream s and  custom ers (com pared w ith only 
14% o f narrow band SMEs).

• 51%  attributed broadband to increasing their teleworking opportunities.
• 57% attributed improved profits to broadband.
• 69%  attributed  broadband with lowering their cost base.
• A bout half im proved their productivity by about 11% due to b roadband  adoption.
• M ore than  half improved turnover in the region o f 11% because o f broadband.
• 49%  im proved their employee satisfaction.
• 60%  saw broadband  as providing them  with competitive advantage.
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B Sm all
□  M edium

PSTN ISON L e a s e d  line B roadband
(DSL/Cable)

P e rce n ta g e  of b u s in e s s e s  w ith In te rnet a c c e s s

O ther

F ig u r e  3 .2  -  In te r n e t  a c c e s s  m e th o d s  u s e d  b y  U K  S M E s (D ix o n  et a l ., 2002: 

I I ,  fr o m  O fte l, 2002b)

Internet usage by U K  small businesses is still relatively undeveloped (Dixon et al., 2002). 

SMEs still tend to use the internet only to send emails, to transfer files or documents, or to 

gather information. The highest usage of computers amongst U K  SMEs is in London 

(FSB, 2002a; 2002b; Yell, 2001; Dixon etal., 2002; Dixon and M arston, 2002). The 

smaller the enterprise, the less likely it is to use IGTs, and only 540,000 of UK  SMEs were 

trading online in 20 0 124 (DTI, 2001). Figure 3.3 illustrates the percentage o f UK 

businesses trading online.

S m a ll

21 “T rad in g  online” is defined in all D T I literature  as ordering  a n d /o r  paying online an d  engaging with 
customers a n d /o r  suppliers.
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Figure 3.3 — UK businesses trading online by size band, 2000-2001 (Dixon et 

a l 2002: 9, from  DTI, 2001)

Tim m ers (2000) and R ayport and Jaworski (2001) analyse how the internet has enabled 

business m odels th a t were not possible previously.25 e-Business adoption  has been 

advocated as a way o f reducing transaction costs, gaining m arket share, stream lining 

business processes, achieving com petitive advantage and im proving relationships with 

business partners (APEC, 1999; Porter, 2001). E-business can im prove the ability o f 

SMEs to com pete with larger organisations (G uthrie and  Austin, 1996; W atson etal.,

1998), and  enable them  to operate on an international scale (Quelch and  Klein, 1996; 

Poon and  Swatm an, 1997b; Cairncross, 1997; O 'K eefe and M cEachern, 1998; O E C D , 

1998b). It is a  cost-effective way for small organisations to m arket their business, launch 

new  products, im prove com m unications, gather inform ation, and  identify potential 

business partners (Langley and Truax, 1994; C ashm an, 1995; Coccia, 1997; K aplan and 

Sawhney, 2000; Basu, 2001) with few barriers to entry (O 'C onnor and O 'K eefe, 1997; 

Poon and  Swatm an, 1998a; 1998b; C haston and M angles, 2002). e-Business therefore 

presents m any challenges to traditional strategic m anagem ent thinking.

M any o f the benefits o f e-business adoption fall into the category o f intangible benefits, 

and are often not realised by SMEs at the time o f adoption (Poon & Swatm an, 1997a; 

Abell & Limm, 1996; M artin & M atlay, 2001). A num ber o f studies have found that the 

tangible benefits (such as reduced adm inistration and production costs,26 reduced lead

25 Som e o f the business m odels th at w ere no t possible before the adven t o f  e-business include the  following:

•  As e-businesses can  be  accessed 24  hours a  day, and  are -  v irtually  -  im m ediately  accessible, this
c rea tes  “ tim e in d ep e n d en c e ” a n d  enab les cu sto m er service to  be  d eco u p led  fro m  sup p lie r
availability.

•  As the  custom er is, in the  first instance, in te rac ting  w ith  an  au to m a ted  system , th ere  is a  set o f  
service requests th at can becom e “self-service” for simple an d  fairly routine requests.

•  A  one-stop  in tegration  o f functions an d  in fo rm ation  in teg rates all the  necessary  functions fo r a  
transac tion  a t a  single p o in t o f  access, w ith a  seamless flow o f in fo rm ation  be tw een  them , an d  
sim ultaneously analyses d a ta  from  various steps o f  the transaction  o r across transactions (eg. a  book 
shop selling a  book can autom atically  replenish an  o rd er for stock a t the  po in t o f  sale). Such form s 
o f  in teg ration  can  be realised w ith in  one com pany  o r across com panies, in value  netw orks o r in  
o th er forms of business relationships (T im m ers, 2000: 9-19).

26 T h a t the in te rnet is an  inexpensive source o f  inform ation , and  th a t start up  and  transaction  costs are low 
a re  benefits to  ad o p tin g  e-business (T u rb an  et a l ,  2000). In  ad d itio n , o rgan isations can  save m oney  by 
e lim inating m anual processes and  transacting  electronically, because sm all, rou tine  o r  single transactions can 
be m ade easier an d  m ore cost-effective (K alakota an d  W hinston, 1997; Berg an d  K arttu n en , 1998; H ow arth , 
2002). In d irec t savings can  arise as cost savings in  the form  o f  inv en to ry  red u ctio n , in p u rch ase  price
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tim e, and  increased sales) derived from  e-business were m arginal in term s o f d irect 

earnings (H am m er, 1990; McW illiams, 1995; Abell and Lim m, 1996; K alakota and 

W hinston, 1996; Poon and Strom , 1997a; Poon and Swatman, 1997c; 1999; Palum bo 

and  H erbig, 1998; Hanseth and Braa, 1998; Vescovi, 2000; Sparkes and Thom as, 2001; 

Q uayle, 2002a; 2002b; Vrazalic et al., 2002).

These same studies, however, found th a t the intangible benefits (such as im provem ent in 

the quality o f inform ation, im proved in ternal control o f  the business, and  im proved 

relations with customers and business partners) were considered to be o f far greater value 

to  SM Es, although the tangible benefits o f e-business adoption m ay prove to be m ore 

fruitful in the longer term  (Abell and Limm, 1996; Poon and Swatman, 1997c; T rappey 

an d  T rappey , 2001; M artin  and  M atlay, 2001; V razalic et al.> 2002; H im  and  

Subram aniam , 2004).

T ables with illustrative references th a t identify and  confirm  these points have been 

produced by the researcher. They are located in the appendices o f the thesis. Appendix C 

summarises a comprehensive list o f  references o f the driving forces or expected benefits that 

lead to SM E adoption and implementation o f e-business, divided into the following areas:

• Available resources (people, equipm ent, knowledge and money).

• Recognition of/enthusiasm  about opportunities.

• C ustom er/supplier influence/com petitive pressure.

• T he internet as an inexpensive source o f information.

• Low start-up and transaction costs.

• Access to a wider customer pool/increased sales.

• Im proved control.

• Im proved marketing.

• O w ner/m anager characteristics.

• Improvements to customer service.

• Cost reduction/increased efficiency.

• Firm  characteristics.

reductions fo r com ponents and  systems, th rough  refinem ents in  supply an d  logistics operations, an d  in a  
reduction  in  in term ediation  costs (Fraser et al., 2000).
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A similarly comprehensive list o f references of the actual benefits SMEs have derived from 

the adoption and im plem entation o f e-business is presented in Appendix A, divided into 

the following areas:

• Lower administration costs.

• Lower production costs.

• R educed lead-time.

• Reduced stock.

• Increased sales.

• Increased internal efficiency.

• Im proved relations with business partners/custom ers.

• New customers and markets.

• Im proved competitiveness.

• Im proved marketing.

• New business models are m ade possible.

• Im proved quality o f information.

A ppendix E  itemises references relevant to the barriers to e-business adoption by SMEs, 

divided into the following areas:

• e-Business doesn’t fit with products/services.

• e-Business doesn’t fit with the way they do business.

• e-Business doesn’t fit the way they feel their customers work.

• Lack o f trading power.

• Chaotic organisational structure.

• C an’t see the advantage o f using e-business.

• Lack o f professional expertise.

• Lack o f technical knowledge/skills.

• Fear o f security risks.

• Costs considered too high.

• Lack o f resources.

• Unsure as to what to choose.

• Lack o f experience/role models.

• O w ner/m anager characteristics.
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• Firm characteristics.

• Failure to develop an appropriate strategy.

A ppendix  F itemises references concerning the disadvantages derived from  SM Es 

adopting and implementing e-business, divided into the following areas:

• Deterioration o f relations with business partners.

• H igher costs than anticipated.

• Ongoing com puter maintenance.

• Doubling of work.

• Reduced flexibility.

• Security issues.

• Subsequent dependence on e-business.

• Decline in contact with customers.

• Exposes the business to external risks.

• Lack o f strategic planning leading to unrealised hopes/unpredictable outcomes.

• Difficulties in changing the m indset and habits o f the organisation.

• M arginal short-term benefits.

H ow ever, m any o f the characteristics o f e-business m ake it difficult for SM Es to seize 

opportunities. H arnessing e-business requires a thorough understanding o f technology 

and  its capabilities in a rapidly evolving business environm ent. Therefore, the structural 

asym m etries th a t exist in the relative abilities o f different kinds o f organisations in 

different sectors to exploit the potential of e-business to the full are significant. e-Business 

adoption  by SM Es seems to be strongly influenced by the innovativeness o f  their 

customers, suppliers and competitors. However, while close contact with key customers, 

suppliers and competitors is an advantage, SMEs often lack an understanding o f how to 

assess and control the risks associated with m anaging them  (Berg, 1979; Bergeron, 1992; 

T idd etal.y 1997; Berthon et al., 1999).

C hapm an et al. (2000) found that a year after the introduction o f internet-based IC T s into 

the business processes o f a  num ber o f SMEs in the W est M idlands region o f England, 

90%  o f those organisations continued to use (and rem ained enthusiastic about) the 

technology. This level o f e-business success is possible as a result o f the “planning and
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provision” o f  resources (Golden and Griffin, 1999; 2000;27 Owens and  Benyon-Davies, 

20012«).

27 1,245 Irish  SM Es w ith websites w ere identified an d  ap p roached , w ith  a response ra te  o f  5 0%  achieved. 
G olden  and  Griffin (1999; 2000) reported  the following outcom es:

• 4 6%  o f  SM Es believed th a t their website p rovided value for m oney, while 24%  believed th a t it did 
not.

•  12%  o f  firms generated  over 1000 hits p e r week to their website, while 34%  received less th an  50 
hits p e r week.

• 13%  o f  firms generated  over IR L £ 2 5 0  a  m o n th  directly from  their website, w hile 28%  g enera ted  
no  sales revenue from  their website, an d  a  fu rth er 47%  d id  n o t know w hat tu rn o v er their website 
was responsible for. T h e  organ isations g en era tin g  h igher revenues from  th e ir  site w ere  m o re  
inclined to  have prom otions/specia l offers on  their websites.

• 26%  spent m ore  than  IR L £ 2 0 0 0  on the initial design o f  their w eb pages, while 22%  spent less than  
IR L /)2 5 0 . T h e  organisations th a t spen t m ore  initially on  the  design o f  th e ir  sites h a d  a  larger 
n u m b er o f hits. T h e  organisations th a t spent less on  the initial design and  less on updates w ere m ore 
likely to  believe th a t they were no t getting value for m oney from  their websites.

• 58%  sta ted  th a t the initial site objectives w ere n o t being  m et. W here  initial objectives w ere being 
m et, they  w ere likely to  be spending m ore resources on  u pdating  their pages, w ere m ore  likely to 
have m ore visitors to their pages, and  w ere also m ore likely to  be generating  m ore m oney  from  their 
site.

• A  form al review o f the site objectives h ad  been  carried  ou t by only 50%  o f  firms.
• T h e  m ost cited reason for creating  a  website was to  open up new  m arkets (80%).
• 4 2%  o f sites were designed by  an  em ployee in-house.
• T h e  key targe t audience for websites was po ten tial custom ers (86%) followed by existing custom ers 

(66%).
• T h e  organisations th a t p lanned an d  researched  their in te rn e t site p rio r to  its developm en t w ere  

m ore likely to  generate  a  h igher percen tage  o f  their an n u al sales from  the site, w ere significantly 
m ore  likely to  be  happy  w ith the  resulting  site, an d  the site was m ore  likely to  m ee t its sta ted  
objectives.

• 37%  o f  organisations did no t evaluate m ore  th an  one ISP. T hese  firms w ere m ore  likely to have
sites th a t did n o t m eet their in tended  objectives, an d  to believe th a t they were n o t getting value fo r 
m oney from  their website.

• T h e  m ost com m on w ay organisations advertised  their web pages was by prin ting  the  site address 
on to  their stationery (82%).

• 92%  believed th a t the  in te rnet h ad  becom e m ore im portan t for businesses, while 4 0%  believed th a t 
the  in te rn e t was redefining the w ay they d id  business, an d  24%  sta ted  th a t the  p e rm an en t loss o f 
their site would have a  negative im pact on  their operations.

•  T h e  im portance o f a  clear business strategy for the website was seen as an  essential pre-requisite  to  
success by 79%  of participating  organisations.

• O n ly  58%  o f the  organisations c rea ted  websites because their p roducts/serv ices w ere suitable for 
sale online.

28 O w ens an d  B enyon-D avies (2001) u n d erto o k  sim ilar research  on  the  aw areness a n d  up take  o f online  
retailing am ongst SM Es in  South W ales. T h e  m ain  results of their survey are  presented  here:

• 71%  h ad  staff w ho used IC T s in  their daily work.
• 92%  h a d  in te rnet access.
• O v er 50%  h ad  a  website.
• O rgan isations m ainly used  the  in te rn e t for e-m ail (87%), for finding in fo rm ation  (77%), an d  for 

advertising (50%).
• 32%  o f  the  participating  organisations used th e  in te rn e t for purchasing , while only  15%  trad ed  

online.
• 68%  adop ted  e-business as p a rt o f their long-term  strategy.
• 38%  adop ted  e-business in o rder to  keep up  w ith  their com petitors.
• T h e  m ain  difficulties experienced w ith  e-business w ere no t hav ing  sufficient tim e to  devote to it 

(27%) an d  no t having sufficient financial resources (33%).
• T h e  p rim ary  benefit experienced was reduced  costs o f  com m unication  w ith custom ers (50%).
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Unlike previous technological initiatives, e-business adoption is a “disruptive” innovation 

(G hosh, 1998; K alakota and  R obinson, 1999; Evans and  W urster, 1999). W hereas 

p rev ious technological innovations sought to  m inim ise dep en d en cy  on  o th e r 

organisations, enabling businesses to dictate m atters such as production and m arketing, e- 

business requires organisations to reassess their boundaries and to focus attention inter- 

organisationally rather than organisationally (Kalakota and Robinson, 1999). In the past, 

adap ta tion  to technology tended to be predictable, sequential and m easurable, bu t 

adaptation to e-business is often unpredictable, non-sequential, and immeasurable.

In  the pre-internet environm ent, strategies surrounding the adoption and im plem entation 

o f  IC T s could be planned and controlled, and therefore the (potential) benefits derived 

from adopting a  given technology could be ascertained in light o f a  cost:benefit equation 

resulting in d irect expected outcom es. T h e  im plem entation o f e-business, how ever, 

requires new knowledge and skills (Nonaka and  Takeuchi, 1995; Peppard  and  W ard, 

1999), M athiyalakan (2003) found that e-business skills and expertise affects e-business 

im plem entation , bu t not in ternet adoption , as technical and m anagerial skills are 

necessary in order to conduct e-business (Bloomfield and  Vudubakis, 1994; Willcocks and 

K erry, 1998; Grover et al., 1998). And although it is possible to sub-contract o r outsource 

website developm ent and m aintenance to a third party (for example), in-house e-business 

knowledge, if not expertise, is necessary for an organisation to achieve full im plem entation 

(C hau, 1994; Bode and  B urn, 2001). N one o f these inconsistencies ap p ear to be 

reconcilable based on the “size” factor alone.

Porter (2001) argues that the internet alters industry structures, and reduces the ability o f 

organisations to sustain their operational advantages, which could (potentially) im pact 

negatively on businesses because it lowers barriers to entry, creates new substitutes and  is 

available to everyone equally. T herefore, the very factors in support o f  e-business 

adoption are also potential deterrents. As e-business transform s competitive strategies, it 

can potentially destroy existing competencies as well as (potentially) creating new sources 

o f advantage (Ghosh, 1998; Evans and W urster, 1999; C hong et a l, 2001).

• T he  p rim ary  future benefit expected was the ability to open  up  new  m arkets (57%).
• T h e  m ain  p rob lem  perceived a n d /o r  experienced was the lack o f  security associated  w ith  on line

transactions.
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Studies have shown that while e-business adoption has eroded trading barriers for SMEs, 

this comes a t the price o f altering or elim inating commercial relationships and exposing 

the adopting business to external risks (Lawrence, 1997; R itchie and  Brindley, 2000; 

S tauber, 2000; T etteh  and Burn, 2001; Lee, 2001; R aym ond, 200129). S tauber (2000) 

noted that m any SM Es considered that they had reduced their contact with custom ers 

after e-business adoption, and th a t this, in some cases, had  led to a  loss o f revenue. 

F urther studies suggest that indirect drawbacks o f e-business adoption by SMEs include 

subsequent dependence on technology, and the high cost o f its m aintenance (M acGregor 

et al., 1998; Sparkes and  Thom as, 2001). Indeed, Lee (2001) claims th a t the biggest 

challenge to SMEs is not finding the best e-business model, but changing the m indset o f 

the organisation itself (Christensen, 1997; C hung and Tang, 1999). Nonetheless, m uch o f 

the literature tends to take a deterministic view, prim arily based on the assum ption that 

technology is good for SMEs, and considerably m ore emphasis in the literature has been 

placed on encouraging the adoption o f IC T s generally and e-business specifically (Poon 

and Swatm an, 1995; BAH, 1997; D uhan et al., 2001; Dixon et al., 2002; Pigni et al., 2004).

M anag ing  explicit knowledge sharing  requires contractually  defined quid pro quo 

knowledge exchange contents and procedures, inter-organisational co-ordination, and 

planning and control procedures. SMEs, however, are typically poor at the contractual 

aspects o f knowledge exchange (Levy et al., 2001a; 2001b; Levy and Powell, 2002), as they 

(usually) cannot retain adequate legal advice. Explicit knowledge can be readily assembled 

and  exploited, and enables com prehensive contracts to be developed th a t specify the 

contents and  procedures for knowledge transfer. Y et for m any SM Es w ith explicit 

knowledge o f m arkets and  custom ers, the problem  is guard ing  easily transferab le 

inform ation, as small increm ental knowledge can distinguish an organisation (Cohen,

1998). T here is always a possibility o f SMEs inadvertently a n d /o r  indirectly giving useful 

inform ation to competitors and customers (Levy et al., 2001a). T he implications are that 

the cost o f change is often undertaken without the benefits being clear to SMEs (M urphy, 

1996; C hang and Powell, 1998; Ritchie etal., 1999; Porter, 2001; Burn and Ash, 2004).

29 R aym o n d ’s (2001) study o f  the  effect o f e-business on SM E travel agents found th a t e-business rem oved  the 
need  for in term ediaries in  m any dealings.
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T h e  adoption o f new systems provides an opportunity to strengthen relationships with 

existing o r potential custom ers and suppliers (Shapiro an d  V arian, 1999). e-Business 

utilisation can effectively transplant strategic benefits onto existing supplier relationships, 

in addition to boosting the flow of inform ation within organisations (B rannback and  

P uhakainen , 1998a). N ot understanding  custom er expectations can orig inate  from  

inadequate m arketing research activities, from  lack o f com m unication, a n d /o r  from  

failing to realise that services are about building relationships as well as about m aking a 

transaction, as relationships contribute to customer loyalty (Blattberg and D eighton, 1991; 

Peppers and Rogers, 1997; K alakota and Robinson, 1999). However, Poon and  Swatm an 

(1997b) found that while e-business adoption leads to an  im proved relationship with 

customers, it does no t with suppliers. T hey also found that e-business failed to m eet the 

expectations o f m any SMEs concerning m arketing o r sales, and did no t result in any 

savings in terms o f communications costs.

However, these issues are not always borne out by the literature. R ather than appearing 

as a theoretical dom ain th a t is open and  fluid, overarching IS philosophies have a 

tendency to delineate social and theoretical landscapes. T his creates particu lar issues 

w hen trying to understand the e-business/innovation adopting organisation holistically, 

since, in day-to-day life, organisational, social and  technical activities can be fused 

together. T he next section o f this chapter addresses some of the issues that the innovation 

literature raises with respect to these concerns.

3.3 E-BUSINESS IS INNOVATION

e-Business is rapidly innovating not only traditional business processes, bu t also the very 

nature o f competition, enabling m arket fragm entation, the ability to treat mass clients as 

individuals, convergence between products and services, global production networks, and 

sim ultaneous co-operation and  com petition  betw een organisations. As e-business 

facilitates this radical transform ation o f both technical and business operations, it is truly 

innovative.30

30 R ogers (1995), divides the process o f innovation in to  the following b ro ad  activities:

• Agenda setting -  general organisational problem s create a  perceived need  for change.
• Matching -  an  organisational problem  is fitted w ith an  innovation.
• Redefining/restructuring -  the  in n o v atio n  is m odified  to  fit th e  o rg an isa tio n , a n d  a lte rs  the  

organisational structure(s).
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Innovation is an important engine of long-term competitiveness, growth and employment 

(Howard et al., 1992; European Commission, 1997a; Gladwell, 1997; Tushm an and 

O ’Reilly, 2002). The O EC D  estimates that between 1970-1995, more than half o f the 

total growth in output o f the developed world resulted from innovation, and that this 

proportion is increasing as economies become more knowledge-intensive (Irwin, 2000). 

T he cross-functional nature of innovation m anagem ent requires strong leadership in 

m anaging through turbulence (Kline and Rosenberg, 1986; Q uinn, 1986; Acs and 

Audretsch, 1991; Mahdjoubi, 1996b; Tushm an, 2002).

Innovation encompasses creativity (Tidd et al., 1997; Olave and Neto, 2001). D rucker 

(1998) is adam ant that innovators “consciously and purposefully” seek to improve their 

businesses. Com plem entary views are provided by Irwin (2000), who advocates that 

innovation is “opportunity spotting,” and Schrage (1999), who claims that “serious play” 

(creative improvisation and collaborative interactions) leads to innovation. Definitions of 

innovation have evolved both in academic research and in policy development in recent 

years from technology and linear models to multidimensional systems dynamics that focus 

on the flow of knowledge (Nauwelaers and Wintjes, 2000). Nonetheless, linear approaches 

prevail (Amidon, 1993; Gemuenden, 1999; Demarco, 1999).31

• Clarifying -  the relationship between the organisation and the innovation is clearly defined.
• Routinising -  the innovation loses its identity as it becomes an ongoing elem ent in the organisation’s

31 A ccording to  the D T I (2002c), SM E technological innovation adoption tends to follow a  linear p a tte rn , 
along the lines of the IC T  Adoption Ladder. Each step o f this 5-stage model, which is illustrated in Figure 3.4, 
takes an  organisation closer to transform ation.
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Figure 3.4 -  The e-Adoption Ladder (DTI, 2002c: 2)

T h e  transitions that organisations might pass th rough with respect to the im pact of IC T s is illustrated by the 
work o f V enkatram an (Scott M orton, 1991, quoted by Galliers, 1995b: 54). Figure 3.5 (below) identifies the 
stages o f IT  transform ation. These stages m ay be followed by the redesign o f key business processes, by the 
in tegration o f these processes across organisational boundaries, and by the redefinition o f the very scope and 
natu re  o f the business.
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Figure 3.5 -  Stages of IT-induced business transformation (Galliers, 1995b: 54, amended 
from Venkatraman, 1991: 127)

T hese linear models are closely aligned to the Local Futures G ro u p ’s (2001) m odel, which illustrates SM E 
business developm ent in term s of crossing two “digital divides” : the first divide requires basic IC T  skills to 
operate  em ail and  a simple website; while the second requires m ore advanced technology and IC T  skills, 
along with a wide range o f specialised knowledge (Dixon et al., 2002). Figure 3.6 illustrates this model.

TECHNOLOGY

Second Digital Divide

E-Commerce

W ebsite

Email
First Digital Divid * 

ic Citizer ship Thret hold

SKILLS
Advanced E-strategy 
IT Skills &

Numeracy Basic IT 
& Literacy Skills

Organisational
Skills

Figure 3.6 -  Local Futures Group model of e-commerce developments in SMEs (Dixon, e t a l.,
2002, p .20)

H ow ever, these linear models do not account for varying m arket sector conditions, for factors such as the 
degree o f and tim e period in which technology is adopted, or for o ther variables such as size, age o f business, 
location  an d  access to  finance (M artin  and  M atlay, 2001). T hese  views o f e-business ad op tion  and 
im plem entation  also fail to  distinguish betw een businesses o f  various sizes, e thn ic  origin and  stages o f
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Innovation is not simply a technical-rational process o f problem-solving -  shaped by the 

competitive environm ent, it also involves economic and political processes in articulating 

interests, building alliances and struggling over outcom es (W ebster, 1995). Innovation 

m ay cause fundam ental changes in the structure o f organisations as well as to the 

perform ance or definition o f tasks, and to the actors involved. Drucker (1974: 47) argues 

th a t innovation is both a  change in “the economic and social environm ent” and in “the 

behaviour o f people, as consum er or producer,” and further claims that innovation arises 

m ost often from: a disciplined and “systematic” pursuit o f opportunities, generated from 

drawing together different strands o f knowledge; from recognising an underlying them e in 

public perception ; from  extracting  new  insights from  failure; from  “occurrences, 

incongruities, process needs, or changes” in industry or market; from dem ocratic changes; 

a n d /o r  from new knowledge (Drucker, 1998).

T he  Innovation Scoreboard (European Commission, 2001c)32 found that sales o f innovative 

products as a  proportion o f total turnover increases with organisation size: 15% for small, 

21%  for m edium , and 38% for large organisations. T he Innovation Scoreboard also found 

th a t large organisations spend nearly twice the proportion o f their turnover (4.2%) on 

innovation activities as do SMEs, with R&D expenditure being heavily skewed towards

ad o p tio n . Several m isconceptions o f e-business ad o p tio n  based  on  these  lin ea r m odels arise. F irst, the  
heterogeneity  o f  SM Es results in m any  paths o f adoption , often in o rd er to  achieve specific results. Second, 
these m odels em phasise IC T s being in tegrated  in to  the organisation  in a  staged process, w hereas businesses 
often develop different types o f  websites for different purposes, such as:

• Information websites -  dissem inate inform ation;
• Transactional websites -  support activities ultim ately resulting in a  financial transaction; and
• Operational websites -  offer m echanism s for conducting  business operations (B althazard a n d  C hang ,

1997).

T h ird , som e o f the  p roposed  benefits o f  e-business (such as in stan t com m unica tion  w ith  su p p liers /b u y ers, 
ready  access to  databases to m anage custom er/supp lie r relationships, an d  low er cost o f  delivering services) do  
n o t m aterialise, as no t all custom ers and  suppliers a re  a t the sam e level o f  IC T  adoption.
32 T h e  Innovation Scoreboard analyses statistical d a ta  in  the following areas:

Human resources -  the scale and  quality o f hu m an  resources are  m ajo r determ inants o f the creation  o f 
new  know ledge an d  its diffusion th ro u g h o u t the  econom y by m eans of educa tion , lea rn ing  an d  
em ploym ent.
Knowledge creation, and the transmission and application of new knowledge -  m easures inventive activity  
outside form al invention , such as th e  a d ap ta tio n  o f new  eq u ip m en t to a  firm ’s p ro d u c tio n  an d  
service system s, a d o p tin g  innov atio n s d ev eloped  by  o th e r  o rgan isa tio n s a n d  ad ap tin g  new  
knowledge to  a  com pany’s specific needs (these indicators can  often provide a  c learer picture o f the 
innovative status o f  SM Es th an  business R&D).
Innovation finance, output and markets -  covers the  supply o f h igh-tech ven ture  capital, cap ital raised on 
stock m arkets, sales from  innovations, hom e in te rn e t access, IC T  investm ent, a n d  ad ded  value in  
advanced m anufacturing sectors (E uropean C om m ission, 2001c).
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the high tech and medium -high tech sectors (European Commission, 2001c). Similarly, 

the Statistics on Innovation in Europe, 2000  (European Commission, 2000b) also found th a t 

the larger the organisation, the m ore likely it is to be an innovator (36% o f small, 49%  of 

m edium  and 71%  of large organisations are innovators)33 and that SMEs account for only 

18% o f the E U ’s innovation producers (European Commission, 2000b).

Building an Innovation Economy in Europe, 2001 (European Commission, 2001b) was the first 

in a series o f Innovation Policy Studies undertaken for the European  C om m ission’s 

Enterprise Directorate-General, which promotes the following key messages:

• T h a t innovation is im portant, as competitiveness increasingly depends on the 

ability o f industry sectors to m eet turbulent m arket needs quickly and efficiently.

• T h at innovation is pervasive and diverse, taking place in firms o f all sizes, across 

all regions and all sectors.

• T h at innovation is unevenly distributed.

• T h a t innovation is systemic ra ther than linear, with m ulti-dimensional processes 

(European Commission, 2001b).

In order to develop these ideas, the next sub-section o f this chapter draws further upon 

the literature to explore and extend questions concerning the motivation(s) for and genesis 

o f innovation.

3.3.1 Why and How D oes Innovation Happen?

Collective knowledge and activities becom e em bedded within organisations (Saviotti, 

1996; Teece et al., 1997; Dacin et al., 1999; Hanseth and Braa, 2000) that tend, as a result, 

to develop stable routines and cultures. C hange does not therefore usually take place 

w ithou t the m otivation  to do so.34 Such m otivation  is usually p rov ided  w hen

33 The Statistics on Innovation in Europe, 2000  follow ed 23 initiatives involving 800 SM Es from  across the  E U  
m em ber states. T h e  research project enab led  90 business support organisations to im prove their expertise in 
designing and  m anaging Innovation  M anagem en t T echn ique  (IM T) prom otions, to  train  consultants, an d  to 
test m ethodologies (European Com m ission, 2000b).

31 Q uay le  (2003) conducted  a  survey in  the  Sou th  W ales a re a  in o rd e r to  ascertain  the  level o f  co n tra st 
betw een the in te rnal priorities o f organisations an d  the  perceived d em ands o f  their custom ers. T h e  survey 
found th a t the innovative elem ents o f  e-business w ere no t perceived by  organisations to  be im p o rtan t to  their 
custom ers. T h e  issues identified as c rucial to  their success were: leadersh ip , tim e-to -m arket an d  financia l
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“ assum ptions, attitudes, or behavioural routines” no longer work or are out o f  date 

(Schien, 1999: 104-5). This "discontinuation" is usually brought about by a cham pion in 

the organisation who is:

• Spearheading the change.

• Responsible for the performance o f the organisation.

• Seen as a credible inform ation source (M aidique, 1980; M iesenbock, 1988; 

R unge and Earl, 1988; Galliers, 1996; DeCovny, 1998; T eu b n er and K lein, 

1998; M artin and M atlay, 2001).

Along with achieving growth and m aintaining perform ance, SM E ow ner/m anagers are 

responsible for detecting new possibilities and ideas, for com bining them  with o ther 

resources and  ideas, and  for giving them  appropria te  organisa tional form . This 

concentration o f power can lead directly to challenges that im pede innovation: a lack of 

inform ation or skills, organisational rigidities, and a conservative attitude towards risk and 

change. In some cases, new ideas are suppressed too quickly, while in others, projects are 

cham pioned  w ithout their true  po ten tia l hav ing  been com prehensively  assessed 

(Dandridge 1979; W elch and W hite 1981; DeLone 1988; T hong  1999). As knowledge- 

based innovation is often m arket-dependent (D avenport, 1992; G obbenhagen  and  

Nauwelares, 1999), an organisation with a knowledge challenge could be blindsided by 

com petitors exploiting opportunities o f which it is not even aware: it may simply miss the 

boat strategically (Haynes et al., 1998). However, m any SMEs cannot afford the financial 

risk needed to innovate and develop new products, processes and systems in spite o f latent 

capabilities, as they do no t have resources in reserve after m eeting  day-to-day  

requirem ents. Customers, organisational structures, and prejudices dispose them  to stick 

with the familiar.

A num ber o f potential factors affect innovation in the form o f e-business adoption. These 

include, but are by no means limited to: internal and external business-drivers, the role of 

the ow ner/m anager, the organisation’s absorptive capacity, the organisation’s size, and its

m anagem en t (all o f  w hich can be addressed by effective supply chain m anagem ent). Issues identified as being  
o f low priority  were: new  technology, R & D , e-business, custom er m anagem en t and  purchasing  (all o f  w hich 
are  norm ally  associated w ith innovation). T here fo re , these o rganisations w ere unlikely to  be m otivated  to 
innovate, as they canno t see the potential benefits o f  doing so.
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business activities (W indrum, 2004). In  addition, adoption rates tend to be higher when 

the expected profitability o f the innovation is high (Mansfield, 1968). Otherwise, decisions 

are constrained by a tendency to continue down a known path, guided by “routine and 

past p ractice” (Nelson and W inter, 1977; 1982). SM E ow ner/m anagers are usually 

focused upon daily activities, and it is difficult to allocate the time and  (hum an and 

capital) resources to  becom e aw are o f new technology, how ever beneficial it m ight 

potentially be. As a result, the value re tu rned  for stepping outside the routine path  

boundaries m ust therefore be substantial, and involve a low level o f risk, to be likely to 

receive any attention at all from SM E ow ner/m anagers.

T here  is no single reason for an organisation to innovate: in some cases, innovation is 

triggered by new knowledge; in others it is triggered by the opportunity to fulfil a  m arket 

need (M ahdjoubi, 1997). M ultiple forces inhibit change and m aintain the status quo. 

Som e o f these forces are: group perfo rm ance norm s, fear o f  change, m em ber 

com placency, and  lack o f skills (Lewin, 1951; S toner and Freem an, 1989; Bergquist, 

1993). For lasting change to occur, new behaviours must be learned, so that attitudes and 

routines can be replaced (Boland, 1987; Senge, 1990). W hile the im plem entation o f 

innovative ideas is an organisational change process (Hoffer et al., 1996), lasting 

competitive change takes application, time, and involves individual and  organisational 

learning and adaptation. T o be successful, an organisation must possess (and be willing to 

commit) the resources needed to im plem ent a new technology for innovation adoption 

and  im plem entation (Ginzberg, 1981a; 1981b; M ohr, 1982; Am idon and  M ahdjoubi,

1999). An organisation’s size, financial resources and technical know-how all influence 

the adoption o f technological innovation. C ustom er and competitive pressures, along 

with support from business partners, can be strong influencing forces in the adoption 

decision (Iacovou et al., 1995; C yberD ialogue, 1998; Gragg, 1999; P rem kum ar and 

R oberts, 1999; C orbitt and Kong, 2000; Clarke and  Flaherty, 2004). (As has been 

previously noted in this chapter, a comprehensive list o f references o f drivers to e-business 

adoption and implementation is provided in sum m ary form in Appendix C.)

T he most im portant factor im peding SM Es of all sizes from adopting e-business is the 

belief that either it is not applicable to their type o f product(s) or service(s), a n d /o r  there is 

a perceived lack o f com m ercial benefit (European Com mission, 2002a; 2002e). Cost

90



Chapter 3 -  Background to the Research -  e-Business

argum ents th roughout m any studies are som ewhat confused. O n  the one hand , cost 

reduction is seen as a prim ary driver o f innovation -  and especially e-business -  adoption 

(Iacovou et al., 1995). O n  the other, some consider investment and adoption costs to be a 

barrier (Porter, 2001). Although the operating costs o f internet-based e-business solutions 

are considerably lower than with m any traditional systems, other related costs rem ain a 

significant barrier for some SMEs. M any o f the costs are hum an resources issues (such as 

staff train ing/re-train ing and the acquisition o f new employees with key skills) (Auger and 

Gallaugher, 1997; Barry and M ilner, 2002). T he negative perceptions o f investm ent are 

com pounded by the fact that m any SMEs have little or no assessment criteria to gauge 

the costs o f e-business relative to its perform ance (Purao and Campbell, 1998; C hau and 

Pederson, 2000; Drew, 2002).

T hese debates are expanded in the following sub-section o f the chapter, in o rder to 

contextualise the innovation and e-business literature.

3.3.2 Innovation Adoption and Im plem entation Factors

Despite the internet having m any advantages over traditional EDI and VAN platform s, 

which require considerable initial investments and ongoing costs to link to a  finite num ber 

o f custom ers (Peypoch, 1998; Leidner, 1999a; 1999b; K uan  and C hau , 2001), m uch 

business is still transacted on them .35 Indeed, the perceived benefits o f using ED I were

E D I an d  V A N  platform s pre-da te  in te rn e t applications, in  som e cases by 20-30 years. E D I w as w idely 
im plem ented  by SM Es, b u t was usually facilitated, accessed and  utilised by larger organisations due to  its high 
im plem entation  costs. M any e-business solutions th a t connect to  the system(s) o f larger organisations o ccur as 
a  result o f  pressure from  the larger (and often m ore powerful and  corporate) p a rtn e r to do  so (W ebster, 1995; 
Parker an d  Sw atm an, 1997). T h ere  are, how ever, som e serious challenges to  the successful im plem en tation  o f 
e-business. T hese  include security, legal an d  financial p roblem s, in  add ition  to  the u n q u an tified  business 
decisions fo r its in tro d u c tio n  (Q uayle, 2002a; 2002b). In  som e cases, SM Es a re  fo rced  to  b eco m e  
in te rd ep en d en t (eg. an  SM E supplier to a  m ajo r co rporation  is pressured to  install E D I in o rd e r to m ain ta in  
its business w ith th a t organisation) (W ebster, 1995).

SM Es are  typically in a  poor pow er position in relation to  their larger counterparts (W ebster, 1995). T hus, in 
term s o f  explicit knowledge, SM Es tend  to be  no t only p o o r a t recognising the value o f th e ir know ledge, b u t 
can  also be forced to  “exchange” it. F u rther, SM Es’ tendency tow ards a  lack o f  strategic o r ex te rnal focus, 
co u p led  w ith  th e ir  ten d en cy  tow ards p o o r  IC T  levels, m akes th em  in ad eq u a te  a t  m o n ito r in g  th e ir  
com petitors’ perform ance. T h e  p rim ary  m echanism s by w hich organisations m anage co-operative knowledge 
exchanges include co -ord ination  by m utua l ad justm en t an d  p lan n in g  an d  contro l p ro ced u res (Levy et al., 
2001). SM Es are  typically p oor a t leverage, due to  their lim ited resources. T h e ir  m ain  focus is (necessarily) 
survival, w hich can  m anifest itself as “fire-fighting” operational m atters (Levy et al., 2001). L arge  custom ers 
have been  know n to encourage SM Es to focus on  a  na rro w  product range, to  hone their skills, and  to  reduce 
costs progressively. W hile SM Es en te r in to  open-book  arran g em en ts  w here  b o th  p a rties h ave  access to  
p roduct da ta , this can  end up as a  form  o f contro l over the SM E ’s inform ation -  it is by no  m eans necessarily
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one o f the m ajor factors leading to IC T  adoption by SMEs (Iacovou et al., 1995; Dhillon 

and  Galdeira, 2000). Nonetheless, e-business’s lack o f well-established and open standards 

has resulted in a slow adoption rate am ong SMEs (Engsbo et al., 2001). M any SMEs are 

reluctant to invest in new technology if they cannot see the immediate use o f it (Rothwell, 

1991). A lthough greater integration between transaction activities and  general business 

process m anagem ent functions, including design and production, resource m anagem ent, 

logistics and custom er m anagem ent, and further technology investment and deploym ent 

practice would be beneficial, emphasis is usually placed upon extracting m axim um  new 

value ou t o f  existing technology investm ents (Hawkins and  Prencipe, 2000). T he  

availability o f financial resources required for hardware and software purchases, employee 

training and development, site im plem entation and m aintenance, and other services have 

been found to be im portant to e-business success (Ein-Dor et al., 1984; T ait and Vessey, 

1988).

SMEs face both economic and organisational constraints, a lack o f access to capital, cash

flow difficulties, limited IT  skills, limited resources, chaotic organisational structures and  

heavy workloads -  all factors which may im pede innovation (Campbell and Luchs, 1997; 

D FA T, 1999; SETEL, 2002). As we have seen in Section 2.2.1 o f the previous chapter, 

SM Es have their own unique qualities in term s o f their environm ent, structure, psycho- 

sociological climate, m anagem ent, and  technology usage and adoption (Ein-D or and  

Segev, 1978; Raym ond, 1985; Cheney, et al., 1986; R aym ond, 1990b; Calabrese et al., 

2003). T he K IT E  report (Chappell and Feindt, 1999)36 found that SMEs typically have

a  fa ir exchange, as la rger o rganisations are  m ore ab le  to  m an ip u la te  know ledge exchange  process a n d  
outcom e th an  SM Es (W ebster, 1995).

In tern e t platform s for e-business are (relatively) cheap to  set up  and  operate, and  can be flexibly configured  to  
include various categories o f participants on  a  dynam ic basis. T h ey  can  also be ad ap ted  to  support irreg u lar 
a n d  low er vo lum e transactions. H ow ever, the fact th a t th e  in te rn e t can  p rov ide an  o pen  n e tw o rk in g  
env ironm en t raises concerns ab o u t security an d  supply chain  co-ord ina tion  costs. F o r these reasons, m an y  
organisations choose to  em ulate aspects o f  the closed E D I p a rad igm  on  an  in te rnet p latfo rm  th ro u g h  secure 
in tranets a n d /o r  extranets. T h ey  enable the  “static” provision o f p ro d u c t inform ation , w ith little in teractive  
capability  beyond email. T h ey  are, essentially, p roprietary  systems, available only to  a  “closed” group  o f  users, 
an d  are (usually) geared to  routine transactions betw een specified trad ing  partners. Fully open  and  interactive 
in ternet-based  B2B e-business systems am ongst SM Es are  ra re  (Hawkins an d  P rencipe, 2000). A dding  new  
users to  E D I systems can involve considerable set-up costs, an d  these often also translate in to  sw itching costs 
for users leaving the system. O nly  a  relatively sm all n u m b er o f  (most usually) large organisations have been  
proactive in setting up  an d  operating  E D I systems. F u rth e rm o re , in  m ost sectors, the value  o f goods an d  
services trad ed  using these systems is typically m odest (Hawkins an d  Prencipe, 2000).

36 T h e  K IT E  rep o rt Analysis o f e-business practice in SMEs (C happell an d  Feind t, 1999) was based  on  the  89 
results received from  a  questionnaire sent to  SM Es practicing e-business across 17 E uropean  countries.
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m ore difficulty in achieving e-business success due to the characteristic SM E attributes, 

and  because SM E e-business adoption and im plementation success are dependent on the 

following factors:

• H aving an original idea an d /o r targeting a unique m arket niche.

• Developing a business case for e-business.

• F inding sufficient funding to carry  out e-business properly, w ithout being  

dependent on third parties, or having to update sites out o f hours, etc.

• Finding the right business and technology/prom otional partners.

• Ensuring the right “fit” between the com pany’s product or service and in ternet 

demographics.

• Being flexible enough to be able to  respond to com petition and  changing  

technological conditions.

• Being able to m anage and scale the growth that may result (Chappell and Feindt,

1999).

SM E ow ner/m anagers initiating technological innovation often rely on their instincts 

regard ing  issues such as w hether or not they are being treated  fairly by technology 

equipm ent and  service vendors a n d /o r  w hether or no t they are receiving good advice 

(C ornford et al., 1991). They typically seek advice from friends, colleagues and  peers 

ra th er than  from technology professionals (Cornford et al., 1991). R elationships with 

business partners, employees, custom ers, and  advisors are the foundation  o f small 

businesses. Built on trust and familiarity, they are a m ajor source o f information, favours, 

problem -solving assistance and personal interaction. M any SM E ow ner/m anagers rely 

alm ost exclusively on word-of-m outh referrals and personal recom m endations for new 

custom ers ra ther than  on systematic m arketing, and m ost depend on their existing 

relationships for repeat custom, business intelligence and advice. Business m ethods that 

underm ine these relationships disrupt their business’s traditions and routines and threaten  

a valuable resource (Thom pson and M cH ugh, 1995; Bunker and  M acG regor, 2000; 

Drakopoulou-Dodd et al., 2002).

As has been explained, limited resources greatly influence an SM E’s choices. e-Business is 

a cost-effective way for micro- and small businesses to access customers globally and  to
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com pete on par with larger organisations. Indeed, it has been shown that the SMEs that 

use the in ternet grow 46%  faster than their counterparts who do n ’t (IEI, 2003). T he  

SM Es th a t tend  to look for identifiable benefits created  by enhancing  operational 

efficiency and m anagem ent effectiveness to justify (or, indeed, make) technology decisions 

(Fink, 1998) tend also to aim for operational efficiency, ra ther than com petitive tools, 

from  their IC T  usage (H agm ann and M cC ahon, 1993). In spite o f recognising the 

advantages that e-business can create -  indeed, M ason and R ohner (2002) are adam ant 

that failure to innovate leads to disaster -  m any SM E ow ner/m anagers view e-business as 

unnecessary to their operations, and they do not believe that it offers either greater 

advantage or control (Lee and Runge, 2001). SM E ow ner/m anagers also tend to choose 

the lowest cost IC T  “solutions” and  to underestim ate the am ount o f time and  effort 

required for im plem entation, even though the adoption o f an unsuccessful technology is 

likely to result in severe economic repercussions (Carter, 1990; Gerwin, 1990; T hong, 

2001).

It does not appear, then, that SMEs are adopting a n d /o r  benefiting from  e-business as 

m uch as they potentially could, especially in light o f the fact that the cost o f com puters 

and other related technologies has dropped significantly. At the same time, small business 

growth worldwide has been consistent (Tabor, 2004). SMEs could be missing growth and 

profitability opportunities by not adopting e-business to support their core competences.

T h e  lite ra tu re  regard ing  SM E adoption  and  im plem entation  o f e-business shows 

sim ilarities and  inconsistencies. O ne (previously m entioned) sim ilarity is th a t the 

o w n er/m an ag er plays an im portan t role in shaping SM E use o f IC T s (including e- 

business) (Raym ond and M agnenat-T halm ann, 1982; Steinhoff and Burgess, 1986). A 

strong parallel exists here with studies of larger businesses that highlight the im portance o f 

top m anagem ent support (Cerveny and Sanders, 1986; Earl, 1989; 1993; 1996; Daft,

1998). T he characterisation o f SMEs as businesses with flat organisational hierarchies in 

which the ow ner/m anager takes the m ajority o f long-term  planning decisions, and  has 

full account o f the organisation’s financial and hum an resources encompasses the view 

that o w ner/m anager support is essential for establishing appropriate goals, identifying 

critical business needs, allocating resources, and m anaging technological im plem entation 

(Galliers 1991b; Arundel et al., 1997; Igbaria et aL, 1998; Prem kum ar and R oberts, 1999;
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Palvia and Palvia, 1999; Galliers and Newell, 2001). Gragg (2002), however, found that 

technological capability  is as im p o rtan t as senior m an ag em en t involvem ent for 

technological innovation in SMEs to occur.

W indrum  and Berranger (2004) also reject the hypothesis that the ow ner/m anager is the 

m ost im portan t factor in the adoption o f e-business. A lthough they concede th a t the 

m ajority  o f  sm aller businesses will likely have ow ner/m anagers as the IC T  decision

m aker, they stress the need to appreciate the extent to which the hypothesis is rooted in 

characterisations o f SMEs in which the ow ner/m anager perform s multiple roles in the 

daily running  o f the business and m aintains control over the long-term  p lanning and  

resources. T hey posit that, as the size o f an organisation increases, so it becomes m ore 

likely that the IC T  decision-m aker is not the o w n er/m an ag er b u t a specialist m iddle 

m anager in control o f an independent departm ental budget. T he organisational structures 

o f larger SMEs, therefore, are often m ore like the specialised, divisional hierarchies th a t 

are traditionally associated with large organisations (W indrum, 2004).

A nother similarity in the literature is the proposition that SMEs are less sophisticated in 

adopting and using technology than are large organisations (H uang et al., 2004). SM Es do 

not have the resources that large organisations often do, and this lack o f resources creates 

time, financial and expertise constraints (Welch and W hite, 1981; H uang  et al., 2004). 

Facing these constraints, SMEs are likely to be m ore cautious than large organisations to 

adop t new technologies (H uang et al., 2004). IC T  com petencies are as im p o rtan t as 

m anagem ent perspective and attributes in determ ining adoption and  im plem entation 

success (Raym ond, 1985; Delone, 1988; Yap et al., 1992; G ragg and  King, 1993; Lau, 

1997; G ragg and Zinatelli, 1995; Zinatelli et al., 1996; M arkus and  B enjam in, 1999; 

M cAdam et al., 2000; Caldiera and W ard, 2002).

In addition, the com patibility o f e-business to the natu re  o f work perform ed by the 

business, the perceived relative advantage o f e-business adoption, and employee com puter 

skills can all be used to distinguish e-business adopters from non-adopters (Rogers, 1995; 

Kwon and Zm ud, 1987; Venkatram an, 1994; Earl, 1996; Igbaria etal., 1998; Prem kum ar 

and R oberts, 1999; M ullins etal., 2001; T etteh  and  B urn, 2001; M irchandan i and  

M otwani, 2001). Organisations without the required employee skills may not be aware o f
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new technological innovations. Lack o f access to education and training w ithin SMEs 

m ay also affect their capacity and willingness to adopt new technology (Fariselli et al.,

1999). Sm aller businesses, especially, w ith restricted technical expertise, m ay require 

external assistance in the form o f consultants a n d /o r  vendor support. L arger SM Es can 

m ore easily afford to hire additional staff a n d /o r  consultants, o r to use th ird  party  

vendors. However, affording suitable training or qualified personnel or m otivating such 

expertise to work within a smaller SM E can be problem atic (K otha, 1998; Hardless, 

1999; Blackburn and Athayde, 2000).37

Studies o f e-business adoption frequently highlight in-house technical capabilities and 

previous successful experience with other IC T s as key contributory m otivating factors to 

adoption (Raym ond, 1985; M ontazem i, 1988; C ohen and  Levinthal, 1990; Yap etal., 

1992; C ragg and King, 1993; Cragg and  Zinatelli, 1995; Ham ill and G regory, 1997; 

Fink, 1998; Kelley and Helper, 1999; Fariselli etal., 1999; C hapm an etal., 2000; T etteh  

and  Burn, 2001; S pectrum /D T I, 2001). e-Business im plem entation requires particular 

com petences, an d  experience can assist SM Es to identify  an d  u n d ers tan d  the 

organisational and strategic issues raised by e-business (Raymond, 1985; Yap et al., 1992; 

W indrum , 2004). Researchers are divided over w here these com petences reside in 

individual employees, teams, organisation structures a n d /o r  cultures. Nonetheless, an 

SM E’s ability to acquire, assimilate and exploit new technological knowledge is often seen 

to be directly related to its hum an resources (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990; A rora and 

Gam bardella, 1994; Szulanski, 1996).

T he need for competitive advantage leads organisations to develop corporate strategies, 

entailing integration and development o f their supplier bases. M any o f the organisations 

th a t have em braced  e-business successfully were previously involved in custom er 

relationships at a distance, such as mail o rder or telephone-based sales and  services. 

These organisations therefore tended to have a good understanding o f IC T s before they 

em barked on e-business (Sriram and Banneijee, 1994). M ost usually, they retained and 

modified, if not extended, existing com puter-based systems (St Pierre et al., 1999).

37 T rad itiona l train ing  in the form  o f tim e-consum ing, theoretical an d  lecture-oriented  courses a re  (often) not 
considered to be im m ediately useful by SM E ow n er/m an ag ers , and  as a  consequence, they typically will not 
invest in  education  if  it m eans th a t key em ployees will be absen t from  the prem ises for a  considerab le  tim e 
period , o r  if  they canno t see th a t the knowledge gained  will be concrete  enough to use in  p ractice  (Rothwell, 
1991).
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An inconsistency in the literature is that while technical capability has been identified as 

an  im portant factor o f success, the source o f the capability is unclear. Some researchers 

(Yap et al., 1992; T hong  et al., 2001; H uang  et al., 2004) have indicated that external 

expertise and  support m ay be m ore critical to IC T  success than  o w n e r/m a n ag e r 

involvem ent. R aym ond  (2001) found  th a t the in form ational an d  tran sac tio n a l 

im plem entation o f e-business is most likely to be influenced by external environm ental 

contexts, especially due to the resource constraints o f most SMEs. T here is considerable 

em pirical support for this argument. Igbaria etal. (1997) found that external support and 

train ing had  a m ore significant influence on IC T  acceptance and use than on internal 

support and training. Similarly, Heikkila et al. (1991) and Yap et al. (1992) found th a t the 

success o f IC T  adoption and im plementation was m ore positively associated with external 

consultant effectiveness and vendor support than with the presence o f internal technical 

resources.38 Indeed, Thong et al. (1996) determ ined that vendor support was m ore closely 

related to user satisfaction and organisational im pact than to ow ner/m anager support. In 

ano ther study, external expertise retained by SM Es was found to be the single most 

im portant factor in compensating for resource constraints (Thong, 2001). However, o ther 

researchers (Lacity and H irschheim , 1993; M ontazem i, 1998; R aym ond and  Bergeron, 

1996; Fink, 1998) posit that internal technical capability is key. Based on these results, the 

widely held notion that ow ner/m anager support is vital for effective IC T  and e-business 

adoption and implementation by SMEs would seem not to be universally valid.

In  addition, the perceived benefits o f e-business diverge: although operational efficiency 

was the most im portant consideration for adopting e-business for some researchers, others 

(Pollard and H ayne, 1998; Cragg, 2002) have found that SMEs adopt e-business for 

com petitive advantage. H uang  et al. (2004) argued th a t growth orientation, type o f 

business, and ownership structure characterised the use o f e-business by SMEs. R aym ond 

(2001) observed that SM E adoption and im plem entation o f IC T s is determ ined by an 

organisation’s m arketing strategy, organisational context (type o f ownership, na tu re  o f 

business), and perceptions regarding adoption advantages. K ow tha and C hoon (2001) 

found that competitive intensity, organisation size, and existing competencies all influence 

an organisation’s strategic com m itm ent to e-business adoption.

351 O u tsourc ing  can be  an  answ er to  SM Es w ho do  n o t necessarily have th e  know -how , resources o r  tim e. 
H ow ever, o u tsourc ing  suppliers are n o t necessarily  in te rested  in  SM Es due to  perceived  difficulties in 
com m unication , prices, and  the (comparatively) low reference value o f  a  typical SM E (Berg and  K a rttu n e n ,
1998).
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O w nership  structure undoubtedly influences the organisational structure (G eeraerts, 

1984), the m anagem ent processes (Trostel and  Nichols, 1982), and  the perform ance 

(Oswald and Jah era , 1991) of SMEs, and would also likely have an affect on the adoption 

and  im plem entation o f e-business by SMEs. SMEs can be venture-backed, owned and 

run  by an ow ner/m anager, or privately ow ned bu t professionally run  by non-ow ner 

managers. They may also be public or institutionally owned, or a combination o f both.

SM Es in different sectors and with different business activities also (tend to) use and adopt 

IC T s differently (Chen and  Fu, 2001). e-Business changes a com pany’s com petitive 

advantage by enhancing its products a n d /o r  by transform ing its processes -  the potential 

degree o f im pact is determ ined by the information intensity in an organisation’s products 

or value chains (Porter and Millar, 1985). As SMEs often have only one product, or a few 

sim ilar o r related products, their value chains can often be reduced to a set o f  less 

complex business processes, to which the criteria for assessing inform ation intensity (such 

as a  num ber o f suppliers, or distinct product variations, or num ber o f parts the product 

has, or num ber o f steps in the m anufacturing process) can be easily identified (Porter and 

M illar, 1985). Knowledge intensive and non-knowledge intensive organisations are likely 

to have quite different IC T  requirem ents (W indrum, 2004). T he inform ation content o f 

knowledge intensive businesses (such as architecture and IC T  suppliers and consultants) is 

far higher than  for non-knowledge intensive businesses (such as wholesale and  retail 

traders, and personal services). Knowledge intensive industries are high users o f IC T s, 

and  are therefore m uch more likely to adopt e-business. Therefore, it can be hypothesised 

that e-business adoption depends to an extent on the business activity o f the organisation, 

and  that SM Es with different inform ation intensities in products a n d /o r  processes in 

different industry sectors are likely to adopt and  im plem ent IC T s (and therefore e- 

business) differently.

R esearch on inform ation systems over the past 20 years has sought to identify how an 

organisation’s IT  spending provides it with strategic advantage. Am ong the earliest such 

work was that o f M cFarlan (1981, 1984; M cFarlan etal., 1983), who provided m anagerial 

tools to help organisations identify and  maximise the strategic value o f IT  investments. 

W hile organisations differ in the level o f  strategic benefit they achieve from  these 

investments, typically such variation has been ascribed to differences between industries 

and an organisation’s position within an industry. M cFarlan et al. (1983) developed a
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“strategic grid” model that classifies organisations into four categories - strategic, factory, 

support or tu rnaround  - based on how strategically valuable IT  is to the organisation’s 

perform ance. In their “strategic alignm ent” model, H enderson and V enkatram an (1983) 

contend  th a t strategic benefit is contingent upon the alignm ent o f IT  function to the 

business strategy, and also the alignment o f internal systems and processes to the external 

context.

Although m any researchers assume that growth is a universal goal for small organisations 

(C astrogiovanni and  Justis, 2002; Almus and N erlinger, 1998), ano ther factor to be 

considered is that m any SMEs, either by choice or by default, stay small and successful. 

An organisation that chooses stability as its goal will tend to operate very differently from 

a growth-oriented SME, and this difference will likely be reflected in how it deploys and 

uses technology. Even though E lder and  Igbaria (1998) did not find any association 

between organisational size and the adoption o f e-business, organisation size would seem 

to be a  significant factor in e-business adoption (D am anpour, 1991; P rem kum ar and 

R oberts, 1999). For example, a smaller sized SM E operating from a  single ofFice and  

prim arily serving a local a n d /o r  regional m arket is m ore likely to have an organisational 

structure resembling that o f a micro-business. In  such an organisation, decision-m aking 

would likely be m ade by an ow ner/m anager responsible for all business activities in that 

remit. Given its simple structure and the low volume o f information to be com m unicated 

and  stored, there m ay be a less com pelling need for IC T s: as a d irect result, the 

organisation is less likely to adopt e-business. By contrast, a larger sized SM E organisation 

that has a num ber o f different offices is likely to have a m ore com plicated organisational 

structure, comprising a num ber o f distinct departm ents, each with its own budget. It is 

therefore m ore likely to resemble a “large” business, with a  high volume o f inform ation to 

be com m unicated and stored. As a direct result, the organisation is more likely to adopt e- 

business.

Larger organisations have greater access to money, m aterial, labour and knowledge,39 and  

therefo re have g reater freedom  to engage in new  technology adop tion . L arger

39 Indeed, as businesses come to rely more on developing and harnessing knowledge, their ability to capture 
and share it, and to execute effective application of it, becomes a source of -  and is fundamental to -  
competitive advantage. The role and importance of knowledge as a resource has been highlighted by Drucker 
(1998), who maintains that it has the following characteristics:
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organisations also tend to interact m ore frequently with the external environm ent than do 

sm aller organisations, and thus have greater exposure to innovations (Swanson, 1994; 

P rem kum ar and  R oberts, 1999). D ue to their com parative lack o f  resources, sm aller 

organisations are susceptible to a  higher level o f risk in IC T  adoption and im plem entation 

failure th an  their larger coun terparts  (E in-D or and  Segev, 1978; C arte r , 1990). 

Therefore, it can be posited that organisation size is related to the decision to adopt e- 

business.

T h e  m ajority o f studies suggest that either customers or com petitors provide the m ain 

im petus for innovation adoption (Abell and Lim, 1996; Auger and  G allaugher, 1997; 

Law rence, 1997; Poon and Swatman, 1997b; T idd etal., 1997), but great inconsistencies 

exist within the findings. For example, M artin (2001) and Daniel and  G rim shaw  (2002) 

found both customer pressure and competitive pressure to be significant, but by contrast, 

Quayle (2002a) found customer pressure, but not competitive pressure, to be significant.

T h e  num ber o f drivers, too, differs enorm ously across studies in the literature . For 

exam ple, a D T I study asked respondents to list all the factors th a t influenced their 

adoption o f e-business. In this way, some 23 key drivers were identified (D T I, 2002b). 

M ore commonly, the researcher(s) of a given study specify a set num ber of likely adoption 

factors, and  respondents rank their im portance. A lthough this has the advantage o f 

clarifying responses and ensuring consistency o f m eaning within a  given study, it produces 

a less than  exhaustive picture. It also tends to make it unclear how m any drivers were 

actually tested.40 It is therefore difficult to make uniform cross-case analysis o f e-business 

adoption drivers.

T he high degree o f heterogeneity across SMEs needs to be appreciated and  taken into 

account in future em pirical and theoretical research. T he  variety  o f organisational 

structures and the business activities o f organisations are key factors affecting IC T  and  e-

• Extraordinary leverage and increasing returns.
• A tendency towards fragmentation and leakage.
• A need for refreshment.
• Uncertainty (as regards value creation and value sharing).

For example, Daniel and Grimshaw (2002) tested 7 possible drivers, organised into 4 categories 
(competitors, customers, internal operations, and suppliers), whilst Quayle (2002a; 2002b) reported findings 
based on the highest number of respondents agreeing with particular statements.
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business adoption and im plem entation. Future em pirical studies should explicitly take 

these key distinctive factors into account. Therefore,, the following can be hypothesised as 

factors influencing SM E adoption and im plementation o f innovation a n d /o r  e-business:

• The size o f the organisation.

• The age o f the organisation.

• T he industry sector o f the organisation.

• The organisation’s experience o f ICTs.

• The role o f both formal and informal external support in the organisation.

• The organisation’s IC T  usage pattern (Brock, 2000).

W ith these issues in m ind, Appendix J  provides an overview of strategic m anagem ent 

issues relating to e-business adoption and im plementation.

3.4 E-BUSINESS -  THE UK SITUATION

Despite predictions (Auger and Gallaugher, 1997) that SMEs would benefit most readily 

from e-business adoption and implementation, recent studies have shown that it is in fact 

larger businesses that have benefited most (Roberts and W ood, 2002; Barry and M ilner, 

2002; Iacob et al., 2004). Riquelme (2002) found that large organisations benefited m ore 

in term s o f increased sales and cost savings from the use o f the in ternet than  small 

organisations. T he problem  o f com paratively low SM E e-business adoption rates is a 

recurring them e in the literature on e-business, and some researchers have gone so far as 

to suggest th a t there is little evidence th a t SM Es have benefited from  the in ternet 

(M athiyalakan, 2003).

U K  SM E e-business adoption rates have been considerably lower than governments had 

hoped for (Igbaria etal., 1997; H M  Treasury, 2001c; D ixon etal., 2002; SBS, 2003d; 

2004a; 2004b). Although the U K  has seen significant growth o f business in ternet usage 

(Lymer et al., 1998; Sillence et al., 1998; M atlay and  Fletcher, 2000; Law rence and 

Hughes, 2000; D T I, 2002a; 2002b; 2002c; Quayle, 2002a; Sharm a and W ickramasinghe, 

2004), this was m ainly due to adoption by larger businesses. U ptake o f e-business in 

smaller businesses is relatively low. In 2002, although 77% o f U K  SMEs had an internet 

connection, only 10% of these (540,000) traded online, and  only 3%  regarded themselves
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as an e-business (European Commission, 2002b; Dixon et al., 2002). 37% of SMEs with 

internet access used an unm etered package, and only 1% had broadband connection 

(Oftel, 2002b).41 As IC T  expertise is often deficient in SMEs (Pollard and Hayne, 1998; 

Pitt, 1999), the in ternet is still m ore widely used by them  for obtaining product 

information than for trading (Zimmerman and Mathiesen, 1998; Lymer et al., 1998), with 

the majority of SMEs using their websites as advertising and marketing media only (Evans 

et al., 2000; Ibbotson et al., 2001; FSB, 2002). Despite the widely perceived advantages of 

adopting and implementing e-business, SMEs tend to use ICTs more as tools to support 

specific organisational tasks such as administration and accounting, relying primarily on 

standard off-the-shelf solutions, rather than strategically incorporating e-business into 

their businesses (Southern and Tilley, 2000). To com pound the issue, there are also 

regional inconsistencies in access and integration levels o f technology which result in 

SMEs from London and the South East being significantly more likely to have their own 

websites (Fletcher Research, 2001; FSB, 2002; Henry-Crawford, 2003). Figure 3.8 shows 

how the internet penetration of U K  SMEs varies with business size.
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F ig u re  3 .7  -  U K  S M E s c o n n e c te d /c o n n e c t in g  to  th e  in te r n e t  b y  b u s in e s s  s iz e  

-  2001 (D ix o n  e t a l 2002: 8)

11 This situation is discussed in more detail in section 4.2.2 of Chapter 4.
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In  2002, the Inform ation Age Partnership (LAP)42 established a task group43 to m easure 

the success o f the U K ’s e-business goals and benchm ark the U K  against its top eight 

in ternational com petitors. They found that the U K  was “doing well” in a num ber o f 

areas re la ted  to its e-business environm ent (such as recent im provem ents in  the 

b roadband  market). In o ther areas, m ajor challenges rem ained, particularly in raising 

uptake and  use o f the In ternet by citizens and governm ent. The Benchmarking Report 

(Booz | Allen | H am ilton, 2002) found that the U K  had the “second best environm ent” for 

e-business in the M arket Environm ent, Political Environm ent, and in Business and 

G overnm ent Readiness for e-Com m erce. Weaknesses, however, were found in Citizen 

U ptake, G overnm ent U ptake, and Infrastructure (BAH, 2002). The Benchmarking Report 

stated that the U K  has put in place strong political institutions and regulation to support 

e-business, and  th a t the following policy them es predom inate: IC T  in education , 

investm ent stimulation, and internet access price regulation, in com bination with a low 

cost o f  access and a strong body o f potential users supporting industries and  innovation. 

Despite these positive indicators, however, the Benchmarking Report found that “enthusiasm  

for the internet” am ong U K  SMEs, especially, was dropping (BAH, 2002).

3.5 SUMMARY

Building on the information presented in the previous chapters, this chapter concentrated 

on the nature and circumstances o f e-business. T he IS, IC T , innovation and e-business 

bodies o f literature were all draw n upon, in order to encompass all o f the factors that 

compel an organisation to adopt and im plement technological innovation. T he benefits o f 

e-business were explored, and alternative views o f the organisational and m anagem ent 

attributes to be put in place in order to ensure technological innovation adoption and  

im plem entation success were presented. These issues are central to a com prehensive 

understanding o f the nature and circum stances o f e-business/innovation adoption and

42 The IAP is a partnership between public and private sectors in the UK. Chaired by the Secretary of State 
for Trade and Industry, the IAP brings together government ministers, senior officials and the heads of UK 
companies from across the information, technology, electronics and communications supply chains. Meeting 
twice a year (although the Executive meets more often), the IAP aims to create an agenda for government and 
industry to work together to advance the U K ’s technological capabilities. It works mainly through task 
groups focussing on specific issues.

43 Consisting of Booz | Allen | Hamilton (BAH), in co-operation with the DTI, the Office of the e-Envoy and 
INSEAD.
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im plem entation. T he chapter concluded with an overview o f the curren t situation 

regarding U K  e-business adoption and implementation by SMEs.

An examination of this situation was necessary in order to present the main key points 

that inform the choice o f topic and research approach relating to this aspect o f the 

research. T o consolidate this growing understanding, the next chapter, the third in the 

triumvirate o f thesis background investigations, explores EU and U K  government policy 

initiatives developed to promote innovation and e-business amongst SMEs.

Draw ing together and drawing on the IS, IG T , innovation and e-business bodies of 

literature (which have previously been treated as separate in the literature), Table 3.1 

synergises the key issues that arose from the review of e-Business in this chapter:

__________ The Key Issu es Arising from  the e-B u sin ess Literature R eview ___________

Much e-business research conducted to date has been insufficient

• Much e-business research conducted thus far has failed to examine the roles of size, age, 
ICT sector experience and management support within single integrated studies, types of 
exporting activities, awareness of benefits, types of customer and imposition by larger trading 
partners (Dixon et al., 2002).

• The extent to which ICT and internet usage by SMEs features in the literature is relatively 
undeveloped (JCESB, 1999; Dixon et al., 2002).

• Much empirical work conducted on e-business thus far has tended to be cross-sectional, 
making time-series comparisons difficult.

• E-business presents a number of significant challenges to academic research, arising from:
• Its recent emergence.
• The rapid change that characterises the domain.
• The variation in behaviour in (apparently) similar contexts.
• The media attention it has generated (Clarke, 2000).
• The lack of familiarity with e-business by management scholars.
• The lack of established research approaches (Drew, 2002).

e-Business has profound consequences fo r  business p rac tise  and research

• E -b u s in e s s  is r e v o lu tio n is in g  b u sin ess , r e q u ir in g  c o m p a n ie s  to  re d e f in e  th e i r  s tra te g ie s , 
p ro d u c ts  a n d  p ro c esses  (M c F a rla n , 1984; G la z e r ,  1991; B e n ja m in  a n d  W ig a n d , 1995; 
R a y p o r t  a n d  S v iok la, 1995; B loch  et al., 1996; H a g e l a n d  R a y p o r t,  1997; A n g e h rn , 1997; 
H o ffm a n  a n d  N o v ak , 1997; B ra n n b a c k , 1997; B ra n n b a c k  a n d  P u h a k a in e n , 1998a; 1998b; 
S h a k e sh a ft ,  1998; O E C D , 1998a; K a la k o ta  a n d  R o b in s o n , 1999; D e e s c h o o lm e e s te r  a n d  
V a n  H e e , 2000; M ag n u sso n , 2001; D o m k e -D a m o n te  a n d  L ev so n , 2002).

* T e c h n o lo g y -d riv e n  ch an g e  is re v o lu tio n is in g  bu sin ess , r e q u ir in g  c o m p a n ie s  to  re d e fin e  th e ir

104



Chapter 3 -  Background to the Research e-Business

__________ The Key Issu es Arising from  the e-B usiness Literature R eview  _________
strategies, products and  processes in a business-operating clim ate tha t has becom e 
increasingly competitive, turbulent and uncertain (Goldman et al., 1995; Bloch et al, 1996; 
Deeschoolmeester and Van Hee, 2000; Jeffcoate et al., 2004).

• T he internet alters industry structures, and reduces the ability of organisations to sustain 
their operational advantages, which could (potentially) im pact negatively on businesses 
because it lowers barriers to entry, creates new substitutes and is available to everyone 
equally. Therefore, the very factors in support o f e-business adoption destroy existing 
competencies as well as (potentially) creating new sources of advantage (Ghosh, 1998; Evans 
and W urster, 1999; Chong et al., 2001).

e-Business can help SMEs develop and prom ote grow th in regional areas

• E-business is a tool to facilitate SM Es to play a  m ajor role in developing and  prom oting 
growth in regional areas, which are typically characterised by high unem ploym ent rates, a  
shortage of skilled people, lim ited access to resources, and  a lack o f in frastructure 
(Stephenson and D uncan, 1993; N aylor and Williams, 1994; Prem kum ar and R oberts, 
1999; T ang  et al., 2000; Lawson et al., 2001; Feindt et al., 2002; Keniry et al., 2003; Larsson et 
al., 2003; Delmar, 2005).

• T he EU actively promotes growth and development in regional areas by heavily prom oting 
e-business adoption by SMEs (Kagan et al., 1990; K hoo et al., 1998; Fariselli, 1999; Chappell 
etai, 1999; Feindt etal., 1999; 2001; European Commission, 2003b).

e-Business adoption can be beneficial to SMEs

• T h e  m yriad benefits of e-business adoption are recounted throughout this chapter, and 
comprehensively summarised in Appendix A -  T he Advantages of e-Business Adoption and 
Im plementation.

e-Business adoption can pose challenges to SMEs

• While e-business adoption has eroded trading barriers for SMEs, this comes at the price of 
altering or eliminating commercial relationships and exposing the adopting business to 
external risks (Lawrence, 1997; Ritchie and Brindley, 2000; Stauber, 2000; T etteh  and 
Burn, 2001; Lee, 2001; Raymond, 2001).

• T he challenges of adopting and implementing e-business, especially with relation to SMEs, 
are presented throughout this chapter, and  are also com prehensively sum m arised in 
Appendix F -  The Disadvantages of e-Business Adoption and Implementation.

D rivers to e-business adoption by SMEs

• T he drivers to SM E adoption and im plem entation of e-business are presented throughout 
this chapter, and are also com prehensively sum m arised in Appendix C Drivers to e- 
Business Adoption by SMEs.

Barriers to e-business adoption by SMEs
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__________ T he Key Issues A rising from  the e-B usiness L iterature R eview __________

• In ternet usage by U K  small businesses is still relatively undeveloped (Dixon et al., 2002) 
the smaller the enterprise, the less likely it is to use ICTs (DTI, 2002).

• T he num erous barriers to SME adoption and implementation of e-business are presented 
throughout this chapter, and are also com prehensively sum m arised in A ppendix E 
Barriers to e-Business Adoption by SMEs.

• M any small businesses still do not own a com puter, citing cost as a m ajor barrier (FSB. 
2002a; 2002b). London had the highest usage of com puters in the U K  only 8%  of those 
surveyed did not use com puters, in com parison with 11% elsewhere. M oreover, 
organisations based in London and the South East were more likely to use broadband.

e-Business is  innovation

• T he O E C D  estimates that between 1970-1995, more than half of the total growth in output 
of the developed world resulted from innovation, and that this proportion is increasing as 
economies become more knowledge-intensive (Irwin, 2000).

• As e-business facilitates the radical transform ation of both technical and business 
operations, it is truly innovative (Rogers, 1995).

• Innovation is an im portant engine of long-term competitiveness, growth and em ploym ent 
(H ow ard et al., 1992; European Com m ission, 1997a; Gladwell, 1997; T ushm an  and 
O ’Reilly, 2002).

• Innovation is unevenly distributed, with large organisations spending nearly twice as m uch 
on innovation activities than do SMEs -  the larger the organisation, the m ore likely it is to 
be an innovator (European Commission, 2000b).

Why and how does innovation happen?

• C hange does not take place w ithout m otivation to do so. Such m otivation is usually 
provided when “assumptions, attitudes or behavioural routines” no longer work or are out 
of date (Schien, 1999).

• C hange is usually brought about by a cham pion in the organisation who is spearheading 
the change, who is responsible for the perform ance of the organisation, and who is seen as a 
credible inform ation source (M aidique, 1988; R unge and Earl, 1988; Galliers, 1996; 
DeCovny, 1998; Teubner and Klein, 1998; M artin and M atlay, 2001).

• T here  is no single reason for an organisation to innovate: in some cases, innovation is 
triggered by new knowledge; in others it is triggered by the opportunity to fill a  market need 
(M ahdjoubi, 1997). T he drivers o f e-business adoption by SMEs are com prehensively 
addressed in Appendix C.

• M ultiple forces inhibit change and  m aintain  the status quo. These can include the
concentration of power and lack of resources in SMEs; group perform ance norms, fear o f 
change, m em ber complacency and lack of skills (Lewin, 1951; Stoner and Freem an, 1989; 
Bergquist, 1993). T he barriers to e-business adoption by SMEs are com prehensively 
presented in Appendix E._______________
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__________ The Key Issu es Arising from  the e-B usiness Literature R eview

• For lasting change to occur, new behaviours must be learned, so that attitudes and routines 
can be replaced (Boland, 1987; Senge, 1990).

e-Business in the UK

• U ptake of e-business in smaller businesses is relatively low (Igbaria et al., 1997; H M  
Treasury, 2001c; Dixon et al., 2002; SBS, 2003d; 2004a; 2004b; M athiyalakan, 2003).

• Regional inconsistencies in technological access and integration levels result in SMEs from 
London and the South East being significantly m ore likely to have adopted e-business 
(Southern and Tilley, 2000; Fletcher Research, 2001; FSB, 2002; Henry-Crawford, 2003).

• Despite the widely perceived advantages of adopting and implementing e-business, SMEs 
still tend to use IC T s m ore as tools to support specific organisational tasks such as 
adm inistration and accounting, relying primarily on standard off-the-shelf solutions, rather 
than strategically incorporating e-business into their businesses (Southern and Tilley, 2000).

T a b le  3 .1  — T h e  K ey  I s s u e s  A r is in g  fr o m  th e  e -B u s in e s s  L ite r a tu r e  R e v ie w

In outlining the various domains and approaches that are present within the literature 

relating to SMEs, e-business and policy initiatives, one o f the implicit aims o f this thesis is 

to indicate gaps in the literature, which this research in turn attempts to address. By 

considering these domains, the parameters o f the thesis begin to emerge in even sharper 

relief.

Supplem entary inform ation referred to in this chapter is located in the following 

appendices:

• Appendix A The Advantages of e-Business Adoption and Implementation

• Appendix C -  Drivers to e-Business Adoption by SMEs

• Appendix F -  The Disadvantages o f e-Business Adoption and Implementation

• Appendix J  -  Strategy

107



Chapter 4 -  Background to the Research -  Policy Initiatives

C hapter 4 

Background to the R esearch — 
Policy In itia tives

4.1 INTRODUCTION

This chap ter explores policy initiatives relevant to SMEs and  to the prom otion o f e- 

business adoption  and  im plem entation. A lthough the seven case studies are U K  

organisations, both EU  and national laws are covered. W hile national law and EU law 

are m utually  dependent, EU  laws take precedence over national law. T h e  m ost 

prom inent and wide-ranging EU policy initiatives directed at SMEs are explained. An 

exploration o f EU  policy initiatives prom oting innovation a n d /o r  e-business adoption and 

im plem entation is followed by an outline o f UK-specific policy initiatives directed at 

SMEs, and then by one o f U K  policy initiatives and services prom oting e-business. In 

order to make sense of the breadth o f these initiatives, they are also summarised in tabular 

form. T he penultimate section o f the chapter questions why SMEs seem to be oblivious to 

the wide range o f policies and initiatives directed at them , and why they do no t avail 

themselves o f the governm ent assistance that is m ade available to them . T he chapter 

concludes with an explanation o f how the triumvirate of background chapters -  on SMEs, 

e-business and policy initiatives -  have informed and  shaped the research.

4.2 POLICY INITIATIVES

A series o f long-term  E U  and U K  SM E policies have been in troduced to create a 

favourable competitive business environm ent in which SM Es can flourish.44 However,

41 The following combination of private and government efforts is promoted as being necessary in order to 
stimulate a higher level of government and SME collaboration:

• Setting appropriate standards and expectations.
• Providing relevant education.
• Providing support so that organisations can access the appropriate specialists to evaluate their 

performance and help them to improve their operations.
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despite the vast funds allocated annually for this purpose, it is often difficult to determ ine 

the objectives o f policy instrum ents, or to determ ine how these various instrum ents 

com bine to achieve policy objectives. This research attem pts to draw  together, as well as 

add to, the body o f theoretical w ork relating to these policies in order to yield new 

insights.

R e lev an t techno log ica l innovation  policy p ro m o tin g  e-business ad o p tio n  an d  

im plem entation depends on an understanding  o f w hat “really” drives adoption  and  

im plem entation, o f the external barriers that prevent or delay it, and o f how it impacts on 

competitiveness and employment. Incentive schemes and policies intended to benefit the 

SM E sector need, therefore, to take into account the culture, perform ance and abilities o f 

SMEs (Gable and R am an, 1992). While an  evolution towards m ore interactive support is 

visible, there is a high degree o f heterogeneity in policy instrum ents aim ing to foster 

innovation in SM Es throughout the EU  (Chappell and  Feindt, 1999; H M  T reasury , 

2001a).45 C urren t EU  and U K  governm ent-funded projects designed to assist SM Es to

• Providing an innovation support infra-structure to support SMEs to adopt innovative ideas and 
practices through mentoring, alliances and networks, as well as the availability of specific skills and 
experience (Jeal and Wroe, 1999).

,!> Innovation policies typically encompass the following types of support:

• Mission policies -  consist of financial support for research into cutting-edge technologies, whether 
carried out by research institutes or organisations. The principal objectives of these initiatives are to 
concentrate governments’ financial resources on both basic research and on applied research at a 
pre-competitive level (examples include the EU’s Esprit programmes). These policies are influenced 
by a conviction that it is possible to reduce research costs and distribute risks through co-operation. 
However, economies of scale are not always present, and the appropriation of results from joint 
research depends on the presence of internal structures of knowledge and expertise. Problems of 
consistency between the objectives of the governments and the beneficiaries may arise.

• Diffusion and technology transfer policies -  essentially initiatives based on grants (through subsidies or tax 
credits), these policies aim: to promote research within organisations; to increase collaboration 
between businesses and universities; and to create new technology-based firms. The emphasis of 
these policies, which has increasingly been focussed on measures promoting SME knowledge 
transfer, may not be of use if the lack of skills that (often) prevents SMEs from utilising external 
know-how is not addressed (Dodgson and Bessant, 1996).

• Infrastructure policies -  measures related to mission and diffusion policies based on the concept of 
Technological Infrastructure Policy (TIP), such as scientific and technological parks and research 
institutes, which act as catalysts for knowledge and as incubators for new entrepreneurial activities. 
A number of such experimental projects have been started at local and national level to set up 
centres for technological transfer and to foster firms to make use of the scientific and technical 
services offered by these centres and universities. This has led to the creation of a structure of 
technological services and brokerage that involves: the producers of innovation (universities and 
research centres); economic organisations (such as chambers of commerce or industrial 
associations); and autonomous institutions created specifically for deeding with technological transfer 
(such as agencies, information centres and incubators).
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adop t e-business include the prom otion o f  online trading and the creation o f v irtual 

business networks to prom ote technology diffusion (Dahlstrand, 1999; D am anpour, 2001; 

Papazafeiropoulou etal., 2002; Smith etal., 2002;Jeffcoate et al., 2002).

H aving outlined the dom ain, the next sub-section o f the chapter investigates EU  policy 

initiatives developed to stimulate SMEs. A considerable num ber o f EU policies have been 

form ulated and introduced to facilitate the creation o f a business environm ent in which 

SM Es can innovate and flourish.

4.2.1 EU Policy Initiatives

M ost E U  m em ber states recognise that SMEs often have difficulty finding appropriate 

independen t sources o f business advice an d  inform ation, and  face skills shortages. 

Accordingly, they have launched national and regional initiatives to assist SM Es to 

acquire o r adapt e-business skills (Mulhern, 1995). O f  the m any EU-wide policy measures 

and support schemes and program mes aim ed at improving innovation a n d /o r  prom oting 

e-business that have been im plem ented in recent years, the most influential are outlined 

here. M any o f these policies, schemes and program mes are interlinked. For example, the 

E U ’s Regional Technology Plan (RTP) (European Commission, 1994), which was inspired by 

the White Paper on Growth, Competitiveness and Employment (European Commission, 1993), was 

in tu rn  instrum ental to the developm ent o f the Green Paper on Innovation (E uropean 

Com mission, 1995; 1996a), which was created to develop an EU-wide strategy for the 

prom otion o f innovation. T he Action Plan for Innovation in Europe (European Commission, 

1996b) paved the way for a com m on European analytical and political fram ew ork for 

innovation policy. Building on this, the Trend Chart on Innovation in Europe (Leo and Booth,

2001) was introduced as a tool for policy makers. Form ulated along the lines o f  the 

Community Innovation Survey (CIS) (E uropean Com m ission, 2 0 0 le), w hich is jo in tly  

im plem ented by Eurostat and D G  Enterprise under the aegis o f the European Innovation

Technological districts -  the formation of networks between private and public bodies in order to 
stimulate innovation in SMEs and to extend the dissemination of R&D (Antonelli, 1999). The local 
routing of scientific knowledge and competences favours innovative initiatives through: the setting
up of innovative centres (Cooke and Morgan, 1994); the involvement of large companies (Ragazzi 
and Rolfo, 2002); the supply of real services (Acs, 1999); and the promotion of incubators and 
business angels to favour new technology-based firms (Lofsten and Lindelof, 2002). Industrialised 
areas can evolve into high-technology areas where firms, R&D and financial institutions co-exist 
and joindy evaluate innovative initiatives.
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M onetary  System (EIM S), The Trend Chart updates and  analyses in fo rm ation  on 

innovation  policies EU -w ide and  a t n a tional level, an d  provides a forum  for 

benchm arking and for the exchange o f “good practices” in innovation and technological 

policy development.

T h e  Innovation and SM E Programme (European Commission, 2 0 0 If) prom otes innovation 

an d  supports SM E partic ipation  in the Fifth Framework Programme (FP5) (E uropean 

Com mission, 1998) in order to optimise their advantages from such participation. T he 

P rogram m e also aims to diffuse good practices and  to  encourage in ter-regional co

o p e ra tio n  in innovation  by im prov ing  su pport in frastruc tu res, in ad d itio n  to 

com plem entary  policies for innovation and  technology transfer. T h e  P rogram m e 

encompasses a set o f inter-related projects: the Regional Innovation Strategy (RIS), the Regional 

Innovation and Technology Transfer Infrastructures and Strategies (R ITTS) and  the Regional 

Technology Transfer Projects (RTT) (European Commission, 1996c). R IS aims to:

• Establish a clear strategic framework for regional innovation.

• Create networks that prom ote inter- and intra-regional co-operation.

• Identify and prepare innovation projects.

• Strengthen regional research and technology adoption and development.

• O rientate the design o f new program mes to prom ote innovation.

T h e  com plem entary  R IT T S  project supports local an d  regional governm ents and  

organisations to analyse and develop an innovation and technology transfer infrastructure 

in o rd er to assess, enhance and  optim ise regional innovation  capabilities, w ith the 

objective o f specifically meeting the needs o f SMEs. T he R IS  and R IT T S  projects share 

m any objectives in addition to the same methodology and philosophy. Both are based on 

building regional consensus and agreem ent, referenced to  the same core specifications, 

and are able to give access to international experience. Twenty-eight E uropean regions 

have been participating on RIS and R IT T S  since they were launched in 1994, and  an 

add itional forty regions have enlisted  for sim ilar initiatives. T his ca lcu lates to 

approxim ately one region in four across the EU  participating in projects concentrating on 

enhancing local innovation capabilities, providing the m ost comprehensive structure for

111



Chapter 4 -  Background to the Research -  Policy Initiatives

the developm ent o f regional systems o f innovation in the world, by far (E uropean 

Commission, 1996c; 1997b).

T he DEED S Forum  generated from the G7 Policy G roup project A Global Marketplace for  

SM Es (1996-1999) (DEEDS, 2002), which seeks to provide an open forum o f EU  policy 

m akers to stimulate, discuss, exchange and  m onitor national policies. T he project has a 

particular focus on the uptake o f e-business practices by SMEs, as did The Bologna Charter 

on SM E  Policies (European Commission, 2000h; O E C D , 2000b). H eld in 2000, it was the 

first conference o f EU  ministers responsible specifically for SMEs. T he C harter no t only 

unequivocally recognised the im portance o f  entrepreneurship  and  a “dynam ic” SM E 

sector in national systems, but also acknowledged the “vital” contribution o f innovation to 

SM E com petitiveness. T he  a tten d an t m inisters stressed th a t increasing access to 

inform ation, financing and netw orking would facilitate the SM E sector. The Bologna 

Charter recognised that e-business creates not only opportunities bu t also challenges for 

SMEs, and therefore recom m ended that when developing policies, full account be taken 

o f SM E perspectives in the drafting o f  guidelines, rules and  regulatory initiatives and 

instrum ents related to e-business adoption and im plem entation, in o rder to prom ote 

greater awareness of the benefits of doing so to SMEs. T he participating ministers agreed 

to work to im prove the com patibility o f  initiatives to foster SM E partnerships and to 

enhance the availability o f instruments to prom ote SM E development.

T he E uropean Council Summit in Lisbon, 2000 announced the E U ’s goal o f becom ing 

the “m ost competitive and dynam ic knowledge-based econom y in the world” by 2010. 

This objective necessitated the creation o f innovation policy initiatives at E U  national and 

regional levels (many o f these initiatives were still being fram ed in early 2005). T he 

Sum m it called for a series o f benchm arking exercises to m onitor progress by m em ber 

states towards the im plementation o f effective policies in support of innovation. T h e  EU 

responded to this request with The Integrated Programme for SMEs: A General Framework for all 

Community Actions in Favour o f SMEs (European Commission, 2000c), which, com bined with 

Innovation in a knowledge-driven economy, 2001  (E uropean  C om m ission, 2001a), has 

contributed to an improved coherence in technological innovation policy in Europe, and 

also to the developm ent o f a framework for dialogue on innovation policy-making and 

policy co-ordination.
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eEurope 2005. An information society for all: An Action Plan (European Commission, 2002d), 

endorsed by the Feira European Council in Ju n e  2000, forms part o f the overriding 

Lisbon strategy. Europe 2005  builds on this, and addresses issues relevant to internet and 

e-business adoption and usage, consisting o f national and m ulti-national actions on e- 

governm ent, e-health, e-learning and  e-business generated with the aim  to im prove 

participation, to open up opportunities, and to enhance skills by:

• Putting in place policy measures to review and adapt legislation at national and 

EU  levels.

• Ensuring legislation does not ham per new services.

• Strengthening competition and inter-operability.

• Im proving access to networks.

• Identifying areas where public policy can provide added value (the co-ordination 

o f existing policies to draw  out synergies betw een the proposed actions, in 

com bination with an overview o f policy developm ents, can ensure a  good 

inform ation exchange between national and E uropean policy m akers and the 

private sector) (European Commission, 2002d).

T he EU  has devised a num ber o f broad um brella policies to prom ote the benefits o f e- 

business and  o ther technological innovations, not least for SMEs. Such fram ew ork 

policies often set clear and ambitious targets, and co-ordinate with other policies to ensure 

that the various com ponents serve com m on goals. T hey  cover a b road  spectrum  of 

initiatives, from  awareness actions, to establishing SM E support networks, to providing 

consultancy and  customised services to SMEs. These policies aim  to influence policy 

across the economies o f countries or regions, and are often both horizontal and vertical in 

concept: horizontal in that they cover most business sectors and  act as a bridge between 

education, business and the citizen; and vertical in th a t they can im pact upon prim ary, 

secondary and higher education (in the form of training and up-skilling initiatives).

T he Go Digital initiative (European Commission, 2002c), adm inistered by the e-Business 

Policy G roup (EBPG), is a collaboration o f representatives o f the E U  m em ber states and 

the E uropean Commission services. Go Digital aims to benchm ark national and regional 

policies and instruments in order to prom ote e-business for SMEs, to assist m em ber states
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and  regions assess their policies, to identify best practice, and to identify how funds and 

initiatives can com plem ent national and regional strategies, with the ultim ate objective 

being to  “better adapt” national and European policies to prom ote e-business to the needs 

o f  SMEs across the EU, thus improving their efficiency.

The Third Multiannual Programme for SM Es in the European Union (European Com mission, 

1996c; 1996e) was also adopted as the cornerstone o f the E U ’s actions aim ed a t 

im proving the conditions in which SMEs operate. U nder the Fifth Framework Programme 

(FP5) (European Commission, 1998), it supported European SMEs to participate in FP5 

actions and to optimise their advantages - especially in relation to technology - from such 

participation. T he outcomes are still being form ulated. T he Sixth Framework Programme, 

(FP6) was formally launched in Brussels in November 2003 (Keown, 2002).46

T h e  SM E SP R IT  project (European Com mission, 2000d; 2000e) aims to develop a 

knowledge-based system that will provide support to SMEs introducing and m anaging 

IC Ts. This is interlinked with the COMPETE  (European Commission, 2000f) and Brite- 

Euram  program m es (European Commission, 2000g), which both fall under the um brella 

o f  the Esprit research program m e (Chappell and Feindt, 1999). C O M P E TE  aim ed to 

strengthen E uropean SM E com petitiveness through technology.47 E ncouraging  and 

facilitating collaboration and jo in t ventures for SMEs were also key aims o f the Brite- 

E uram  program m e, which enabled groups o f SM Es w ith insufficient resources to 

commission university laboratories or research centres to carry out R& D activities for 

them , and  to pool resources with o ther SMEs. T hem atic  networks b rough t together 

various individually run projects that shared similar technological or industrial objectives, 

with the intention o f bringing greater coherence to research activities and encouraging the 

exchange o f knowledge and technologies.48 T he knowledge and experience gained from

Mi SME budgets in FP6 include 450 million euros (£280 million) for the project Specific Research Activities for 
SMEs in the Eighth Priority alone (Keown, 2002).

47 Running from 1997-2002, COMPETE brought together more than 45 companies delegating about 70 
specialists and representing more than 50 EU-funded projects.

40 The first Brite-Euram impact studies took place in 1997 and 1998 and involved 419 partners, including: 
large companies, SMEs, contract research organisations, universities and non-profit research organisations. 
214 projects were completed between 1992-1994 and evaluated from 1993-1995. The overall project group 
involved 1,495 partners from 334 projects. The third impact assessment was carried out in 1999, with 123 
industrial partners from 77 projects finished in 1995. These were evaluated initially in 1996. Here, the full 
population was 507 large companies and SMEs from 136 projects.
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the projects has been shared by participants, and  has also served to inform the decision

m aking process on future EU-funded R&D.

A ppendix  K  represents these EU  policy initiatives and  program m es in sum m arised 

tabular form.

H av ing  review ed the m ost prom inen t and  w ide-ranging EU  policy initiatives, the 

following sub-section o f this chapter will investigate U K  policy initiatives form ulated to 

stimulate e-business an d /o r innovation.

4.2.2 UK e-Business and Innovation Policy Initiatives

T h e  U K  governm ent advocates the developm ent o f a “legal, regulatory and  fiscal 

environm ent” to facilitate its stated goal o f the U K  becom ing “the best place in the 

world” to conduct e-business. Believing online business success to be critical to the future 

competitiveness o f U K  businesses, the governm ent established its agenda and laid down 

targets in Our Information Age: the Government’s Vision in 1998 (D TI, 1999). T h is  was 

supplem ented by Our Competitive Future: Building the Knowledge-Driven Economy, a D T I W hite 

P aper (1998) th a t set out the roles o f governm ent and business to im prove the U K ’s 

competitiveness.

Indeed, the U K  is well placed to becom e the “best place in the w orld” to conduct e- 

business, as it has a world-class IT , com m unications and digital services infrastructure, 

including a highly sophisticated wireless device m arket, relatively low telecomm unications 

costs, the highest D T V  penetration in the world, and  a regulatory structure that facilitates 

one o f the world’s most im portant and competitive financial marketplaces. T he U K  also 

has the w orld’s second largest private equity and  venture capital sector (behind the US),49

49 Effective and creative financing is crucial to e-business success, because the design and implementation of e- 
business infrastructure and its requisite re-engineering of business processes require significant investments of 
capital. Venture capitalists, incubators, and corporate investors are major capital sources for B2B e-business. 
Following the internet market collapse in 2000, most incubator funds reduced their operations and shrunk 
their market capitalisation considerably. Governmental involvement in e-business is becoming increasingly 
pronounced in the EU (Schulze and Baumgartner, 2000; European Commission, 200lg). EU venture capital 
initiatives include: the European Technology Facility, which targets higher risk fund profiles for start-ups, and 
I-TEC, which was designed to encourage early stage investments in technologically innovative SMEs 
(European Commission, 2001b). A series of EU entrepreneurial initiatives known as the Directorate General 
Enterprise Initiatives includes the following:
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an d  a strong educational infrastructure th a t provides a high num ber o f graduates in 

disciplines such as m aths and com puter science (BAH, 2002). U K  business attitudes on 

the cost and  security o f transacting online, however, are com paratively conservative 

(BAH, 2002).

Nonetheless, U K  e-business adoption has been constrained by inefficient infrastructures, 

incom plete understanding o f the potential o f the technologies, and evolving m arket 

standards (Westland and Clark, 2000; Cosh and  Hughes, 2003). A m ajor stumbling block 

to the grow th o f e-business adoption by SMEs has been slow broadband developm ent 

(Galliers and Wiggins, 2002), even though the UK Online report (2001) set the target for 

the U K  to have the most extensive and competitive broadband m arket in the G7 by 2005 

(Dixon et al.} 2002). T he strategic im portance o f the wide availability o f inexpensive 

bandw idth is universally acknowledged,50 but the reality is that broadband in Britain took

• Trans-national joint ventures -  provide funding for SMEs within the European Union, such as the Joint 
European Venture (JEV).

• Capital Risque pour les Enterprises d’Amorgage (CREA) -  which provides seed capital to cover operating 
costs during the start-up phase.

• Mutual Guarantee Schemes -  which involve private groupings of companies often linked to sector- 
specific interest groups, and provide loan insurance to banks.

• Roundtable o f Bankers and SMEs -  which are dedicated to finding funding opportunities for SMEs, 
especially during the start-up phase (European Commission, 2001 e).

In the UK, the Phoenix Community Development Finance Institution Challenge Fund supports over 90 
projects to encourage business start-up and development. The Fund was launched in November 1999, is 
designed to encourage entrepreneurship in disadvantaged areas through a range of initiatives including 
Community Development Finance initiatives, a network of volunteer mentors, and City Growth Strategies, 
and helps to build a network of both borrowers and lenders that the mainstream banks do not reach. In 
addition, the SBS supports pilots with a strong focus on ethnic minority and women-owned small businesses 
in the West Midlands and in Haringey, London. European Regional Development Funds (ERDF), European 
Social Funds (ESF) and The Enterprise Promotion Fund (launched in April 2003) also support a range of pilot 
projects designed to encourage creativity and innovation in the field of enterprise education and awareness 
raising. Other UK entrepreneurial initiatives include the following:

• The Regional Venture Capital Funds launched in January 2002 with a government investment of 
£80 million, and a private sector investment of £187 million.

• www.businesslink.org launched in June 2001 to complete the Business Link branded information 
and advice channels for its SME customers.

• The £75 million SBS Business Incubation Fund (£30 million of which comes from the 
Development Fund element of the Phoenix Fund) was launched in October 2001, and currently 
supports 96 projects.

50 Multi-platform broadband has already had a major impact. However, if it is fully exploited it could improve 
the effective use of networks, and thereby increase productivity and employment. Achieving productivity gains 
through effective use can be realised by:

• Restructuring economic and social behaviours to exploit new technologies.
• Adapting business processes.
• Bringing public services online.
• Enhancing skills (DTI, 2001; 2002c).
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m uch longer to grow than  either businesses, consum ers, or the governm ent had  

anticipated  (D TI, 2000a; 2002a; 2002c), and  availability still rem ains behind  world- 

leading levels (67% for all U K  technologies in Ju ly  2002, against 90%  in G erm any and 

Sweden, and 80%  in Canada) (BAH, 2002; D T I, 2002c).51 Since 2003, however, due to 

relatively high levels o f com petition in the U K  broadband  infrastructure and  retail 

m arket, b roadband  prices have fallen considerably (D TI, 2004). T he delay was widely 

reported  to be due to the endem ic and  en trenched  anti-com petitiveness o f British 

Telecom  (BT) and it’s reluctance to upgrade exchanges, to cable operators’ focus on 

urban  areas, and to a lack o f adequate governm ent intervention (Forrester R esearch 

2000a; 2000b). As the U K ’s key infrastructure players are private com panies, not state- 

owned incum bents, the capital m arket squeeze has had a  tangible retarding effect on roll

out (Fletcher Advisory, 2001). In late 2002, the U K  government com m itted to not provide 

extensive financing for broadband roll-out, preferring to allow the private sector to lead 

(although the governm ent has since invested in a set o f pilots) (DTI, 2004).52 T he result 

has been that regional governm ents/developm ent agencies have taken the lead53 and the 

U K  governm ent has set up the Regional B roadband U nit to co-ordinate this regional 

activity (DTI, 2002c). B T  refocused its program m e o f local exchange upgrades, so that 

local dem and had to be dem onstrated by pre-registration before an exchange would be 

considered for upgrading  (BAH, 2002). U K  reg ional areas are likely to  rem ain  

uneconom ic for service provision, how ever, despite the public sector m echanism s 

introduced in order to address these challenges.54 A lthough e-business can potentially 

provide SM Es with access to global m arkets, rem otely located SMEs still require the 

fundam entals o f distribution networks and direct markets. It is therefore no t surprising 

that b roadband access levels m irror the digital divide effect in U K  society as a whole, with

These developments could open up significant economic and social opportunities. New services, applications 
and content could create new markets and provide the means to increase productivity (and hence growth and 
employment). They can also provide more convenient access to information and communication tools.
51 This situation was outlined in section 3.5 of Chapter 3.

52 A 2002 government initiative to provide RDAs with j£30m to stimulate broadband deployment and uptake 
had some effect, but the investment amount was small compared to financial commitments made in other 
countries (BAH, 2002).

53 For example, The Welsh Assembly allocated /(100m of EU funding to develop broadband in Wales.

54 EU Objective 1 finance has also been made available to supplement and develop broadband in UK rural 
areas.
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larger organisations and those based in London and the South East far m ore likely to 

utilise broadband (Local Futures G roup, 2001).

A nother stum bling block to e-business growth in the U K  has been e-business taxation. 

W hile there is always a tension between safeguarding tax revenues and  assisting new 

business, the U K ’s tax breaks emphasise tax avoidance prevention ra ther than  prom oting 

and  encouraging enterprise (NetValue, 2000). In addition, R&D spending by governm ent 

and business is low by international levels.55

A num ber o f high-profile U K  internet ventures suffered highly public failures in the 

technology shares crash that began in April 2000. A lthough some o f these businesses 

soon began trading again under new ownership, their resuscitated sites, almost w ithout 

exception, gave up their former business models and strategies in exchange for a m ore 

restrained approach to product a n d /o r  service provision. T he enorm ous sums o f m oney 

invested in building awareness o f their brands, while not viable with the original business 

m odels and formats, thereby provided value for the new owners. T hey were evaluated 

and refined by significantly more cautious investors, and their business models em erged as 

less extravagant, but more robust, disciplined and tightly focused (Bryant, 2002).

M any U K  businesses — including the case studies presented in this thesis — have decided, 

for strategic reasons (in particular the need to rem ain competitive), that they need to trade 

online, and have therefore stopped attem pting to justify their investm ent in e-business 

adoption and implementation on an entirely quantitative financial basis. T hey  attem pt, 

in short, to incorporate e-business into their business operations. Business in the Information 

Age International Benchmarking Study 2000 , (DTI, 2000) reported  that 70% of U K  businesses 

use e-business alongside conventional business methods. However, while applications such 

as email and online marketing are (relatively) widespread, online activities that require an 

increasing level o f interaction and technical complexity have lower levels o f  adoption. 

D T I figures indicate that U K  businesses tend  to be farther up the e-business adoption 

ladder in dealing with their suppliers than  they are with their customers (DTI, 2000a; 

2002a).

55 1.56% of GDP in the UK, against 2.63% in Germany, and 2.25% in the US (Booz| Allen | Hamilton, 
2002).
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These percentages are clearly not high enough if the U K  is to become “the best place in 

the world” to conduct e-business.

In addition , SM Es require quite a lot o f support, not least because o f their relative 

unwillingness to trade online (HM  Treasury, 2001c; BAH, 2002). T o  this end, the U K  

governm ent has obtained the support o f senior and com m itted political leadership on e- 

econom y topics to supplement a regulatory regime that promotes e-business (BAH, 2002). 

T o  this end, T he Office o f the e-Envoy (OofE) was created. It sits inside the C abinet 

Office, with advisory input into the Treasury’s financing decisions. T he O ofE sets policy, 

ensures the co-ordination o f e-economy issues across government, and m anages selected 

projects that are o f cross-departmental benefit.

T h e  countries with the highest levels o f SM E internet penetration and  SM Es trading 

online have long-standing schemes to create a support network for SM Es specifically 

targeted at e-business, ra ther than ju st general small business support. This is the case in 

the U K , where a range o f program m es has included providing funds, training, resources, 

and targeted advice (HM  Treasury, 2001c; BAH, 2002). Such program m es can have a 

real, if limited, im pact on SMEs.56 T o  this end, a num ber of U K  government policies and 

initiatives have been developed to specifically support and stimulate the SM E sector. The 

Opportunity for All in a World o f Change W hite Paper (D T I, 2000b) announced a £ 3 0  million 

initiative for a three year period to assist businesses o f all sizes move beyond having a 

website or trading online to transform  themselves through the effective use o f e-business 

(Dixon et al., 2002).

56 For example, a UK-based EU-funded study on 20 SMEs initiating e-business was conducted in 1999 
(O’Neill, 2000). Most of the participating organisations (predominantly micro-businesses) began the study 
with a very low level of ICT skills. Whilst 52% of the companies saw themselves as innovative, 92% wanted 
to expand, and 42% were keen to increase profits. They ail anticipated that benefits would be gained from e- 
business, including: access to more customers (92%), improved communications with customers (92%), 
increased profits (83%), increased status (75%), faster communications (67%), global presence (58%), 
improved communications with suppliers (58%), reductions in marketing costs (42%), and reduced transaction 
costs (17%). The project saw each of the companies launching information-point only websites. Six months 
after launch, 43% were using e-mail on a weekly basis, 29% on a daily basis, and a further 29% on an hourly 
basis. 86% were exchanging emails with their customers, and 43% with their suppliers. 43% of the companies 
thought that they had increased access to customers, while 14% thought that they had experienced faster 
communications to customers and suppliers, in addition to increasing their status. The majority of the 
participating companies were positive about the developments they anticipated in the near future: 86% 
expected access to more customers, while 57% expected a reduction in marketing costs, and 86% expected 
improved communications with suppliers and customers.
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A nother key m echanism  for e-business penetration is the IAP, a forum  for dialogue 

betw een  the public and  private sectors involving the U K ’s IT , com m unications, 

electronics and  creative content industries. C haired  by the Secretary o f State for T rad e  

and  Industry, the IAP brings together government ministers, senior officials and the heads 

o f  U K  com panies from  across the  in fo rm ation , technology , e lec tron ics an d  

com m unications supply chains to advance the U K ’s e-business capabilities. In 2002, the 

IA P established a task group57 to benchm ark the U K ’s e-business success against its top 

eight in ternational com petitors, resulting in The Benchmarking Report (BAH, 2002). T h e  

Report found that, o f the countries exam ined therein, the U K  had  the “second best 

env ironm ent” for e-business, and  th a t the U K  has strong political institutions and  

regulation to support e-business in place. However, The Benchmarking Report also noted that 

inform ation, advice and training were the typical m eans o f support in the U K  ra ther than 

financial incentives, which are particularly inviting for SMEs, and that “enthusiasm  for 

the internet” and the willingness o f SMEs to trade online was dropping (BAH, 2002).

T h e  C ab inet O ffice’s Perform ance and Innovation U n it repo rt e-commerce@itsbest.uk 

(C abinet Office, 2000) prom pted the developm ent o f three subsequent U K  governm ent 

reports: UK Online for Business; Technology Means Business; and Supply Chain. T he D T I’s U K  

Online for Business is effectively the rebranded Inform ation Society Initiative, which is in 

turn  a com ponent o f UK Online, a nationwide e-business initiative that builds on existing 

support services. T he activities o f UK Online for Business focused on raising business 

awareness and understanding and incorporating e-business into the businesses o f SMEs. 

UK Online for Business is a private-public sector initiative in which public, private and non

profit organisations58 prom ote e-business to SMEs. UK Online for Business has an annual 

budget o f £67m illion and a network o f 400 advisers in over 100 contact centres (DTI,

2002). T he SM E advisers are based in Business Links in England and their equivalents in 

Scotland, Wales and N orthern Ireland. T heir remit is to raise understanding o f e-business 

opportunities (Business Link, 2002).

57 Consisting of Booz | Allen | Hamilton (BAH), the DTI, the Office of the e-Envoy and INSEAD.

58 These organisations include (but are not limited to): the TUC, CBI, The Institute of Directors, British Gas, 
NatWest, Motorola, BT and Cisco.
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The U K ’s D T I study Technolog)) Foresight (DTI, 1997b) aims to contribute to bringing 

about a culture change in the way that business and scientists collaborate, in order to 

create “a clim ate” in which innovation can “flourish.” It works in collaboration with 

Competitiveness through Partnerships with People (DTI, 1997a), which aims to present key 

priorities for innovation action and the need for good management.

Having considered U K  e-business and innovation policies in this sub-section o f the 

chapter, the next concentrates on SME-specific UK policies.

4 .2 .3  S M E -S p ec ific  U K  P o licy  I n it ia t iv e s

The estimated total cost of U K  government services to SMEs is approximately £ 8 b n  a 

year, most of which is in lower rate tax relief and CAP Pillar 1 payments (HM Treasury, 

2001c). A bout £2 .5 b n  of this is spent on D T I and Small Business Service (SBS) 

expenditure (the main core of the U K ’s SME-specific policy), providing business support 

schemes that reach between 8-12% of SMEs (HM Treasury, 2001c; D TI, 2002b). The 

total capital budget of the SBS for 2004-05 is £355.7 million (DTI, 2004; SBS, 2004a). 

Over 30% of total UK public sector spending on services for SMEs is spent at the local 

and regional levels. Indeed, SMEs’ experience of government services is primarily at local 

level (HM Treasury, 2001c). Figure 4.1 illustrates the types of government support offered 

to SMEs in the UK. Figure 4.2 illustrates the U K  government’s expenditure on services to 

SMEs. Figure 4.3 illustrates the source(s) of U K  SME support.

622

□  Financial
□  In-Kind
□  Advice 
■  Mixed

F ig u re  4 .1  -  T y p e  o f  su p p o r t: U K  e x p e n d itu r e  o n  s e r v ic e s  to  S M E s (£ m ) (H M  

T r e a su r y , 2001c: 36)
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F ig u r e  4 .2  -  E x p e n d itu r e  o n  s e r v ic e s  to  S M E s b y  U K  g o v e r n m e n t  b o d ie s  

2 0 0 1 -2 0 0 2  (H M  T r e a su r y , 2001c: 34)

JH_JB  —O

179 246

European
■National
□Regional
R.ocal
□ M ix e d

F ig u r e  4 .3  -  G e o g r a p h ic a l s o u r c e  o f  s u p p o r t:  U K  e x p e n d itu r e  o n  s e r v ic e s  to  

S M E s (£ m ) (H M  T r e a su r y , 2001c: 36)

The SBS was set up as an executive agency of the D TI in April 2000, reporting to the 

Secretary o f State for Trade and Industry, which sets its overall strategy and direction. 

Working closely with the Cabinet Office’s Regulatory Impact Unit, the Better Regulation 

Task Force, and with smallbusiness | Europe (an independent organisation it established in 

2001 to ensure that SME interests are taken into account by EU decision-makers (HM
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Treasury, 2001c), the SBS’s purpose and accountability is set out in its Public Service 

Agreement target:

“To help build an enterprise society in which smallfirms o f all kinds thrive and achieve 

their potential, with an increase in the number of people considering going into business, 

an improvement in the overall productivity o f small firms, and more enterprise in 

disadvantaged communities”

(SBS, 2004a: 3)

T h e  SBS prom otes the principles o f Think Small First in the developm ent and 

implementation o f new regulations. The D T I aims to put the SBS at the centre o f the 

“virtuous circle” (illustrated in Figure 4.4), a process where all government decisions that 

affect SMEs are taken after reviewing the evidence on what is needed, what works, and 

where lessons learned further refine and develop subsequent services.

Evidence from Research & Stakeholders

Sm allDeliveryGovernment

Evidence from Customers

F ig u re  4 .4  -  T h e  “ V ir tu o u s  C ir c le ”  (SB S, 2004b: 7)

Established to enable SMEs to have a voice in government, the SBS has developed 7 he 

Government Action Plan for Small Business (SBS, 2004b), which is jointly endorsed by the 

Prime Minister, the Chancellor o f the Exchequer, and the Secretary of State for T rade
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and Industry. It has also developed the UK Business Advisor Barometer to m ap and analyse

how  governm ent expenditure on services for SMEs translates into custom er experiences

(SBS, 2004b; 2004c). T he SBS also provides:

• A network o f Business Links.

• Access to finance.

• Access to focussed advice and support.

• Incubators.

• M anaged workspace.

T h e  Social Enterprise U nit (SenU) jo ined  the SBS in 2004. T heir shared agenda is to 

deliver D T I objectives. T he SBS also works with the Small Business Council (SBC), which 

was established in 2000 as an advisory N on-D epartm enta l Public Body providing 

independent advice for the C hief Executive o f the SBS on the needs o f SMEs. T he SBC 

reports to the Secretary o f State for T rade and Industry on the effects o f  governm ent 

policy on small businesses, and  produces recom m endations in an  annual report. 

U nfortunately, despite a com m on goal and  com plem entary interests, it seems th a t the 

SBS and SBC operate “quite separately” (HM  Treasury, 2001c: 147).

Services that impose duties and obligations have the most directly-perceived im pact on 

SMEs. T he Local Authorities (LAs) and Inland Revenue (IR) therefore have the greatest 

reach, as both impose taxes on all SMEs that require at least one paym ent a year. T hey  

are followed by the Jobcentre Plus, the Environm ent Agency, D EFRA  and the Insolvency 

Agency. SM Es’ experience o f governm ent services is prim arily  at local level, with 

R egional D evelopm ent Agencies (RDAs), Local S trategic P artnerships (LSPs), local 

authorities and other agencies sharing key roles (HM  Treasury, 2001c; DEFRA , 2000). 

RDAs are responsible for Regional Econom ic Strategies. M ost RDAs have set up sub

regional partnerships, which include all public sector providers o f business support 

services, including: LAs, LSPs and  Business Link O pera to rs  (BLOs);59 private and

59 BLOs are private companies that provide information about, and access to, publicly provided assistance. 
BLOs hold a contract with the SBS for:

• Local enquiry handling/information service.
• Pre-start and start-up services.
• Business advice/diagnostic services.
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voluntary sector bodies, including banks, accountants and enterprise agencies; and public 

providers o f business services.

T he  key to delivering improved government services lies not only in knowing what SMEs 

want, and designing services in light o f this, bu t also in finding better ways o f advertising 

these services to their intended beneficiaries (HM  Treasury, 2001c). Even relatively small 

im provem ents to universal services could have a cum ulatively large im pact (HM  

T reasury , 2001c). Aggregating the inform ation distributed a t regional and  local levels 

could therefore greatly im prove the ability o f governm ents to design national policy. 

Despite the range o f services provided by governm ent, it would seem that m any SMEs 

rem ain unaw are o f them  (HM  Treasury, 2001c). T he following section o f this chapter 

investigates to w hat extent, and why, this is so.

4.3 WHY AREN’T SMES ACCESSING THE HELP THAT’S AVAILABLE?

The Cross Cutting Review o f Government Services fo r Small Business exam ined the range o f U K  

governm ent services targeted at SMEs and found that BLOs do not reach the majority o f 

SM Es that need them  -  indeed, it would seem that m any SM Es do not know that these 

services exist (HM  Treasury, 2001c).co This section o f the chap ter will illustrate th a t 

SM Es’ experience o f governm ent services could be im proved by m aking these services 

m ore accessible and o f better quality by rationalising relevant government departm ents to 

simplify and  by developing a m ore coherent approach to service design and delivery 

(Dixon et al., 2002).

T he Government Gateway was launched in Jan u ary  2001 (at a cost o f £ 1 6  million) to enable 

online access to U K  governm ent departm ents w ithin a secure in terface betw een 

businesses, citizens and government departm ents. However, there has been, thus far, a 

very low take-up o f its services (SBS, 2003b). T o  date, however, despite rhetoric to the 

contrary, very few EU or U K  departm ents and agencies have placed SMEs at the heart o f

• ICT and e-business services.
• Sales and marketing advice.

BLOs also have separate contracts with the Learning and Skills Council for workforce development, and with 
British International for international trade services and workforce development services (SBS, 2004b).

60 Less than 140,000 potential entrepreneurs approach Business Links annually (HM Treasury, 2001c).
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the policy developm ent and delivery process (HM Treasury, 2001c). O n the whole, 

departm ents and agencies undertake fragm ented activities that concentrate on policy 

design and performance evaluation stages -  far less emphasis is placed on customer-focus 

at the development and implementation stages (HM Treasury, 2001c; Davis, 2002).

The U K is rated as “low” in provision o f services online (Accenture, 2001), as is illustrated 

by Table 4.1. Although 73% of government services directed towards SMEs have some 

degree o f electronic presence, in practice many of these are simply online equivalents o f 

the paper-based services already available, and consequently offer insufficient additional 

value to users over their paper-based equivalents.

% o f  UK G overnm ent serv ices availab le online  
of which

73

%  at publish level 70
%  at interact level 25
%  at transact level 5

T a b le  4 .1  -  P e r c e n ta g e  p r o v is io n  o f  U K  g o v e r n m e n t  s e r v ic e s  a v a ila b le  o n lin e  

(a d a p te d  fr o m  H M  T r e a su r y , 2001c: 147)61

Although the majority of SMEs have access to the internet, only a minority (between 6- 

10%) regard it as their preferred way o f dealing with government (HM Treasury, 2001c). 

The International Benchmarking Survey (DTI, 2002c) found that only 50% of U K  SMEs go 

online to find out about local or central government services. SMEs seem to be critical of 

government websites, finding them difficult to navigate (HM Treasury, 2001c; Bennett 

and Robson, 2003). And not without foundation -  Accenture (2001) analysed that there 

were over 1,000 U K  government websites, accessed through 80 portals, each with its own 

character and navigation requirements. Many, if not most, SMEs simply do not have the 

time or reserves to expend in order to discover where the information they need might be 

located.

W hen specific advice is required, 58% of SMEs report that they prefer to deal directly 

with someone in a government departm ent either in person or on the phone (HM 

Treasury, 2001c). They not only want to know who to talk to in order to get a quick,

(>l This table previously featured in Chapter 1 as Table 1.1.
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correct and  reliable answer, bu t also which other parts o f governm ent agree with the 

inform ation they are being given. M ost U K  SM E ow ner/m anagers perceive interaction 

w ith governm ent as being “difficult, com plex, time consum ing and often ineffective” 

(SBS, 2004b: 10). It seems that small businesses will put off contact with public bodies for 

as long as possible (HM  Treasury, 2001c). In 2002, 51.1% o f SMEs said that they’d had 

no contact with the governm ent during the previous year, 30.1%  said th a t they’d had 

contact on V A T-related issues, while around one in five (21.9%) had  m ade contact on 

non-V A T-related issues. A similar proportion (20.8%) had dealt with C om panies House 

(SBS, 2003a), while 52.7%  of businesses had  no t sought advice o r inform ation from 

governm ent sources during the previous year about regulations that m ight affect them  

(HM  Treasury, 2001c). Despite 52.7%  of SMEs not having sought advice o r information 

from  any external sources during the previous year about regulations th a t m ight affect 

them , as the size o f a given business increases, there is a greater likelihood o f it consulting 

business support organisations (such as E nterprise Agencies, C ham bers o f Com m erce, 

Business Link, Business Eye, Business Gatew ay, and  Invest N orthern  Ireland) (SBS, 

2003a) to the extent that, am ong medium-sized businesses, only about a fifth (21.1%) had 

not sought advice at all (SBS, 2003d).

New businesses that take external advice benefit from  higher survival rates and  faster, 

m ore sustained growth, yet entrepreneurs and SM E ow ner/m anagers are often deterred 

from seeking advice by a lack o f information as to w hat type o f support is on offer to them 

(Barclays Bank, 2001). They do not always understand the benefits o f business advice, or 

recognise their own need for support (SBS, 2004b). U nfortunately , the quality o f 

inform ation and advice can vary widely, and  new entrepreneurs often do not have the 

time o r experience to access and assess the quality o f services. In addition, entrepreneurs 

are often reluctant to expose their business idea by taking advice, through fear that it will 

be either ridiculed or stolen, an d /o r that they will be overcharged.

Ju s t over a third (35.6%) o f new business owners do not seek any formal advice before 

starting up. A further 17.8% had consulted their friends, family o r inform al contacts. 

Am ong the other half, who do in fact take formal advice, professional a n d /o r  commercial 

consultations with accountants (22.0%), banks (16.5%) and  lawyers (7.3%) together 

constitute the largest source o f advice taken. O nly 14.7% take advice from  a public
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adv ice /support agency (SBS, 2003d). T he three m ain sources used for advice on 

regulation are:

• The business’ accountant.

• The trade or business association to which the business might belong (10.7%).

• Public information sources (such as the internet, library or press) (6.3%) (SBS, 

2003d).

T he dom inant reason for SMEs choosing not to access external advice was that the 

ow ner/m anager considered that they either did not need or did not want it. Some 57.7% 

of SMEs said that they had not needed any external advice, while another 15% said that 

they had sufficient internal expertise to draw on. In addition, approximately 10% claimed 

that they had reservations about using outside help, because they considered that “no-one 

else” would understand the business well enough to help, or because they would not be 

able to help, or simply because the respondent preferred independence (SBS, 2003d). 

Table 4.2 outlines the sources o f advice regarding regulations that were accessed by 

SMEs.

Proportions who said...

Alt

%

No
Empl'ees

%

Micro
1-9
%

Smalt
10-49

%

Medium
50-250

%

Accountant 12.8 12.1 14.6 14.6 13.0

Bank 1.5 1.0 2.7 2.3 0.8

T rade<'Bus<ness Association 10.7 8.1 15.6 20.9 295

Business Support Organisations** 34 2.5 5.0 8.1 8 9

Consultant 2.2 1.4 2.9 9.1 13.5

Internet/library,'press 6 3 6.2 6.5 7 3 7.8
Business/personal contacts, including customers, suppliers, etc 3.8 4.2 3.1 2.4 24

Solicitor 2.8 2.0 38 78 145

Inland Revenue 1.3 1.1 1.9 1.5 0.4

Local Authority 2.8 2.8 2.9 2.6 1.7

Other Regulatory Agencies (HSE/Environment Agency/etc > 3.5 3.0 4.4 5 3 6.7

DTLSBS/Other government bodies 3.7 3.1 4.6 6.2 8.0

All other sources 4.1 3 8 44 7.0 9 0

None 527 57.9 43.5 299 21.1

Don t know 0.2 0.2 0.4 0.2 0.2

Unable to answer 0.8 0.4 1.4 2.2 34

T a b le  4 .2  -  S o u r c e s  o f  a d v ic e  a b o u t  r e g u la t io n s  a c c e s s e d  b y  U K  S M E s (SB S, 

2 0 0 3 d : 103)
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A small proportion of SMEs stated that while they might have found help potentially 

useful, they either did not know that advice was available (2.2%) or they did not know 

where to look for it (2.8%). O ther respondents had difficulty with the available sources o f 

advice, either because they did not have enough time (8.1%), because they found it too 

costly (4.3%), or because they’d previously had a negative experience when using such 

sources in the past (1.7%). Figure 4.5 illustrates these responses.

Not needed *  pmcnt

E l i

F ig u r e  4 .5  -  R e a s o n s  g iv e n  b y  U K  S M E s fo r  n o t  u s in g  e x te r n a l  s o u r c e s  o f  

a d v ic e  o r  in fo r m a tio n  (SBS, 2003d : 115)

Even though the O EC D  (1999) has found the U K  to be am ong the least regulated 

countries for small firms, many U K  SMEs feel over-burdened (HM Treasury, 2001c). 

Around 15-20% feel that the regulatory environment is their greatest obstacle to success, 

while 38.7% feel that regulations placed obstacles in the way of their success (SBS, 2003c). 

Well over half of all SMEs expressed a generalised wariness o f the indirect costs associated 

with compliance (administrative, managerial and time) and 56.4% perceived “red tape” 

to be their major obstacle (Small Business Research Trust, 1999; SBS, 2003d). Around a 

third of potential entrepreneurs viewed the complexity of regulation as a barrier to their 

entrepreneurial activity (SBS, 2002c). Not only are a high proportion o f UK  SMEs 

dissatisfied with their regulatory environment, but many also believe that there has been 

an increase in regulation in recent years. In 2002, two thirds o f small businesses believed 

that the burden of red tape increased from the previous year, and a survey (of 18,500
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SMEs) by the Federation o f Small Businesses (FSB) found that 80% were dissatisfied with 

either the volume or the complexity o f U K  legislation (FSB, 2002a; 2002b). T h e  Small 

Business Research T rust Survey also found that around 80%  of SMEs with 20 or m ore 

em ployees believed that there is too m uch regulation and paperw ork, while a th ird  

believed that the EU  is the prim ary source o f red tape increase (Small Business Research 

T rust, 2001). Allocating resources to im prove the quality and flow o f inform ation on 

regulation and tax issues could improve -  perhaps dramatically -  the experience o f SMEs.

The Cross Cutting Review o f Government Services for Small Business (DTI, 2002b) estim ated that 

red  tape costs the U K  economy £ 6 b n  a year, with 68%  o f this falling on micro-businesses 

(D TI, 2002b).62 D ealing with taxation issues is o f  particular concern, w ith V A T  and 

payroll taxes considered to be the greatest regulatory burdens (The Business Planning and 

R esearch  In ternational Study, 2000). V A T  and  em ployee taxation  are very tim e- 

consum ing, bu t 80%  o f sole traders feel that self-assessment is the most tim e-consum ing 

aspect o f governm ent regulation, while over 50%  o f SMEs adm it to either reducing the 

num ber o f people they employ, or to avoiding employing m ore people due to worries over 

the increased burden o f paperw ork and to avoid further regulation (D TI, 2002b; T he 

Small Business R esearch Trust, 2003a; SBS, 2004b). It can be determ ined from  this 

evidence, then, that the majority o f SMEs do not consider that the governm ent takes into 

account the concerns o f  small businesses. Less than  1% feels that the governm ent took 

“very m uch” concern, and ju st under 7% that it took “quite a lot” o f account o f these 

concerns. 36.1%  considered that the governm ent took “little” account, and  37.6%  said 

that it took no account “at all” o f these concerns. M edium-sized businesses were the m ost 

likely to say that the government took “a little” account o f these concerns, and the least 

likely to say that it did not take account “at all” o f small business concerns (SBS, 2003d; 

2004b). Table 4.3 demonstrates these sentiments.

l>'2 A small business with 10-14 employees is estimated to spend 81 hours a month complying with UK
government regulations and paperwork, while a medium-sized business spends 43.4 hours a month complying
(Small Business Research Trust Survey, 2001). Compliance costs for businesses employing less than 20 people
are estimated to be 35% higher per employee than for larger businesses (SBS, 2003b).

130



C hapter 4  -  Background to the Research -  Policy Initiatives

All No Micro Small Medium
Empl’ees 1-9 10-49 50-250

Proportions who said... % % % % %

Very much 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.6 0.8

Quite a  lot 6.8 7.2 5.6 6.5 7.2

A little 36.1 34.7 38.2 43.2 52.3

Not at all 37.6 36.4 40.8 38.9 31.1

Don’t know 17.9 20.0 13.6 10.1 7.6

Unwilling to answer 1.0 0.9 1.0 0.7 1.1

T a b le  4 .3  -  T h e  e x te n t  to  w h ic h  S M E s th in k  th a t  g o v e r n m e n t  ta k e s  in to  

a c c o u n t  th e  c o n c e r n s  o f  s m a ll  b u s in e s s e s  (SBS, 2004b : 118)

The Cross Cutting Review o f Government Services for Small Business (HM Treasury, 2001c), the 

business.gov programme, and a num ber of SBS surveys have all identified the perception 

that government does not understand SMEs, and that its services are too complex and 

bureaucratic to access. Similar concerns were also raised by the Bank of England (2003), 

which found that potential entrepreneurs and established SMEs alike found it “very 

difficult” to ascertain what support was available to them . In addition, there is 

inconsistency and confusion in the quality o f support services over regions (Harding, 

2002), which suggests that government services for SMEs are fragmented, confusing and 

difficult to access. T he quality o f business advice and the level o f co-ordination and 

collaboration o f services between all public and private sector providers and their 

intermediaries should therefore be addressed.

T here is a clear need to undertake research that asks enough in-depth questions about 

customer experience to be of value in improving the service delivery process. Providing a 

clear view about the level of customer satisfaction is difficult when information about the 

experience, interaction and outcomes are encompassed in one piece o f evidence. For 

example, SBS research (SBS, 2001; 2004b) found that 54% of those that used government 

website services thought them helpful, but this figure in no way indicates how the overall 

experience could be made more appropriate, or could otherwise be im proved. Such 

results are further removed from a realistic interpretation because they often rely on 

representative bodies to provide an SME perspective. They also employ a range o f 

feedback techniques to ascertain the needs of SMEs, obtained mainly from large-scale
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custom er surveys and  m ultiple-choice questionnaires. For instance, checkbox ticks 

determ ine the SBS and  Business Link service satisfaction levels. O n  the one hand , 

Business Links serve only those SM Es that approach them  (a small proportion), and on 

the o ther, custom ers cannot always gauge w hat a service should be delivering - and 

therefore w hat they should expect. In such circumstances, respondents have a tendency 

to m ark up, ra ther than down. And despite m any governm ent departm ents reporting 

im proved custom er satisfaction levels, this is not necessarily a true indication o f the 

situation at any level, as these measures tend to produce inflated results in order to m eet 

targets and to secure further funding. For instance, although usage and satisfaction levels 

w ith support services are reported as high (Inland Revenue, 2003), the Small Business 

R esearch T rust survey (2001) found that while almost 40%  o f SMEs said they needed 

advice o r inform ation on governm ent regulation, h a lf o f these were unsuccessful in 

obtaining it (HM  Treasury, 2001c; SBS, 2004a).

T here  is no guarantee that governm ent services reach all the new businesses that need 

them  (Smallbone and Lyon, 2001).63 In addition, there is no complete account o f what 

the governm ent requires from, and can do for, start-ups (HM  Treasury, 2001c). It would 

also seem that, currently , SM Es are no t directly asked w hat they w ant and  need. 

A lthough the IR  runs focus groups with SMEs, they are organised them atically and  co

ordinated by independent consultants, who pass on the results, which m ay be affected -  

and subject to — their own targets and agendas. These methods are no substitute for m ore 

intensive -  and direct -  m eans o f assessing the needs o f SMEs, particularly in form ulating 

delivery mechanisms. T he SBS has an im portant role to play here in overseeing a network 

o f SM E contacts to provide policy-makers with extensive formal and ad hoc feedback.

Based on this and other research, it would seem th a t m ost U K  SMEs are unaw are o f 

m any o f the services provided by their governm ent, o r else that they do not in fact see 

them  as services (HM  Treasury, 2001c; C U R D S, 2002). A rationalisation o f schemes, and 

a co-ordination o f effort and inform ation between departm ents, in com bination with

63 Inland Revenue (IR) provides a pack to all new registrations named Starting your own business. The IR  has 
around 600 staff across the UK, employed primarily in Business Support Teams offering free training and 
advisory services to new businesses, including a registration helpline. The IR  also runs over 1000 workshops 
and presentations a year on “Becoming Self-employed.” Customs and Excise have an extensive programme 
to help those paying VAT for the first time, including half-day seminars. Additional services are also available 
through BLOs.
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delivering im proved policies an d  initiatives, w ould enhance the situation. A m ore 

custom er-focused, jo ined-up  approach  to delivering governm ent services following 

ascertaining w hat SMEs w ant an d  need, designing policies and services in light o f this, 

and finding better ways o f letting them  know these services are available, is key. M ore 

inform ation is needed on what SMEs themselves think will affect them . Desired changes 

would be feasible if relevant, cohesive, accessible and visible policies were introduced and 

targeted towards SM E ow ner/m anagers that unequivocally seem to be o f benefit to them , 

and are presented in a way that cannot be overlooked by them.

A condensed version o f the U K  policy initiatives and program m es designed to stimulate 

innovation and the SM E sector are presented in Appendix L.

In this “real-world” m anifestation o f a complex hum an activity system concerned with 

policy generation, a commonly agreed policy is required and needs to be m ade explicit. 

T he differing values and attitudes o f the various “actors” in the problem  situation should 

be taken into account. Less emphasis in the systems studies literature has been placed on 

assessing cultural feasibility than  systemic desirability (Checkland, 2001a: 71-2; D ixon et 

al.j 2002). T he process of setting up a direct dialogue, or workshop, in addition to the 

qu estio n n aire  and  interview s conducted  here , could  m ake the re levan t a c to rs’ 

Weltanschauung even m ore explicit. In this problem  situation, both SMEs and  the policy 

makers who aim to serve them  are the jo in t owners o f the activity system. T here is a very 

real need to think about ways to bring policy m akers and  SMEs together into a m ore 

collaborative arrangem ent and to consider w hat sort o f system m ight work. T he question 

“how m ight government policies that are currently failing to be visible to and to facilitate 

SMEs have m ore relevance?” lies at the crux o f this research.

4.4 CONCLUSION

M any organisations recognise the potential strategic opportunities offered by e-business, 

and seek to realise them . However, other than the need to adhere to legalities (such as tax 

and V A T requirements), most SMEs are not aware, o r are not conscious beneficiaries, o f 

projects, policies or initiatives in tended specifically to benefit them  in this respect. This 

strongly indicates th a t such projects, policies and  initiatives, although doubtless well

133



C hapter 4 -  Background to the Research -  Policy Initiatives

intentioned and certainly well funded,*’4 are failing. The overall take-up rate o f e-business 

am ongst SMEs also indicates a lack of success for these initiatives. Based on evidence 

arising from this and other research, it seems that many of the policies developed for the 

benefit o f SMEs could be better targeted to their intended audience, and it would also 

seem that crucial changes need to be made to policy formulation, in order to render the 

outcome more relevant, coherent and accessible to SMEs.

Table 4.4 synergises the key issues that arose from the review of e-Business in this chapter:

________T he K ey Issu es A rising from  the Policy  In itiatives l ite r a tu r e  R eview _______

A series  o f  long-term  EU and UK SME p o lic ies have been in troduced to create a
favourable com petitive business environm ent in which SMEs can flourish

• T he countries with the highest levels o f SM E internet penetration and SMEs trading online
have long-standing schemes to create a  support network for SMEs specifically targeted at e-
business, rather than just provide general small business support.

• Despite the vast funds allocated annually by governments in order that SMEs can flourish, it 
is often difficult to determine the objectives or achievements of policy instruments.

• Incentive schemes and policies intended to benefit the SME sector need to take into account 
the culture, performance and abilities of SMEs (Gable and Ram an, 1992).

• R e le v an t techno log ica l innova tion  policy  p ro m o tin g  e-business a d o p tio n  an d  
implementation depends on an understanding of:
• W hat “really” drives adoption and implementation.
• The external barriers that prevent or delay it.
• H ow  it impacts on competitiveness and employment.

EU policy in itia tives

• M ost EU  m em ber states have launched national and regional initiatives to assist SM Es to 
acquire or adapt e-business skills (Mulhern, 1995).

• Policies aimed to promote the benefits of e-business and other technological innovations, not 
least for SMEs, have also been devised. These framework policies often set clear and  
ambitious targets, and co-ordinate with other policies to ensure that the various com ponents 
serve common goals.

• M any of these policies, support schemes and programmes are interlinked.

64 T w o exam ples o f expenditure are:
• SM E budgets in FP6 include 450 million euros (£280  million) for the project Specific Research Activities 

for SMEs in the Eighth Priority alone.
• T h e  estim ated total cost o f U K  governm ent services to SMEs is approxim ately £ 8 b n  a  year (H M  

Treasury, 2001c).
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_______ T he K ey Issu es  Arising from  d ie  P olicy  In itiatives L iterature R eview _______
• T h e  m ost influential o f the m any EU -w ide policy m easures, support schem es and  

program m es to prom ote SMEs that have been implemented in recent years are detailed in 
Section 4.2.1 of the chapter, and are summ arised in Appendix K  EU Policy Initiatives and 
Program m es Aimed to Stimulate Innovation a n d /o r  the SME Sector.

UK po licy in itia tives

• Since 1998, the U K  government has advocated the development o f a “legal, regulatory and 
fiscal environm ent” to facilitate its stated goal of the U K  becom ing “the best place in the 
w orld” to conduct e-business. Believing online business success to be critical to the future 
competitiveness of U K  businesses, the governm ent established its agenda and laid down 
targets.

• T h e  U K  is well placed to exploit such an agenda, but e-business adoption has been 
constrained by inefficient infrastructures, incomplete understanding of the potential o f the 
technologies, and evolving m arket standards and slow broadband developm ent (W estland 
and  Clark, 2000; Cosh and Hughes, 2003).

• SMEs have proven relatively unwilling to trade online (HM Treasury, 2001c; BAH, 2002).

• A num ber of U K  governm ent policies and initiatives have been developed to specifically 
support and stimulate the SME sector (HM  Treasury, 2001c; BAH, 2002). T he estim ated 
total cost of U K  government services to SMEs is approxim ately £ 8 b n  a year (HM  Treasury, 
2001c).

• T h e  m ost influential o f these U K  governm ent departm ents, policy m easures, support 
schemes and programmes for SMEs are detailed in Sections 4.2.2 and 4.2.3 of the chapter, 
and  are sum m arised in Appendix L -  U K  Policy Initiatives and  Program m es Aim ed to 
Stimulate Innovation an d /o r  the SM E Sector.

SMEs aren’t accessing the help th a t’s  available

• It would seem that the majority of U K  SM ES do not know about the governm ent services 
that are available for them, or they do not in fact see them as services (HM Treasury, 2001c; 
C U R D S, 2002).

• Entrepreneurs and SME ow ner/m anagers are often deterred from seeking advice by a lack 
of information as to what type of support is on offer to them. They do not always understand 
the benefits o f advice or services, or recognise their own need for support (Barclays Bank, 
2001; SBS, 2004b).

• SM Es’ experience of government services could be improved by making these services m ore 
accessible and of better quality by rationalising relevant governm ent departm ents to simplify 
w hat’s on offer, and by developing a m ore coherent approach to service design and delivery 
(Dixon et al., 2002).

• T here  is a clear need to undertake research that asks enough in-depth questions about 
customer experience to be of value in improving the service delivery process.

How m ight governm ent po licies that are currently fa ilin g  to be visib le  to and to
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________T he Key Issu es Arising from  the Policy In itiatives Literature R eview _______
fa c ilita te  SMEs have m ore relevance?

• It w ould seem tha t a  rationalisation o f schemes, and  a  co-ordination  o f effort and  
inform ation between departm ents, in com bination with delivering im proved policies and 
initiatives, would enhance the situation of SMEs.

• A m ore customer-focused, joined-up approach to delivering government services, based on 
w hat SMEs themselves think will affect them, designing policies and services in light of this, 
and  finding better ways of letting them  know these services are available, would seem to be 
key -  desired changes would be feasible if relevant, cohesive, accessible and visible policies 
were introduced and targeted towards SM E ow ner/m anagers that unequivocally seem to be 
of benefit to them, and are presented in ways that cannot be overlooked by them.

T a b le  4 .4  — T h e  K ey  I s s u e s  A r is in g  fr o m  th e  P o lic y  I n it ia t iv e s  L ite r a tu r e  

R e v ie w

Ways therefore need to be found to begin a meaningful dialogue between SMEs and 

policy makers if government(s) and the public sector and policy makers are to m eet the 

needs o f SMEs. O ne intended outcome of this research is that future policy makers may 

become better informed about what SMEs themselves feel they “need” and about what 

sort o f initiatives might work. The introduction o f more appropriate government policies 

could assist more SMEs to understand the relevance o f e-business in relation to their 

operations, and could also assist them to employ strategies that would enable them  to 

harness the opportunities that e-business enables.

In outlining the various domains and approaches that are present within the literature 

relating to SMEs, e-business and policy initiatives, one of the implicit aims o f this thesis is 

to indicate gaps in the literature which this research attempts to address. It is argued that 

a “transdisciplinary” approach such as IS offers scope for “moving between” theoretical 

and empirical param eters that o ther subject disciplines “work within” (Avgerou and 

Lebre La Rovere, 2003). It is also argued that the IS perspective creates an opportunity 

to study relationships that have not as yet received adequate attention between SMEs, e- 

business and policy initiatives. These include:

• The relationship between SMEs and government.

• The organisational implications of integrating e-business into a SM E’s business.
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• T he implications o f governments adopting a m ore inclusive approach to creating 

a dialogue with SMEs.

By adding texture to the study o f these three subjects, the freedoms and limitations that e- 

business affords SMEs can be opened up to scrutiny. This has the potential to receive a 

m ore nuanced  understanding o f how governments can contribute to SM Es successfully 

adopting and implementing e-business.

T he  next chapter will explain the research m ethodology used in this m ultiple agency, 

m ulti-ow ner research situation, in order to draw  together and reconcile the asynchronous 

worlds o f SMEs, e-business and policy developm ent, and  also to exam ine w hat kind o f 

theoretical framework(s) can be used to support an inclusive account o f the integration o f 

these th ree subject areas. Q uestions raised with respect to the subject m atter o f  the 

research are developed into the research questions in the next chapter. W hen selecting a 

research  fram ew ork th a t will support the study o f three such d isparate areas it is 

im portan t to take into consideration the varying accounts o f the situation. T he issue o f 

choosing a research m ethod in relation to this and other methodological questions raised 

by IS researchers is also addressed in the following chapter.

Supplem entary  inform ation referred to in this ch ap te r is located in the following 

appendices:

• A ppendix K  — EU Policy Initiatives and  Program m es A im ed to  Stim ulate 

Innovation an d /o r the SM E Sector

• A ppendix L -  U K  Policy In itiatives and  Program m es A im ed to  S tim ulate 

Innovation an d /o r the SM E Sector
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C hapter 5  

Research M ethodology

5.1 INTRODUCTION

“The first, essential part o f any research project is deciding on, and clarifying, the 

subject for study. Next comes identifying appropriate theory that can provide an 

intellectual basis for the proposed research area and choosing research methods that will 

enable this theoiy to be tested out. Also, and most important, finding an organisation 

that will welcome the research and obtaining the funding requiredfor the research to be 

carried out. Each o f these activities is fraught with difficulty. Unfortunately, 

compromises may be necessary”

(Mumford, 2001: 15).

T he previous three chapters laid out the key points that inform this exploratory research. 

In the process o f doing so, the justification for the research in terms o f the topic was m ade 

apparen t. SM Es and  e-business were exam ined in C hap ters 2 and  3, respectively. 

Following from this (in C hapter 4) was a  review o f E U  and U K  governm ent policies, 

services an d  in itia tives developed  to p rov ide  SM E e-business ad o p tio n  an d  

im plem entation. Detailed tables and charts were provided for each critical area, along 

with an overview o f national data produced by international organisations, unclassified 

governm ent data, and the results o f original research. As a result, the param eters o f the 

thesis have emerged in sharp relief.

T he literature review shows that SMEs are under-researched and that these canons need 

to be b rough t together. In addition, actual policy developm ent is no t theoretically  

grounded -  the findings of the research clearly show th a t policy initiatives need to be 

m ore theoretically inform ed. T he theory stresses th a t SM Es are dissim ilar to large 

organisations in m any respects and  that policies generated  for them  need to be m ore 

explicitly expressed and informed. In short, the thesis describes the disjuncture between
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m acro-level policy initiatives designed to stim ulate e-business adop tion  and 

implementation by SMEs and the micro-level needs and priorities of SMEs.

These three chapters make it clear that, despite the considerable EU and UK resources 

allocated to formulate policies and initiatives to promote and enable the adoption and 

implementation of e-business by SMEs, relatively few policies and initiatives are visible to 

SMEs, let alone coherent, relevant an d /o r  accessible. The case has been m ade that a 

m ore collaborative and meaningful dialogue between SMEs and policy makers needs to 

take place. Throughout the rest o f the thesis, the conceptual framework synergising the 

key issues that are under-researched in the separate canons is now explicitly articulated. 

These key issues were summarised in tables at the end of each of the three chapters that as 

a trilogy form the literature review. These were Table 2.3 -  The Key Issues Arising from 

the SMEs Literature Review, Table 3.1 T he Key Issues Arising from the e-Business 

Literature Review, and Table 4.4 -  The Key Issues Arising from the Policy Initiatives 

Literature Review. Table 5.1 synergises the main headings o f these tables, which together 

synergise the issues that form the backdrop for the dissertation to follow.

Table 5.1 synergises the key issues that arose from the review of SMEs in this chapter:

________________ The Key Issu es A rising from  the L iterature R eview ________________

SMEs

• T here is a clear and unambiguous need for comprehensive studies of SMEs adoption of e- 
business in the EU and the U K

• T here is no one definition of an SME
• SMEs differ from large organisations
• T he SM E sector is the cornerstone of the economic prosperity of the EU and the U K
• Entrepreneurial attributes are associated with the SM E sector
• SM E ow ner/m anagers have a  very haphazard approach to hum an resources
• Familial and social structures affect SMEs
• Engagem ent in formal and informal networks and alliances can have profound benefits

E-BUSINESS

• e -B usiness in  th e  U K
• M u c h  e -business re sea rch  c o n d u c te d  to  d a te  h a s  b e e n  insu fficien t
• e -B usiness has p ro fo u n d  co n seq u en ces fo r b usiness p ra c tise  a n d  re sea rc h
• e -B usiness c an  h e lp  S M E s d ev elo p  a n d  p ro m o te  g ro w th  in reg io n a l a rea s
• e -B usiness a d o p tio n  can  b e  benefic ia l to  S M E s
• e-B usiness a d o p tio n  can  pose ch allen g es to  S M E s_________________________

139



C hapter 5 -  R esearch M etholology

_ The Key Issu es A rising from  the Literature R eview
D riv e rs  to  e -business a d o p tio n  by  S M E s 
B a rr ie rs  to  e -business a d o p tio n  by  S M E s 
e -B usiness is in n o v a tio n  
W h y  a n d  h o w  d oes in n o v a tio n  h a p p e n ?

POLICY INITIATIVES

• A  series o f  lo n g -te rm  E U  a n d  U K  S M E  polic ies h a v e  b e e n  in tro d u c e d  to  c re a te  a  fa v o u ra b le  
c o m p e titiv e  business e n v iro n m e n t in  w h ich  S M E s c an  flourish

• E U  p o licy  in itia tives
• U K  p o licy  in itia tives
• S M E s a r e n ’t accessing  th e  h e lp  th a t ’s av a ilab le
• H o w  m ig h t g o v e rn m e n t po lic ies th a t  a re  c u r re n tly  fa ilin g  to  b e  v isib le  to  a n d  to  fa c ilita te  

S M E s h a v e  m o re  re lev an ce?

T a b le  5 .1  -  S u m m a r y  o f  th e  K ey  I s s u e s  A r is in g  fr o m  th e  L ite r a tu r e  R e v ie w

G allie rs  (1992a) has a rg u e d  th a t an  a p p ro a c h  fo r a  g iven re se a rc h  p ro je c t sh o u ld  be  

se lec ted  a c co rd in g  to  th e  o b ject o f  th e  study  a n d  th e  th eo ries  to  b e  ex ten d e d  o r  te s ted  by 

it. In  a c c o rd a n c e  w ith  th is perspec tive , th is  c h a p te r  exp la in s th e  research  m e th o d o lo g y  

a n d  th e o re tic a l fram ew o rk  th a t u n d e rp in n e d  th is m u ltip le  ag en cy , m u lti-o w n e r re se a rch  

s itu a tio n  to  su p p o r t th e  inclusive a c c o u n t o f  th e  in te g ra tio n  o f  th e  su b je c t a re a s  th e  

re se a rc h e r  strived  for. In  the  p rocess o f  se lec ting  a  re se a rch  fram ew o rk  to  su p p o r t h e r  

s tudy  o f  these d isp a ra te  areas, the re se a rch e r sough t to  take in to  co n sid era tio n  th e  v a ry in g  

a c c o u n ts  o f  th e  “ p ro b le m ” s itu a tio n . T h e  ra tio n a le  b e h in d  h e r  cho ice  o f  a  p a r t ic u la r  

c o m b in a t io n  o f  m e th o d o lo g ie s  fo r c o n d u c tin g  th e  re se a rc h  is a r t ic u la te d , a n d  th e  

a lig n m en t o f  th is m ethodo logy  w ith  th e  focus o f  study  is clarified.

C h e ck lan d  a n d  Scholes (1990a; 1990b) d escribed  research  as in te llec tual w ork  aris in g  o u t 

o f  a  fram ew o rk  o f  ideas a b o u t an  a re a  o f  ap p lica tio n  b e in g  exp ressed  o r  e m b o d ie d  by  a 

m e thodo logy . F igure  5.1 illustrates th is  concep t. T h ey  stressed th e  im p o rta n ce  o f  d efin in g  

th e  m e th o d o lo g y  in ad v a n ce  o f  th e  rese a rch . T h is , th ey  a rg u e d , co n cep tu a lly  se p a ra te s  

th e o ry , w h ich  is e m b o d ie d  in  th e  m e th o d o lo g y , fro m  p ra c tic e , h en c e  e n a b lin g  th e  

reflection an d  co m p ariso n  th a t leads to  lea rn in g  from  an d  ab o u t b o th .
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F ig u r e  5 .1  -  A b a s ic  c o n c e p tu a l is a t io n  o f  in te l le c tu a l  w o r k  (C h e c k la n d  a n d  

S c h o le s , 1990b: 283)

D e b a te s  reg a rd in g  th e  a p p ro p ria te  tre a tm e n t o f  tech n o lo g y  raise in te r-d isc ip lin a ry  issues 

(A vgerou a n d  L eb re  L a R overe , 2003), p h ilo soph ica l ques tions (L atour, 1999) a n d  e th ica l 

co n c e rn s  (W alsham , 1995). C h o o s in g  resea rch  design  a n d  m e th o d o lo g y  is an  im p o r ta n t 

fa c to r  in  th e  ra tio n a lisa tio n  o f  th ese  c o n c e rn s , as th e  re se a rch  a p p ro a c h  is a  c e n tra l 

c o n c e rn  o f  IS  rese a rch e rs . A n u m b e r  o f  re se a rc h e rs  (eg. K a p la n  an d  D o u c h o n , 1988; 

K e e n , 1991; Baskerville a n d  W o o d -H a rp e r , 1996) su p p o rt co m b in in g  rese a rch  m e th o d s  

o n  th e  g ro u n d s  th a t it increases the  robustness a n d  re levance  o f  th e  research  resu lts, a n d  

c a n  le ad  to  d ev e lo p in g  layers o f  analysis. T h is  c h a p te r  will exp la in  how  th e  re se a rc h e r  

c o m p a re d  in te rp re ta tio n s  an d  conclusions in  o rd e r  to  en su re  th e  valid ity  o f  h e r  em p irica l 

re se a rch , in line w ith M ingers’ (2001b) suggestion o f  using  several w hole m e th o d o lo g ie s  to 

ad d ress  d iffe ren t p a rts  o f  the  p ro b lem  situation .

T h is  re s e a rc h  o p e r a te d  w ith in  th e  f ra m e w o rk  o f  a  d is t in c tiv e  m ix  o f  re s e a rc h  

m e th o d o lo g ie s  ro o ted  in the  trad itio n  o f  A ction  R e sea rch . A  co m b in a tio n  o f  A ction  C ase  

R e se a rc h  (A C R ) a n d  D ialog ical A ction  R e sea rch  (D ialogical A R ) p ro v id ed  th e  focus for 

th e  re se a rch  on  th e  U K  case studies. S SM  co n c ep tu a l m od e llin g  e n a b le d  u n d e rs ta n d in g  

a n d  w ork ing  th ro u g h  the  com plex  real-life situations th a t p ro v id ed  a  m ean s o f  reco n cilin g  

d if fe re n t p e rsp ec tiv es  in  an  a p p ro p r ia te  w ay  fo r all p a r tie s  invo lved  (C h e c k la n d  a n d  

Scholes, 1990a; 1990b; W ilson, 2001).

T h e  re se a rc h e r’s th e o re tic a l d ev e lo p m e n t w as in fo rm ed  by  co n cep ts  from  a  n u m b e r  o f  

d iffe ren t d isciplines. U n d ers ta n d in g  w h a t these th e o re tic a l fram ew orks an d  m e th o d o lo g ie s  

in c lu d e  a n d  ex c lu d e  w as cruc ia l to  d e fin in g  a  re se a rch  c o n tr ib u tio n . T h e se  th e o re tic a l
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frameworks and methodologies, and the justification for choosing them , are described in 

this chapter.

T his chapter is divided into five sections, the first o f which introduces the chapter. T he 

second section examines IS research. An overview o f the issues raised in the IS literature 

regard ing  the relevant research m ethodologies is provided, in o rder to explain the 

researcher’s choice o f theoretical fram ew ork to support her research activities, and  to 

describe the research “journey” she undertook. T he third section o f the chapter explains 

and  justifies the research m ethodology choice. T he theoretical position adopted by the 

re search er an d  the theoretical foundations o f  h e r analytical concepts an d  th e ir 

developm ent as the research progressed are explained in detail, and her justification for 

these choices m ade explicit.

T h e  fourth section o f the chapter is an explanation o f the alignm ent o f the research 

m ethods with the focus o f study. T he final section o f the chapter summarises the research 

m ethodology and in so doing draws direct links between the methodological theories and 

the research work itself, the gathering o f valid em pirical evidence, which is described in 

the chapter that follows.

W e tu rn  now  to explore some o f the key them es o f IS research m ethods. Because 

Inform ation Systems is a social science discipline, IS researchers have both qualitative63 

and  quantitative66 m ethods at their disposal. T he philosophical base upon which these 

m ethods are founded is broad (Robey, 1996). T he suitability o f the philosophical and 

m ethodological assum ptions o f the in terp re ta tive  app roach  (G hua, 1986) for the 

investigation o f knowledge creation  processes, in contrast to positivist and  critical 

approaches, is examined. T he premise that unites IS researchers from all philosophical 

persuasions is an engagem ent with technology, although the extent o f that engagem ent is 

m alleable (Orlikowski and  Iacono, 2001). N onetheless, some researchers, including 

Galliers (1995b), consider that engagement to be o f param ount importance:

65 Qualitative research methods were developed to study social and cultural phenomena (eg. Action Research, 
case study research and ethnography). Qualitative data sources include observation and participant 
observation (fieldwork), interviews and questionnaires, documents, and the researcher’s impressions and 
reactions.

66 Quantitative research methods were developed to study natural phenomena (eg. survey methods, 
laboratory experiments, formal methods and numerical methods).
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“I T  can impact on organisational competitiveness, on redrawing organisational 

boundaries, on information decision making, in enabling the redesigning o f business 

processes, and a redefinition o f the very purpose o f the business itself ’

(Galliers, 1995b: 53).

5.2 IS AND RESEARCH METHODS

It has been argued that the field o f IS is weakened by the breadth o f theoretical diversity it 

encom passes (Benbaset and  W eber, 1996; 2003), an d  th a t the lack o f a foundation 

consisting o f a single, unified theory is a fundam ental problem  for IS researchers that 

precludes the extension o f “established knowledge” such as that derived from positivism 

(W alsham , 1993; 1995). Indeed, some researchers (Benbasat and  Z m ud, 2003) have 

argued that IS researchers should focus more on IT  than on socio-technical aspects. This 

view, however, has been countered by others, including DeSanctis (2003), Galliers (2003) 

and R obey (2003).

In  som e respects, the opposition betw een in terp retiv ist and  positivist enqu iry  is 

representative o f a paradigm atic split within the social sciences between subjectivism and 

objectivism (Burrell and M organ, 1979; Orlikowski, 1993). W alsham (1995) identifies the 

dom inance o f  positivist research in IS as being structured  observation that aim s to 

uncover cause-effect relationships. In terp re tiv ist research  challenges determ in ist 

assumptions not only in terms o f their implications for the study o f technology, bu t also in 

term s o f all social phenom ena. These modes o f enquiry are explained later in this chapter.

However, this split can also be seen as a strength. Accordingly, Robey (1996) calls for a 

“disciplined methodological pluralism” in which theories and m ethods can be justified on 

pragm atic grounds as “appropriate tools for accom plishing research aims” (1996: 403). 

Avison and W ood-H arper (1990) define an IS methodology as:

“a coherent collection o f concepts, beliefs, values and principles supported by resources to 

help a problem-solving group to perceive, generate, assess and carry out in a non-random 

way changes to the information situation”

(Avison and W ood-H arper, 1990: 20).
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Avgerou and Lebre La Rovere (2003) also identify disciplinary emphasis as a conditioning 

factor that creates prevailing tendencies in technology research. They emphasise the value 

o f the “interdisciplinary discourse,” draw ing attention to the boundaries betw een IS, 

economics and  organisational research. T he broad base from  which IS m ethodology is 

co n stru c ted  allows the researcher the op p o rtu n ity  to  objectively apply critica l 

consideration  to the theoretical foundations o f their discipline. T his is particu larly  

p ertinen t to this research project, as its theoretical developm ent has been inform ed by 

concepts from  a num ber o f different disciplines. U nderstanding w hat these theoretical 

frameworks include and exclude was crucial to defining a research contribution. In  the 

case o f this research, the researcher felt that there were clear grounds for considering the 

infrastructural and organisational implications of e-business related governm ent initiatives 

alongside the SMEs upon which they are intended to im pact, and that there were also 

grounds for considering the implications of, and the influence that, m arket conditions and  

policy debate have upon SM E adoption and  im plem entation o f e-business. It becam e 

increasingly obvious to, and im portant for, the researcher to draw  out the relationships 

betw een these associated activities, and  to cap ture these “ongoing events” th rough  

longitudinal, qualitative research. C onsidering these activities in situ was necessary in 

o rder to overcome orthodoxies relating to determinism.

T he overall emphasis o f situated research is on studying phenom ena in situ (Suchm an, 

1987; Orlikowski, 2000). Situated studies enable IS researchers to draw on various aspects 

o f  technology adoption, im plem entation and  developm ent, support the process o f 

selecting a research methodology and designing fieldwork, and tend to bring to light a 

num ber o f im portant issues. T he analytical perspectives offered by Orlikowski (2000) 

argue the case for a defining situation in which to study technology that is either in design 

or in use. D raw ing on one or another o f these perspectives places practical implications 

with respect to the research scenarios that are sought out or constructed.

T h e  researcher’s readings m ade it clear th a t understand ing  the im pact th a t these 

perspectives place upon research outcom es was im portan t, especially with respect to 

com ing to a deeper understanding o f the operations o f SMEs. C om m only, situated  

research involves the construction o f scenarios to conduct investigations: the “em erging 

circum stances” under analysis are usually, therefore, to some extent constrained by the
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scenario(s) put in place by the researcher (Suchm an, 1987; Brown and Duguid, 1989a). 

This allows for a focused study. It also results in filtered social and  political processes. As 

the research participants were pre-selected, the relevance o f alliance or group form ation 

was lost, as was the relationship o f action to an unpredictable “flow o f events.” T he 

researcher m ade concerted efforts to draw  the social, distributed nature o f IS to the fore, 

bu t there was still a tendency for the researcher to interpret the cognitive dom ain as being 

somewhat “removed” from the world.

How ever, all research is based on underlying philosophical assum ptions abou t w hat 

constitutes “valid” research and about which research m ethods are appropriate. These 

assum ptions, which relate to the underlying epistemology about knowledge and how it 

can be obtained, guide the research (Hirschheim, 1992). Orlikowski and Baroudi (1991), 

following C hua (1986), suggest that there are three prim ary research categories: positivist, 

interpretive, and  critical. W hile these th ree research epistemologies are philosophically 

distinct, these distinctions are no t always clearly delineated (Lee, 1989a). T hey  are 

outlined here:

• P ositiv ist R esearch  - positivist approaches generated  from  the scientific 

tradition, and are characterised by repeatability, reductionism  and  refutability 

(Checkland, 1981). T hey  assume th a t observations o f the phenom ena under 

investigation can be m ade objectively and rigorously (Klein and Lyytinen, 1985; 

Galliers, 1991c). Orlikowski and B aroudi (1991) classify research as positivist if 

there is evidence o f form al propositions, quantifiable m easures o f variables, 

hypothesis testing, and the drawing o f inferences about a  phenom enon from the 

sample to a stated population.

• In terpretive R esearch  - in terp re tive  research  attem pts to und erstan d  

phenom ena through the m eanings assigned to them . T he interpretivist viewpoint 

is that hum an interaction inevitably involves understanding and m eaning (Chua, 

1986; Galliers, 1992a). An observer m ust come to understand, and to interpret, 

the m eaning that social acts have for participants -  this is fundam ental to all 

forms o f social interaction. T he interpretivist researcher m ust therefore give a 

description o f inform ation flows and  data  structures, as well as an interpretation
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and elicitation o f the socially constructed patterns o f m eaning that generate 

observed behaviour. T he nature o f socially constructed reality is described in 

Appendix N.

Interpretivists view the world as “an em ergent social process” that is an extension 

o f hum an consciousness and subjective experience” (Burrell and M organ, 1979: 

253), in order to “understand the inter-subjective m eanings em bedded in social 

life” (Gibbons, 1987: 3). Interpretivists consider the im pact o f the researcher on 

the system being studied and  the problem s associated with forecasting future 

events concerned with hum an activity, given that there will always be a m ixture 

o f intended and unintended effects (Galliers, 1991c: 331, after Galliers, 1984a: 

284, after C heckland, 1981: 68-71). Interpretive research does not predefine 

dependent and independent variables, but ra ther focuses on the full complexity o f 

“hum an sense-making” as the situation “em erges” (Kaplan and Maxwell, 1994). 

T he possibility o f an “objective” o r “factual” account o f events and  situations is 

rejected by interpretivists, who seek instead to gain a relativistic understanding o f 

the fundam ental “structure” o f a phenom enon. Orlikowski and Baroudi (1991) 

suggest th a t in terpretive researchers adop t a non-determ inistic perspective 

wherein the intent of research is:

• T o  increase understand ing  o f the phenom enon w ithin cu ltural and  

contextual situations.

• T o  examine the subject in its natural setting, from the perspective o f the 

participants.

• W here researchers do no t impose their own understanding on to the 

situation.

T h e  assum ption o f in terp re tative research philosophy for the re la tionsh ip  

between theory and practice accepts that the researcher can never assum e a 

value-neutral stance, and is always im plicated in the phenom ena being studied, 

because a researchers’ prior assumptions, beliefs, values and interests will always 

intervene to shape their investigations (Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991).
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Interpretivism  has been subject to criticism in the literature for not exam ining 

thoroughly the conditions which give rise to certain m eanings and  experiences, 

for silencing the provision o f explanations o f unintended consequences o f actions, 

for no t addressing explicitly the s tructu ra l conflicts w ith in  society an d  

organisations, and neglecting to explain historical change (Orlikowski and  

Baroudi, 1991), for its reliance on the researcher’s skills and ability to  identify 

their biases and assumptions, and for their subsequent potential to im pact the 

in te rp re ta tio n  o f  the p h en o m en a  u n d e r study (G alliers, 1991c: 338). 

Notw ithstanding these challenges, the doctoral research presented here is both 

collective and interpretivist. T he strengths o f interpretive research lie in its ability 

to represent “reality” following an in-depth  self-validating process in w hich 

presuppositions are questioned, and  understanding o f the phenom ena u nder 

study is refined (Galliers, 1991c: 338).

• Critical Research - critical researchers assume that social reality is historically 

constituted, and that the ability to consciously act to change social and econom ic 

circum stances is constrained by various forms o f social, cultural and political 

dom ination. A critical philosophical stance (Hirschheim and Klein, 1995) aims to 

critique the status quo through the exposure o f w hat are believed to be deep- 

seated structural contradictions w ithin social systems, and thereby to  transform  

these alienating and restrictive social conditions (Lyytinen and  K lein, 1985; 

Orlikowski and  Baroudi, 1991). Such a stance assumes th a t social reality is 

historically constituted, and that the contradictions inherent in existing social 

forms lead to inequalities and conflicts, from which new social forms will emerge. 

In addition, critical researchers, with the aim to intervene in the situation, believe 

that they need to understand the language o f the hum ans they are studying, an 

understanding that is tem porally and spatially bound (Orlikowski and Baroudi, 

1991).

T he  researcher took the approach , inform ed by interpretivism , th a t the reality o f 

knowledge creation processes can neither be objectively given, described by m easurable 

properties independent o f her researcher, n o r by her instrum ents. H er research was 

therefore informed by her belief that attention should be drawn to the hum an actors in a
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given research situation, and also to the users o f the research m ethods and to the research 

m ethods themselves (which are, after all, the instrum ents for provoking responses from the 

“re a l” world) (M ingers, 2001a). C onsequently , the researcher in an  in terpre tive 

investigation (such as this) m ust address the following relationships that often underlie a 

num ber o f biases:

• Those between the researcher and the situation.

• Those between the research m ethods and the situation.

• Those between the researcher and the methodologies (Mingers, 2001a).

C o nsidera tion  o f  these relationships determ ined  the in itial actions taken by the 

researcher, her planning and design o f the research, and inform ed the initial stages o f the 

research. They evolved as the research progressed, and served as reference points for the 

critical reflection necessary to structure the choices m ade throughout the research process 

(O rm erod, 1996). T he researcher, inform ed by the literature, understood that h er role 

w ithin the research  situation could not, therefore , assum e a neu tra l stance. T he  

relationship o f the researcher w ith practically in terp re ting  the m ethodologies in her 

em pirical research is described in detail in the following chapter, which concentrates on 

the procedural aspect(s) o f the research. Emphasis there is placed on the key issue o f the 

role o f theory to inform practice. E isenhardt (1989) discusses this issue in the context o f 

organisational research, and identifies three distinct uses o f theory:

• As an initial guide to design the research and to collect data (Walsham, 1993).

• As part o f an iterative process o f data collection and analysis (Orlikowski, 1993).

• As a final product of the research (Orlikowski and Robey, 1991).

Inspired by Orlikowski and Baroudi (1991: 24), the researcher, in choosing her research 

approach/strategy, determ ined how the phenom enon she was studying would and could 

be revealed, and how to present the consequences o f the knowledge thus being generated. 

Taking account o f the fact that, often, m ore attention is paid to the elegance o f research 

design w ithin an approach than  to questioning the appropriateness o f  the research 

philosophy and the approach itself (Galliers, 1994; 1995a), the considerations o f both 

research design and  philosophical choice and  approach  were considered o f equal
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im portance. In  order to explicate this stance, the next section o f this chapter describes 

how she arrived at her methodological approach for conducting the research.

5.3 THE RESEARCH APPROACH

T h e  researcher, from  the beginning o f this research project, felt th a t a  distinctive 

methodological approach was required for encapsulating not only the SM E adoption and 

im plem entation o f e-business, but also the effects o f relevant governm ent policies as they 

passed through uncertain alliances and various conceptualisations. This research operated 

w ithin the fram ew ork o f a distinctive mix o f research m ethodologies rooted  in the 

trad ition  o f Action R esearch. A com bination  o f Action Case R esearch (ACR) and 

Dialogical Action Research (Dialogical AR) provided the focus for the research on the 

U K  case studies. SSM conceptual modelling provided a m eans o f reconciling the different 

perspectives involved (Checkland and Scholes, 1990a; 1990b; Wilson, 2001).

T he researcher’s reasons for choosing a multi-methodology approach are detailed below. 

A review o f the benefits o f combining multiple m ethods is also presented. T hen , Action 

R esearch and SSM (which is rooted in the tradition o f Action Research) are described. 

E xplanations o f Dialogical Action R esearch, Case Study R esearch and Action Case 

R esearch follow.

5.3.1 M ulti-M ethodologies

A substantial body o f literature relating to the selection and use o f multiple data  collection 

m ethods (“triangulation o f data”) in IS research does not yet exist (Denzin, 1970; K aplan 

and  D ouchon, 1988; E isenhardt, 1989; Galliers, 1992d; G able, 1994; M arkus, 1994; 

C ornford and Smithson, 1996; Braa and Vidgen, 1999; Gill and  M ingers, 1997; Irani et 

al.y 1999; M ingers, 1989: 2006; M ingers et al., 2004). This is not “ju s t” because o f the 

dynam ic natures o f IS research, or because different methods, when applied to the same 

data, “yield very different pictures o f the world” (Mingers, 2001a: 252; 2006). A dopting a 

hybrid research m ethodology can be especially effective as a result (Keen, 1991). T he 

theoretical foundations for research m ethods can be justified on research and  pragm atic 

grounds (Robey, 1996: 406). T he multi-disciplinary nature o f IS research encompasses a 

num ber o f  different research m ethods. T he process o f  research includes gathering
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“d isp a ra te  in fo rm a tio n ” a n d  d istilling  o r  syn thesis ing  it -  th e  li te ra tu re  stresses th a t it 

m ak es sense to  choose a  n u m b e r  o f  “a p p ro a c h e s” a t d iffe ren t stages (G alliers, 1996: 152) 

o r  to  c o m b in e  a  ran g e  o f  m e th o d s  a n d / o r  p a r ts  o f  m eth o d o lo g ies  in  o rd e r  to  m e e t the  

n ee d s  o f  a  p a r tic u la r  s ituation  (Gill a n d  M ingers , 2004; M ingers, 2001b ; 2006).(i7 As “no  

o b jec tiv e  a n d  co m p le te  a c co u n t o f  a  p ro b lem  s itu a tio n ” can  ever be  g iven (C h eck lan d , 

1995a: 5), th e  a d o p tio n  o f  a  single p a ra d ig m  in e v ita b ly  g a rn e rs  a  lim ite d  v iew  o f  a 

p a r tic u la r  s ituation  (Orlikow ski an d  B aro u d i, 1991; M ingers, 2001a; 2001b ; 2006).

A  re se a rc h  p ro je c t is n o t usually  a  single, d isc re te  even t, b u t ra th e r  consists o f  a  p rocess 

c o n t in u in g  th ro u g h  a n u m b e r  o f  phases. T h e re fo re , a  g iven re se a rch  m e th o d  m a y  be 

m o re  useful in re la tio n  to  a  p a r tic u la r  p h ase  o f  a  g iven rese a rch  p ro jec t th a n  a n o th e r  

m ig h t b e , a n d  th e  p ro sp ec t o f  co m b in in g  re se a rch  m e th o d s  m ay  w ell p ro d u c e  a  r ich e r

('7 L inking together parts of methodologies from  different paradigm s is dependent on the idea that techniques 
o r m ethods can  be detached from  one m ethodology and  used in ano ther. G enerally, such a transfer will 
conserve the original function, but it is possible to transfer a  m ethodology o r technique into a  setting that 
makes different paradigm atic assumptions. This linking process requires that methodologies be systematically 
“decom posed” in o rder to identify detachable elements and their functions o r purposes. T his can be done by 
m aking distinctions betw een underlying principles {why), m ethodological stages {what), and  techniques or 
m ethods {how). How ever, the particular purpose or output o f a  technique needs to be in terpreted  within the 
context o f  the methodological stage that it realises, in order that its context and  in terpretation does not change 
(Mingers, 2001b ). Figure 5.2 shows such a “decom position” o f SSM.
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Figure 5.2 -  Decomposing SSM (Mingers, 2001b: 300)
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picture for seeing and understand ing  the com plex web o f re lationships and 

interconnectivities, which is likely to lead to better decision-making regarding the research 

issue(s) (Guba, 1990; Landry and Banville, 1992; Smaling, 1994; Benbasat and W eber, 

1996; Mingers and Gill, 1997; Mingers, 1997; 1999; 2000; 2001a; 2001b; Tashakkori and 

Teddlie, 1998; Lewis and Grimes, 1999). Mingers (2001b) suggested that the design o f the 

multi-methodology intervention(s)68 should occur at the beginning o f a research project, 

and that their purpose should be as to outline what com bination o f m ethods and 

techniques are to be used in the light o f the research question(s). Further, he stresses that, 

as the research proceeds there should be a continual monitoring process o f reflection and 

design to adjust activities in light o f internal and external occurrences. This, Mingers 

argues, maintains a distinction between the ongoing design of the project and its actual 

operation, as depicted in Figure 5.3.

Appreciate

Analyse

Action

Reflection
about
intervention

Real-world
intervention

Reflection and 
design

Intervention
system

Problem- 
content system

F ig u re  5 .3  -  T h e  M u lt im e th o d o lo g y  P r o c e s s  (M in g e r s , 2001b : 301)

68 Mingers and Brocklesby (1997) proposed that an intervention consists o f the following four phases:

• Appreciation -  gaining as rich an appreciation o f the situation as possible.
• Analysis -  analysing why the situation is as it appears, in o rder to understand the history that has

generated it, and  the particular structure that m aintains it.
• Assessment -  considering ways to change the situation.
• Action -  taking action to effectively bring about agreed changes.
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T h e  two lower cylinders illustrated in Figure 5.3 show the ongoing process o f the 

intervention in which action is taken in the problem  content system. T he upper cylinder 

shows the meta-level activities o f reflection and design that respond to the (intended and 

unintended) consequences o f previous actions and specifies the next step(s) to be taken 

and method(s) to be used.

This doctoral research uses the unique com bination o f Action Case Research, Dialogical 

A R  and SSM conceptual modelling. By so doing, it attem pts to “build, test and extend” 

IS theory, particularly SSM theory developm ent: SSM has not been widely used in the 

SM E environm ent, and there are very few examples o f SSM iteration having taken place. 

In addition, SSM has rarely been applied in complex multi-agency situations. Therefore, 

on these two fronts, this research fills a void in the literature. T he view o f  adopting 

alternative research approaches in the process o f “theory building, testing and extension” 

is supported by Galliers and Land (1987) and Galliers (1991c).

However, challenges can arise as a result o f adopting multi-methodology research:

• O pposing positions in each dichotom y can represent alternative com peting “truths” 

about the world, and can therefore resist synthesis (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998).

• T he perceptions o f the IS com m unity itself are a barrier to the widespread adoption 

o f com bining m ethodologies as a research strategy (Deetz, 1996; M ingers and 

Brocklesby, 1997; M unro and Mingers, 2000; Mingers, 2001a).

Inform ed by her analysis o f  the lite ra tu re , the researcher believed th a t a  m ulti

methodology research approach was the best way to address this complex multi-agency, 

multi-owner problem  situation. T he benefits o f being able to utilise and adapt m ore than 

one approach, she felt, could enable a methodological fram ework to be tailored to the 

particular requirem ents o f this research project, and would provide a m uch fuller and 

richer understanding o f the situation. She also believed th a t these benefits overrode 

concomitant concerns.

Building on this introduction, the next section o f the chapter examines Action Research, 

the overriding philosophy of Soft Systems Methodology, a description o f which follows.
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5.3.2 Action Research

Action R esearch is a highly situational form o f research th a t involves practical problem  

solving that has theoretical relevance (M umford, 2001; M cKay and M arshall, 2001: 47). 

T he underlying philosophy o f Action R esearch consists o f the (easily substituted) roles o f 

subject and researcher, and the researcher’s ability to affect the situation under review by 

actively connecting  w ith the practical goals o f the research (Galliers, 1984a: 285). 

A lthough the aim of Action R esearch projects is to im prove problem  situations ra ther 

than to “solve” a  particular problem  (Vidgen and Braa, 1997; Avison et al., 2001), no 

other research approach “has the power to add to the body o f knowledge and deal w ith ... 

practical concerns” in such “a positive m anner” (Avison et al., 1998: 44).

Action R esearch particularly appealed to the researcher, as only a lim ited num ber o f 

factors can be studied under “laboratory conditions,” and studies that do not reproduce a 

“real-world” environm ent may select a technique th a t would be ineffective in the real 

world (Galliers and Land, 1987). Action Research can be a way o f building theory and 

descriptions within the context o f practice (Hult and Lennung, 1980), and o f testing them  

th rough  in tervention  in the organisational labora to ry  (Argyris and  Schon, 1991). 

Com plex social processes can be studied by introducing changes into processes and  by 

observing the benefits o f these changes (Baskerville, 1999). C onsequently , A ction 

Researchers approach IS research as social enquiry ra ther than  as social science, and 

Action Research is therefore interpretive and qualitative.

Action R esearch was introduced to the IS com m unity as a research m ethodology by 

W ood-H arper (1985), who later incorporated Action R esearch concepts into an action- 

based systems developm ent m ethodology called M ultiview (Avison and W ood-H arper, 

1985; Baskerville and W ood-H arper, 1996). M ultiview was influenced by the work o f 

C heckland and M um ford (Avison and W ood-H arper, 1995: 102; Avison and Fitzgerald, 

2003: 457). It is a complete view o f the process o f IS developm ent requiring that different 

viewpoints and the relationships between them  are identified, recognised and com bined 

into a flexible approach (Avison and W ood-H arper, 1995: 104). Multiview is explained in 

Appendix M.
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As a research m ethod, Action Research encompasses a set o f principles about action and 

knowledge generation that include:

• A focus on the knowledge of, and outcom es from, action (Susman and  Evered, 

1978;Jonsson, 1991).

• Studying a phenom enon in its natural setting in order to uncover its complexity 

and  richness (Benbaset et al., 1987; Baskerville and W ood-H arper, 1998; Yin, 

1994; 2002).

• In terp re ting  individual and  organisational patterns o f practice (Argyris et al., 

1985; Lyytinen and Klein, 1985; Orlikowski and  Baroudi, 1991; M yers 1994a; 

1994b).

• Valuing researcher, developer and user experience in creating knowledge (Argyris 

etal., 1985).

• Em ploying a “process view” o f  research (which requires sustained and detailed 

data collection) (Susman and Evered, 1978; Yin, 1994).

T he m ajor characteristics o f IS Action Research are that it:

• Is characterised by:

o  Multi-variate social settings, 

o Interpretive assumptions about observation, 

o Intervention by the researcher, 

o Participatory observation.

o T he study o f change in the social setting (Baskerville and W ood-H arper, 

1998).

• Increases understanding o f a social situation, em phasising the complex nature o f 

the IS domain.

• Assists in practical problem  solving whilst sim ultaneously expanding scientific 

knowledge by means o f the researcher’s intervention in the problem  setting.

• Is collaborative, in order to enhance com petencies arising from the respective 

actors.

• Is applicable for the understand ing  o f change processes in social systems 

(Baskverville, 1999).
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• H as a reflective and iterative cycle (Baskerville and W ood-H arper, 1996).

Action R esearch is, above all, an iterative learning process, w here the m ost im portan t

result is the experience and  im proved knowledge o f the partic ipators (Ihlstrom  and  

Nilsson, 2000a; 2000b). T he steps undertaken in Action Research are:

• Planning -  the initial reflection on the situation, planning an experience or action.

• Acting — the consideration o f alternative courses o f action to attain im provem ent 

or to solve the problem.

• Observing — the selection and realisation o f one o f the courses o f action considered 

in the previous stage, enacting the plan, and observing how it works.

• Reflecting — on the results o f the evaluation, and subsequently on the whole Action 

Research process (Kemmis and M cTaggart, 1988).

In  Action Research, theory and practice inform each other in a never-ending spiral -  the 

separation o f research and practice is avoided (Susman and Evered, 1978; Avison and 

W ood-H arper, 1991a; 1991b; Baskerville and W ood-H arper, 1996; M artelsson and  Lee, 

2004). T he m ethod responds directly to a need for relevance in IS research, as it addresses 

com plex “real-life” problem  situations (Avison et al., 1997), produces “highly relevant” 

research results, and is grounded in practical action aim ed a t solving an im m ediate 

problem  situation whilst being simultaneously inform ed by theory  (Baskerville, 1999). 

R igorous research is often “irrelevant” (Robey and M arkus, 1998; D avenport and  

M arkus, 1999; Benbasat and Zm ud, 1999). Conversely, m uch “relevant” research is not 

academ ically recognised, as it does not conform  to traditional standards for rigorous 

research (Kock, 1997; Kock and Lau, 2 0 0 1).69 Action Research can be used to generate

69 Benbasat and Zmud (1999: 5) believe that “IS research has a credibility gap within the business 
community.” They consider that “relevant” research is where “implications are implementable.” Believing 
that authors should “focus on the concerns of practice, provide real value to IS professionals, and apply a 
pragmatic rather than academic tone,” they suggest that for the following reasons, much current IS literature 
lacks sufficient relevance:

• An emphasis on rigor over relevance.
• A lack of a cumulative tradition.
• The dynamic nature of technological change.
• Limited exposure to relevant contexts (such as IT-related usage and management behaviours).
• Institutional and political factors (such as those within academic institutions, which do not

encourage the pursuit of relevance) (Benbasat and Zmud, 1999: 5-7).
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new theory, to reinforce or contradict existing theory, and can be com bined with o ther 

research m ethods. For these very reasons, the researcher felt that an Action R esearch 

study was ideal and appropriate to investigate her research “problem situation.”

Action R esearch strives to m arry rigour to relevance by conducting scientific research in 

the setting o f a real-world problem . In Action Research, an experim ental stimulus or 

experim ental treatm ent simultaneously plays the role o f an intervention or action aim ed 

at rem edying the real-world problem . In turn , how the real-world problem  responds to 

the experim ental stimulus can, in the best case, play the dual roles of:

• Evidence confirming the scientific theory.

• Rem edy mitigating the real-world problem.

In  sim ultaneously targeting  a specific real-w orld problem  and expanding  scientific 

knowledge, Action Research can thereby resolve the “rigor versus relevance” dilem m a 

(Avison et al., 1997). Accordingly, Figure 5.4 illustrates the symbiotic relationship o f 

Inform ation M anagem ent research and practice.

Benbasat and Zmud (1999: 9-11) recommend that, for IS researchers to become “more proactive in a direct 
sense,” it is “imperative” that “cumulative, theory-based, context-rich” research is conducted. They also stress 
the importance of authors developing frames of reference” that are “intuitively meaningful to practitioners to 
organise complex phenomena” and that “provide contingency approaches to action.”

Alter (2001: 7-8), however, opposes this view, suggesting that, in order to increase relevance in IS research 
without losing rigor, IS articles should be published in both short and long versions:

• The short version would “demonstrate relevance” and would be rigorous in terms of its argument 
about “what the question is, what the conclusions are, and why this matters.”

• The long version would be “designed to demonstrate rigor and provide supporting details” and 
would be rigorous about “intellectual precedents, theories, research methodology, data collection, 
data analysis possible threats to validity of the work, etc.”

An alternative view on the relevance of empirical work in IS research is provided by Lyytinen (1999), who 
considers that “relevance” in research comes down to what the researcher “sees” as practice and what 
elements are relevant in “understanding and changing” that practice.
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F ig u r e  5 .4  -  T h e  in te r d e p e n d e n c y  o f  I n fo r m a t io n  M a n a g e m e n t  r e s e a r c h  a n d  

p r a c t ic e  (G a llie r s , 1995a: S50)

Baskerville’s five-stage Action Research Cycle builds on the intrinsic Action Research 

iterative learning process, with the researcher and the case organisation principal(s) 

working together to assess and diagnose the problem situation, to plan the intervention, to 

take action, to evaluate the action’s results, to identify lessons learned, and to once again 

assess and diagnose the empirical situation. Figures 5.5 illustrates this process:

Diagnosing

Action
PlanningSpecifying

Learning

Action
Taking

Evaluating

Client-System
Infrastruture

F ig u re  5 .5  -  T h e  A ctio n  R e se a r c h  C y c le  (B a sk e r v ille , 1999: 14)

Action Research encourages researchers to experiment through intervention as well as 

through reflection (Avison et al., 1997). T he dynamic nature o f the Action R esearch
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process m eans th a t unexpected events and  an increased knowledge o f  the problem  

situation can result in a  revision o f research objectives. T he consequences can be different 

from  those intended or expected, as the post-change situation will alter as time passes, 

new staff arrive and circumstances change.70

Action R esearch has been the target o f criticism from positivists, who tend to view only 

experim ental and survey research as being “valid” modes o f scientific inquiry (Kock et al., 

1997). In  fact, some researchers (Kock et al., 1997; Kock and Lau, 2001), go so far as to 

claim  th a t Action Research and positivism should not be placed in the same conceptual 

category.71

T he collaborative framework o f Action Research can diminish the researcher’s ability to 

control the process and outcomes of the research (Avison et al., 2001). This lack o f control 

can m ake it difficult to apply Action R esearch as an instrum ent in an  orchestrated  

research program . Unlike the case study researcher, who seeks to study, bu t not change, 

o rg an isa tio n a l ph en o m en a , the A ction R esea rch e r is concerned  w ith c rea tin g  

organisational change whilst studying the change process (Baburoglu and  R avn, 1992; 

Lee et al., 1992; Avison et al., 2001). A lthough this makes Action R esearch especially 

interesting to IS research (Rapoport, 1970; Avison et al., 1998; 2001), the researcher’s 

active role as an interventionist places a considerable responsibility on h im /h e r (Galliers, 

1992a), as the researcher is a key p artic ip an t in the research  process, w orking 

collaboratively with o ther affected actors to bring about change in the problem  context 

(Gheckland, 1991). Both the researcher and the problem  owner are hence reliant on the 

o ther’s skill, experience and competencies in order for the research process to achieve its

70 Four additional factors can account for unexpected outcomes:

Problems with goal specification.
Problems with a clearly delineated process.

• Contingency problems using a method within particular settings.
Problems with the researcher’s implementation of the methodology (Chiasson and Dexter, 2001:
100).

71 Kock et al. (1997) and Kock and Lau (2001), for example, argue that Action Research is not an 
epistemology (such as positivism and interpretivism). They suggest that, while Action Research is particularly 
useful for the development (but not the testing) of IS theoretical models, it is “not very appropriate” for 
positivist inquiry. They also claim that “once this is understood and accepted” by the IS research community, 
a new set of standards will emerge by which to assess rigor in IS Action Research, replacing the debate 
between “action researchers” and “positivist researchers” with “mutual co-operation” in attempts to answer 
research questions.
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dual aim  o f practical problem  solving and  the generation o f new knowledge and 

understanding (Hult and Lennung, 1980).

Action R esearch has also been criticised in the literature as being “little m ore than 

consultancy” (Avison, 1993).72 W hen interventions are deem ed successful, and  causal 

connections and explanations cannot be “safely m ade,” there is often a perceived lack of 

im partiality  and  bias in Action R esearch (Baskerville and W ood-H arper, 1996). T he 

following is a list o f complaints that have all contributed to Action R esearch falling into 

disfavour in the literature:

• T he (perceived) alleged lack o f scientific rigour and discipline.

• T he (perceived) lack o f validity in data (Avison and W ood-H arper, 1991a; 1991b; 

Baskerville and W ood-Harper, 1996).

• T he lack o f guidelines for would-be Action Researchers to follow (Stowell, 1995; 

Lau, 1997; M cKay and Marshall, 1999a).

• T he difficulty o f generalising results from Action R esearch studies (M cKay and 

Marshall, 2001: 49).

• Goal dilem mas between the practical problem(s) and the research endeavour 

(Rapoport, 1970).

• (Possible) value dilem m as betw een the roles o f consultan t and  researcher 

(Rapoport, 1970).

• Difficulties establishing rigour and objectivity according to conventional positivist 

natural science traditions (Susman and Evered, 1978; Lawler, 1985).

• A p reoccupation  w ith organ isational problem  solving a t the expense o f 

transferable theoretical understandings (Susman and Evered, 1978).

• A lack of epistemological clarity in theory testing and developm ent (Rose, 1997).

72 The traditional consulting process requires a consultant’s application of expertise to a problem. The 
consulting process can be linear and sequential, and does not necessarily require the consultant to reflect 
and/or revise expertise except for economic gain — indeed, the process allows the consultant to re-apply the 
same expertise repeatedly in the same and other situations and/or organisations. The case organisation 
principal can be largely absent, and usually plays a passive role except in the implementation of the 
consultant’s expertise (McKay and Marshall, 2001). However, Action Research differs from traditional 
consulting in that the researcher:

• Possesses and applies a theoretical approach to the given situation;
• Works in unison with the case organisation principal;
• Seriously considers negative feedback and/or failed attempts to remedy the problem at hand; and
• Attempts to revisit and revise (Martensson and Lee, 2004: 6).
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As a counter to these criticisms, M artensson and Lee (2004) argue that Action Research 

differs from traditional consulting in that:

• T he researcher typically possesses and applies an expertise rooted in the academic 

world o f a scientific discipline.

• T he researcher(s) and the practitioner/case organisation principal(s) work jointly 

with one another as members o f a team.

• T he team  seriously considers failed attem pts to remedy the problem  and seeks to 

revisit and revise its expertise whenever possible. In Baskerville’s Action Research 

Cycle (Figure 5.5), the learning unfolds in the “evaluating” an d  “specifying 

learning” steps (Martensson and Lee, 2004: 6).

In addition, there is little guidance for the researcher on how to conduct Action Research. 

M cK ay and  M arshall (1999a) question w hether there has been sufficient academ ic 

scrutiny o f the Action R esearch process and  its underlying d ata  collection and  analysis 

techniques.73

T he declaration o f an explicit methodological framework establishes the validity o f Action 

Research, making it a “legitimate rigorous alternative to positivistic research” (Checkland, 

1991: 402) and distinguishes it from consultancy (Baskerville and W ood-H arper, 1996). 

Criticisms about Action Research can be alleviated by considering the research project as 

a dual cycle research process (ie. by laying research interests over problem  solving 

interests). M cK ay and M arshall (2001) stress that these two cycles should be “interlinked 

and som ew hat contingent” on each other. Figures 5.6, 5.7 and  5.8 illustrate this dual 

cycle research process.

73 However, the following guidelines have been suggested for controlling Action Research projects in IS:

1. Initialing the project -  in a research-driven situation, the researcher may possess a general theoretical 
approach to addressing problem situations and looking for settings that are characterised by such 
problems; in a problem-driven situation, the researcher may seek help from theoretical specialists.

2. Determining the project’s authority -  including the determination of action defining the scope of the 
project, the power over the structure of the project, and the process(es) for renegotiation and /o r 
cancellation.

3. The degree of the project’sformalisation — involves the ability to renegotiate the research structures, and to
represent the evolution of the project as the outcomes emerge (Avison et al., 1998; 2001).
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F ig u re  5 .7  -  T h e  r e s e a r c h  in te r e s t  in  A ctio n  R e s e a r c h  (M cK ay a n d  M a r sh a ll ,  

2 0 0 1 :5 1 )
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— Research in terest
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Figure 5.8  — Action R esearch  v iew ed  as a dual cycle research  process  

(McKay and M arshall, 2001: 52)

Adoption o f this particular process view o f Action Research results in “greater clarity” for 

all partic ipants (M cKay and  M arshall, 2001). C onsidering the dual im peratives o f 

problem  solving and research in two separate but interconnected and interacting cycles 

enables researchers to be m ore explicit about the reflection an d  learning process, and 

allows for better “planning, evaluation and  m onitoring” o f the Action R esearch process 

(M cKay and Marshall, 2001: 52).

N otw ithstanding  these challenges, Action R esearch  is a pow erful tool for those 

researchers who are in terested  in investigating “the in terp lay  betw een hum ans, 

technology, inform ation and socio-cultural contexts” (M cKay and  M arshall, 2001: 48): 

while Action R esearch brings an intellectual fram ework and knowledge o f the research 

process, the problem  owner brings knowledge o f the context o f  the problem  situation 

(Bums, 1994; M cKay and Marshall, 2001).

T he  process and outcom e o f stakeholder involvement is often com plex and driven by 

political and strategic decisions. Consensual involvement tends to becom e m ore political 

and structural over time (Baskerville and  W ood-H arper, 1998). M any IS m ethods 

implicitly assume an organisation is an  in tegrated  and  functioning unit (Klein and 

Lyytinen, 1985; H irshheim  and Klein, 1985; Chiasson and  D exter, 2001), b u t conflict 

and turbulence are prevalent in most organisations (Robey et al., 1989). Structural conflict 

within a complex and loosely am algam ated organisation can be incom patible with m any 

IS methodologies, especially when the facilitative or interpretive role o f the researcher is 

unable to deal with structural conflict as a result o f reliance upon “good faith” discussions 

between organisational members (Chiasson and Dexter, 2001).

This doctoral research used observation and participatory m ethods for data  collection, 

which are fundam ental to Action Research (Lau, 1997; Avison etal., 2001; Baskerville and 

Pries-Heje, 1999). However, one differentiating aspect is the lack o f an attem pt for control 

over any variables. T he researcher did not enter the field with the intention to intervene 

by actively taking p art in the resolution o f the research problem  at the SM E sites,

162



Chapter 5 -  Research Metholology

however. Dialogical Action Research and  Action Case Research, which are hybrids o f 

Action Research, were instead utilised. Action Research is the over-riding m ethodology o f 

SSM . An explanation o f SSM is essential to a full understand ing  o f  this research. 

Therefore, a description of SSM follows.

5.3.3 Soft System s M ethodology

As a research m ethod, SSM articulates a process o f inquiry that leads to action. SSM is 

research applied with the goal o f learning about complex, problem atical hum an situations 

through deliberate interventions in order to achieve positive and desirable change in the 

organisational setting whilst simultaneously adding to theoretical knowledge (Galliers, 

1992a; Vidgen and Braa, 1997; Avison et al., 1998). It is a proven effective, subjective and 

efficient m eans o f carrying out a systems analysis o f procedures in which technological 

processes and hum an activities are interdependent (Stowell and W est, 1989; Venters et al., 

2002). An interpretive philosophy with a systems theoretical base that has a  flexible 

m ethodology with an organisational problem -solving focus, SSM  is creative, intuitive, 

analytical and participative. An SSM enquiry (often) provides a suitable fram ework for 

tackling problem s that are difficult to articulate and define, and for which a clear set o f 

generally agreed objectives cannot be established. SSM often results in several ambiguous 

organisational outcom es (Checkland, 1981; W ilson, 1984; Holwell, 1992; B arry and  

Fourie, 2001).

SSM , as a m ethodology, can be tailored to fit both the situation and  the style o f the 

researcher, as it is not a sequential process -  a researcher can start anywhere and proceed 

in any direction (Wilson, 1992; Checkland, 1995). A key feature o f SSM is the advice to 

keep a project vague and wide-ranging for as long as possible (Finegan, 1994; Barry and 

Fourie, 2001). These attributes were highly desirable to the researcher, given the m ulti

faceted nature o f the research problem  under review. Although SSM espouses the notion 

o f a socially constructed reality, it does not incorporate a  well-developed theory o f the 

nature and process o f that construction. T hrough various cycles o f iterative intervention, 

models o f  purposeful activity are developed and adapted to changing knowledge practice 

(Checkland, 1981; Venters et al., 2002). T he process of continually developing conceptual 

m odels o f  a situation being researched , an d  o f deba ting  these w ith the various 

stakeholders, com paring these with w hat exists in reality, contributes to:
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• Improved understanding.

• Reduced conflicts.

• Engendering positive attitudes to any action embarked upon.

These models “will not in general precisely m ap the observed real world action” 

(Checkland, 2001a: 71). The purpose o f comparing the models with the real world is to 

instigate a debate about possible changes. The debate informs possible im plementable 

changes to improve the problem situation. The implementable changes will represent an 

accom m odation between the different conflicting views, m aking “purposeful action” 

possible. These changes must be both “systemically desirable and culturally feasible” for 

all involved. The purpose o f the debate, therefore, is to find the way to take action 

(Checkland, 2001a: 71-2). W hat is “culturally feasible” in a given situation will itself be 

changed by means o f the debate structured by the models used. But as cultures are “never 

static,” SSM can be seen as a positive way o f “exploring” a given culture and o f 

“enabling” it to evolve (Checkland, 2001a: 86; Checkland and Holwell, 1998).

These considerations lead to viewing SSM as a learning process, or as an enquiry system, 

as illustrated by Figures 5.9 and 5.10, respectively:
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F ig u r e  5 .9  -  T h e  f o r m a lis e d  s tr u c tu r e  o f  S o ft  S y s te m s  M e th o d o lo g y  a s  a  

le a r n in g  s y s te m  (C h eck la n d  a n d  H o lw e ll , 1998: 160)
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F ig u re  5 .1 0  -  T h e  p r o c e s s  o f  SSM  a s  a n  in q u ir in g  s y s te m  (C h e c k la n d , 1995: 

7 , fr o m  C h e c k la n d  a n d  S c h o le s , 1990b: 29)

The five-stage version o f SSM featured in Figure 5.9 was a refinement o f C heckland’s 

original seven-stage SSM model, which consisted o f the following stages:

1. Problem situation -  unstructured -  ascertaining the problem situation by researching 

the problem area.

2. Problem situation -  expressed -  expressing the problem situation by composing a Rich
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Picture,74 eliciting as much information as possible.

3. Root definitions o f relevant systems — defining how the problem  situation is being 

viewed by m eans o f the root definition(s).75

4. Conceptual models.™

5. Compare stage 4 with stage 2 -  com paring the conceptual models with the problem 

situation/the real world.77

6. Identify feasible and desirable changes.

7. Take action to improve the problem situation.

Stages 1, 2, 5, 6, 7 are in the “real w orld,” while 3 and  4 are “below the line” systems 

thinking. T he  real-world activities come before and after the form ulation o f relevant root 

definitions and the building o f corresponding conceptual models (systems thinking). Figure 

5.11 illustrates this earlier seven-stage process:

71 A “Rich Picture” is not a formal model, although it incorporates different views of the system in order to 
contribute to a greater understanding of it. The concept of emergent properties (the principle that whole entities 
exhibit properties which are meaningful only when attributed to the whole, not to its parts) is at the heart of
Soft Systems thinking (Checkland, 1981: 74-82). “Rich Pictures” can represent relationships “more
realistically than linear prose” and can also illustrate both “instrumental and cultural relationships”
(Checkland and Holwell, 1998: 161).

75 "Root Definitions" describe a stakeholder’s world-view (Weltanschaaung) and the transformation that the 
world-view implies when ascertaining the best solution to the situation (Wilson, 1992). An alternative Root 
Definition approach is considering CATWOE:

• C = Customer -  who would be the victim or beneficiary?
• A = Actors -  who would do the activities?
• T  = Transformation Process -  what is the transformation?
• W = Weltanschaaung -  what world view makes this definition meaningful?
• O = Owner -  who owns /could stop this activity?
• E = Environmental Constraints -  what constraints should the system take as given? (Checkland and 

Scholes, 1990b).

76 Conceptual models are developed to analyse the activities to be carried out by the system (Wilson, 1984).
The conceptual model should have the concept of a formal system model, a framework against which the
structure of a human activity system can be tested:

• To define a measure of performance against the following criteria:
o Efficacy -  will it work?
o Efficiency -  will it work with the minimum resources?
o Effectiveness -  does it contribute to the enterprise?
o Economical -  is it feasible?
o Ethical -  is the transformation process morally acceptable?
o Elegant -  is it well designed?

• To monitor the activities using the above criteria.

• To take the necessary control actions (Checkland and Scholes, 1990a; 1990b).

77 The difference between thinking and being in SSM is expressed in the form of a dialogue between “systems” 
views and “real world” views, with the goal of mutual learning and co-operation between different actors (eg. 
users and systems developers).

166



C hapter 5 -  R esearch M etholology

prob»«M*r,c
prove t-k+ 

Probf** 
s ; k > a ^

frobJcm sihMh^N \
«Kpr«««c( I ] '"ooteU «a* 

Cea/ world

&>©fc d«friv,>,oAS 
©/ re»ev<mt
purposeful 
b cn v ih j

I 3 * V ^ kCvlhur+.Uy

^e»»vc«pfcua/ 
*©*«/* /*€

fiv,
r' ,o t

^ C a/ idorlol_____

IWorld

F ig u r e  5 .1 1  -  T h e  e a r ly  a c c o u n t  o f  SSM  in  s e v e n  s t a g e s  (C h e c k la n d  a n d  

S c h o le s , 1990b: 27)

As has been described in this chapter’s section 5.2, the “real world” is socially constructed. 

W ithin this “real world,” “participants” negotiate and re-negotiate their perceptions and 

interpretations with others (Checkland, 1981). Accordingly, the researcher is a participant 

in that process. The “real world” o f Checkland’s seven-stage model is therefore a non

conceptualised perception o f the problem  dom ain, and “systems thinking” is an 

epistemological set o f principles that enables a richer and more insightful understanding 

of the domain (Checkland, 1999b). There is a distinction between complex reality and our 

notations o f it (Checkland, 1981). “H ard” systems thinking assumes that the perceived world 

contains holons, while “soft” systems thinking enables the methodology, the process of 

enquiry itself, to be “created” as a holon (Checkland, 1981; 1990a; 1990b).78 Consequently, 

SSM models can be distinguished from conventional systems models, which are 

descriptive and normative accounts of “systems” assumed to “really” exist in the world. 

SSM works best “not as a prescription to be followed, but as an explicit framework of 

guidance for sense making, leading to processes which can be both described and 

recovered” (Checkland and Holwell, 1998: 169). Checkland suggests that, as researchers 

gain experience o f SSM, they retain the early seven-stage process “not as a prescription”

7(1 SSM holons are not normative or descriptive: they serve as vehicles for exploring the problem situation 
(Tsouvalis and Checkland, 1996).
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but as an “aide memoire” (Checkland, 2001a: 70).

We have seen Checkland’s later five-stage refinement of the original seven-stage versions 

of SSM. His more recent descriptions o f SSM, however, further refine the process down 

to only four main activities (illustrated in Figures 5.12 and 5.13). These stages are:

1. Finding out about a problem  situation, including its cultural and political 

dynamics.

2. Formulating conceptual systems models of an ideal world from the perspective of 

different stakeholders.

3. Com paring the conceptual models with the real situation, and seeking not only 

changes that are systemically desirable and culturally feasible, but also 

accommodations between conflicting interests.

4. Taking action in the situation to bring about improvement (Checkland, 1999a: 

A 15).

Acborv
t o  iin*f>rov<. tkm .

£  if-O A.

F ig u re  5 .1 2  -  T h e  b a s ic  sh a p e  o f  SSM  (C h eck la n d  a n d  S c h o le s , 1990: 7)
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F ig u re  5 .1 3  -  T h e  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  m a tu r e  SSM  (C h e c k la n d , 2001a: 72)

There is no explicit logic of theory construction in SSM. C oncerns have arisen in the 

literature, suggesting that SSM projects, which are iterative and involve different 

stakeholder groups, can be time-consuming and difficult to manage (Rose, 1997). There 

have also been criticisms in the literature that the nature o f the research intervention is 

pre-defined in SSM projects (Flood and Jackson, 1991; Romm, 1995). SSM can too easily 

overlook environmental and structural determ inants and questions of power: openness 

and togetherness are implicit and explicit values of SSM, but they are not typically found 

in organisations. Researchers cannot therefore assume that all participants will be able to 

openly discuss problems, perceptions and needs, despite the fact that open, willing and 

supported discussion is likely to open up organisation culture and to encourage learning 

and joint problem solving (Rose, 1997).

Another concern is the reduction o f the richness of SSM analysis due to linking it with 

traditional IS methodologies. SSM generates an enormous am ount of varied information, 

particularly concerning different viewpoints and possible activities, much o f which has to 

be suppressed in order to fix on a single agreed activity model (Galliers, 1991c). Each 

activity may be modelled at a higher level of resolution, with new root definitions specific

169



C hapter 5 -  Research M etholology

to each activity. A conceptual model further defines the set o f (more detailed) activities 

necessary to accomplish it. In this way, complex, iterative situations with many activities 

can be modelled without losing a sense o f the overall shape of the problem. This process is 

illustrated by Figure 5.14.
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F ig u r e  5 .1 4  -  T h e  ite r a t iv e  n a tu r e  o f  s y s t e m s  d e v e lo p m e n t  w o r k  e x p r e s s e d  

a s  a n  in te r a c t io n  m o d e l (R o se , 2000: 202)

Notwithstanding these challenges, there are a num ber of significant benefits of conducting 

SSM research. SSM can alleviate m any o f the lim itations o f “h a rd ” IS design 

methodologies because different stakeholder groups are involved throughout the research 

process -  consequently, they all have a stronger ownership of the resulting system 

(Mingers, 1995). T hat SSM acknowledges the viewpoints o f all participants and renders 

their perspectives explicit within root definitions and the conceptual model is o f benefit in 

that it explains differing implicit worldviews. Certainly, the emphasis within SSM on 

exploring a range of root definitions - and on separating the world of conceptual thinking 

from that of the “real world” - contributes to the consideration given to alternatives 

(Mingers, 2001a). Research into the use o f SSM in IS development is “vital” and holds 

out the promise of rich practical and intellectual rewards (Mingers, 1995). Consequently,
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the researcher felt confident upon approaching and conducting this research that it would 

provide a valuable contribution to the literature.

T he investigative force o f SSM is derived from the epistemological power o f a set of 

system concepts that structures thinking about the world. These concepts derive their 

investigative power from being appropriate expressions o f ways in which the complexity 

o f the w orld is structured in order to derive m eaning from it (Checkland, 1981). T he 

outcom e o f the SSM research process is knowledge, which may be expressed as theory. 

T he forms o f theory generation and testing have tended to be tests and developments o f 

the m ethodology itself, such as C A T W O E  cross-referencing to ensure root definition 

completeness and consistency. This is consistent with Action R esearch (Checkland and 

Scholes, 1990b).

SSM does have a defensible ontology, epistemology and reasoning strategy, which may be 

used not only for theory generation, but also for testing activities o f m ore conventional 

program m es (Rose, 1997). R ich Pictures are (usually) descriptions o f local problem  

situations and have no explicit theoretical underpinning or modelling logic. It is therefore 

difficult to find circumstances in which they have the force o f theory. SSM models, then, 

are often too local, transient, and personal to be regarded as m iddle range theory. 

N onetheless, the learn ing  acquired  from  them  m ay be substantial enough to be 

represented as theory (Rose, 1997). Systems principles dictate that clear thought must be 

given not only to the components o f  the research design, bu t also to how they are linked, 

in o rder th a t the em ergent p roperty  is satisfactory. T his is often n o t the case in 

conventional research  program m es. As a result, SSM  is “explicit, coheren t, and 

theoretically justifiable” (Rose, 1997: 13). As change is advocated on the basis o f learning, 

SSM use in applied research can am ount to a greater em phasis on good use o f the 

m odelling tools and  com parison, and  less em phasis on actions for change. SSM ’s 

modelling techniques are highly rigorous and are founded on explicit theory. Learning 

from a SSM study can be represented as “m iddle-range” social science theory, and SSM 

can be used for testing theory, provided the epistemological approach is appropriate 

(Rose, 1997).

Because SSM is a methodology, not a m ethod, there is the inherent flexibility allowing
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“creative, innovative use” o f its principles, specific to a particular situation, and  the 

particular participants and particular users o f the methodology. This “fatally underm ines” 

the generalised criticism s m ade abou t SSM  (Checkland and Holwell, 1998: 171). 

Although “no two users” use SSM in the same way, this does not result in its “dissolution” 

because at its core is the idea o f making sense o f problematical situations by using systems 

models o f purposeful activity (Checkland and Holwell, 1998: 162).

T h e  inherent flexibility o f SSM has enabled it to be used extensively in IS developm ent 

(Stowell, 1995; Mingers, 2001a; O rm erod , 2001). SSM can be com fortably integrated 

into a research program m e containing other methods, and can play the roles of:

• A problem-structuring tool — “front-ending” other approaches by lending structure to 

problem s (eg. the result o f the study m ay be a set o f research questions to be 

answered by other means) (Rose, 1997).

• A good-fit research tool — a qualitative, activity-based, interpretative, participative, 

systems-based, methodologically explicit tool appropriate to the research area and  

objective.

• A triangulation tool -  findings obtained with another m ethod may be confirm ed, 

disconfirmed, or amplified.

• A theory testing, extension or generation tool,79

• A co-ordinative or directive tool -  the research process itself may be conceptualised as a

purposeful hum an activity system. M odels m ay then be built. T hese m ay 

delineate the various research activities and their logical dependencies, which will

constitute the research process (Hindle etal., 1995).

T he  researcher considered the relationship betw een the SSM com ponent and  o ther 

com ponents o f h er research p rogram m e in o rder to ensure th a t the ontological, 

epistemological and reasoning strategy approaches were appropriate to the needs o f all 

the m ajor stakeholders involved in this research project.

The next sub-section o f this chapter concentrates on Dialogical Action R esearch, a form

79 Theory extension is “the most difficult phase of research in a complex field such as Information Systems” 
(Galliers, 1991c: 341).
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o f Action Research consisting o f a series o f “reflective one-on-one dialogues” between the 

researcher(s) and the case organisation principal(s). These dialogues played a central role 

in this research. As such, they will be exam ined in some detail in the section o f this 

chapter that follows.

5.3.4 D ialogical Action Research

T he “reflective” dialogues in Dialogical Action R esearch (Dialogical AR), w hich was 

developed by M artensson and Lee (2004), “periodically” take place away from the case 

organisation in order to reconcile theory with the organisational context.

For the case organisation principal, the reflective dialogue provides an occasion to:

• Take time to reflect on the organisation’s functioning.

• Discuss and experiment with new ideas with an objective, independent advisor.

• Learn from an outside perspective.

For the researcher, the reflective dialogue provides the opportunity to:

• Learn about the case organisation principal’s situation.

• Learn from an inside perspective.

• Utilise em pirical m aterial that extends over a lengthy period and hence enables

rich theorising (Martensson and Lee, 2004: 27).

An interface between the researcher’s academic attitude (theoria) and the world o f the case 

organisation principal {praxis), these dialogues attem pt to address knowledge heterogeneity, the 

different forms that knowledge takes in both the w orld o f academ ia and  the w orld o f 

practice, and  knowledge contextuality, the dependence o f knowledge on its con tex t. 

Successive dialogues result in the researcher(s) and the case organisation principal(s) 

coming to a “m utual understanding” o f the organisation and its problems.

T he  dialogues also enable the researcher to listen to the case organisation p rincipal’s 

in terp re ta tion  and  understanding  o f the problem  requ iring  action, and  enable the 

researcher to gather facts to which theory can be applied. In Dialogical A R, the case
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organisation principal(s) are provided with suggestions to be appropriated  into action(s) 

th a t have the concom itant goals o f  rem edying a problem  situation and  o f testing o r 

advancing theory. W hether or not the actions are followed through is dependent upon 

the case organisation principal. However, every intervention that the case organisation 

principal makes - and that follows from the researcher’s theory-based dialogue - provides 

an opportunity  for the researcher to em pirically test theory. Interventions th a t yield 

organisa tional results th a t the researcher’s theory  does no t an ticipate  provide an  

opportunity for improving the theory arising from the researcher’s and case organisation 

principal’s reflections. Additional interventions can be m ade until the case organisation 

principal(s) deems h e r /h is / th e ir  problem(s) to be sufficiently addressed. Successful 

D ialogical A R  entails im provem ents in the real-w orld problem , in the researcher’s 

knowledge, and in the case organisation principal’s knowledge.

In  Dialogical AR, the researcher does not directly intervene in the activities o f the 

organisation where a problem  is to be solved o r a situation is to be im proved, and the 

researcher’s theories do not need to be m ade explicit to the case organisation principal in 

o rder to assist remedying the problem  situation. Instead, the one-on-one dialogues foster 

learning for both the researcher and the case organisation principal. In these dialogues, 

the researcher plays a facilitating role, draw ing on one or m ore relevant theories. T he 

“explicit recognition and handling” o f the different roles and perspectives is fundam ental 

to D ialogical AR and, in tu rn , gives rise to  “heterogeneous forms o f know ledge” 

(M artensson and Lee, 2004: 28). “Reflective dialogues” can assist the case organisation 

principal to “reflect on, learn from and rem edy” problem s in their organisation, and to 

facilitate understanding  betw een the researcher and  the case organisation principal 

(Martensson and Lee, 2004: 28).

M artensson and Lee (2004) in tend  that the dialogue be related  to the elem ents in 

Baskerville’s Action Research Cycle (Figure 5.5). A key feature o f Action R esearch is its 

reflective and  iterative cycle. In Dialogical A R, practitioners appropria te  academ ic 

theories on their own terms, meaningful in their own world, with the active support o f 

(and in collaboration with) the researcher, who considers the practitioner’s need to solve 

problems to be equal in im portance to the researcher’s need to move knowledge forward. 

Dialogical A R  recognises knowledge heterogeneity  by splitting ap art expertise into
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separate entities: that of the researcher, and that of the practitioner. This is necessary and 

useful because expertise does not appear explicitly in Baskerville’s Action Research Cycle. 

T he reflective dialogue included in Figure 5.16 illustrates the on-going dialogue between 

the two knowledge domains o f the researcher and of the case organisation principal. This 

dialogue is a key element in Dialogical AR and can be related to the elements identified in 

Baskerville’s Action Research Cycle. T he researcher and the practitioner take various 

types of action depending on the situation at hand. These actions in turn then lead to new 

reactions from the real world problem. This stimulus/response pattern is illustrated by the 

arrows between the Action Research team and the real world problem in Figure 5.15.

researcher’s expertise

theoria

action/stimulus
real world 
problem

reaction/response

titioner’s expertise]
*'The dialogue may 
involve the elements 
identified in 
Baskerv ille’s action 
research cycle.

praxis

action research team

F ig u re  5 .1 5  -  D ia lo g ic a l  A ctio n  R e se a r c h  (M a r te n sso n  a n d  L ee , 2004: 36)

Figure 5.16 emphasises that, over time, there should be an improvement in the expertise 

o f both the researcher and the practitioner. In Baskerville’s diagram  o f the Action 

Research cycle (Figure 5.5), this im provem ent is reflected in the word “learning.” 

Consequently, there are three domains for improvements:

• In the researcher’s expertise.

• In the case organisation principal’s expertise.
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• In the real world problem.

Dialogical AR can thereby help to resolve Action R esearch’s “rigor versus relevance” 

dilem m a (M artensson and Lee, 2004), which was discussed in Section 5.3.2 o f this 

chapter.

at time t = 2

researcher’s
expertise

real world 
problem

practitioner's
expertise

improved
researcher's

expertise

solved or 
remedied real 

world problem

improved
practitioner's

expertise

F ig u re  5 .1 6  -  Im p r o v e m e n ts  o v e r  t im e  (M a r te n sso n  a n d  L e e , 2004: 35)

The distinguishing features of Dialogical AR are:

1. Adopting a scientific attitude.

2. Adopting the natural attitude of everyday life.

3. Accepting the role played by social and historical context.

4. U nderstanding the social and historical context o f the researcher and o f the 

practitioner (Martensson and Lee, 2004).

The reflective dialogues intrinsic to Dialogical AR offer a new way of managing the time 

spent on a research project. As a result, the researcher was able to spend less time 

involved in each case organisation, which in turn enabled her the opportunity to spend 

more time in process-oriented research projects. She could thereby be kept updated on
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organisational activities through the reflective dialogues with the principals o f the case 

study organisations.

An explanation o f Case Study R esearch follows. It provides fundam ental background 

inform ation on the second Action R esearch hybrid research m ethod that was utilised in 

this research, Action Case Research (ACR). A description o f and justification for AGR 

being chosen as a cornerstone m ethodology o f this research project will follow the 

explanation of its “parent” methodology, Case Study Research.

5.3.5 Case Study Research

Case study research is the most com m only used qualitative m ethod in IS research 

(Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991; Alavi and Carlson, 1992). Nevertheless, there is a notable 

absence o f longitudinal case study designs, as well as structured m ultiple case study 

designs in the IS literature (Drew, 2002). T he IS literature contains m any examples, 

however, o f the interpretive case study (Zuboff, 1988; Sauer, 1993; W alsham , 1993; Jones 

and N andhakum ar, 1993; Knights and M urray, 1994; Brooks, 1997).

U ndertaking case study research does not m ean that a researcher is limited to a choice of 

one specific m ethod, or o f one methodology (Yin, 1989a; 1989b; 2002; H am el, 1993).B0 

R ather, Stake (1994) views the case study as a choice o f w hat object is to be studied, rather 

than  a choice o f techniques. Further, R olland and H erstad  (2000) claim  that it is m ore 

relevant to talk about the case study as an approach to the study o f the particular, with a 

special focus on w hat is unique and  w hat is com m on in a given case. An em pirical 

enquiry focused on a particular phenom enon and its relation with its real-life context 

(Yin, 1994; 2002), the case study can be seen as a research strategy th a t focuses on 

“understanding the dynamics present within single settings” (Eisenhardt, 1989: 534), from 

which arises the difficulty o f acquiring similar data from a statistically meaningful num ber 

o f similar organisations (Galliers, 1991c).

80 Case study research can be either positivist, interpretive or critical, depending upon the underlying 
philosophical assumptions of the researcher. Yin (1981a; 1981b; 1994; 2002) and Benbasat et al. (1987) 
advocate positivist case study research, whereas Walsham (1993) advocates in-depth interpretive case study 
research. Although qualitative data cannot readily be converted to numerical values, it can be hard-nosed, 
data-driven, outcome-oriented, and scientific. Similarly, quantitative research can be “soft” and deal with 
inadequate evidence - these are characteristics of good and bad research, rather than a dichotomy between 
two types of research (Galliers, 1996: 152).
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Galliers (1991c; 1993d), drawing a distinction between positivist case study research (such 

as Yin, 1981a; 1981b; 1994; 2002) an d  interpretivist case study research  (such as 

W alsham , 1993), has described m uch published case study research as being “empirical, 

scientific research” based on observable facts which are not open to interpretation, and a 

m eans o f exploring the “relationships” that exist in any given problem  situation (Galliers, 

1992a: 154).

Case study research norm ally involves substantial involvem ent in the research situation 

over a period o f time. T he goal o f this style o f research is “deep familiarity” (Goffman, 

1989) with the research situation, resulting in a “thick” description that provides enough 

detail to allow analysis o f the interpretations o f the research subject(s). T he researcher 

could not be assumed to be free o f her own interpretations, and  considerable care was

taken to offer analysis in an open and  explicit m anner, in o rder to ensure its validity.

W alsham  (1995), following E isenhardt (1989), suggests that theory m ay be involved in 

interpretive case studies in three different ways:

• As an initial guide to design and d ata  collection.

• As part o f an iterative process o f d ata  analysis.

• As a final product o f the research.

An iterative approach  to case study research allows the theoretical position to be 

developed as d a ta  collection and  analysis p roceed. T h ere  m ay be a problem  in 

generalising from  case study research, w here dep th  is substitu ted  for b read th , bu t 

W alsham (1995) suggests four possible types o f generalisation:

• Concepts may be developed.

• T heory m ay be generated (as w ith Orlikowki’s (1992) structurational m odel o f 

technology).

• Specific implications in particular dom ains of action m ay be drawn.

• “Rich insight” may arise from less focussed learning.

T he case study approach enables the capture o f “reality” in detail. It also enables the 

analysis o f  “a greater num ber o f variables” than  is possible w ith o ther approaches 

(Galliers, 1991c). Case study research is well-suited to IS interpretivist research due to its
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focus on organisational (rather than  technical) issues (Benbasat et al., 1987; W alsham , 

1993; Baskerville, 1997; Pare and Elam, 1997; Darke et al., 1998). Indeed, Benbasat et al. 

(1987) suggest th a t the following factors support the case study m ethodology as an 

appropriate IS research strategy because it:

• Enables researchers to study IS in a natural setting, to learn about technologies, 

and to generate theories from practice.

• Enables researchers to gain a greater understanding o f the nature and complexity 

o f processes in organisations.

• Enables valuable insights to be gained into new areas o f investigation.

T he case study research approach enables the retention o f the “holistic and m eaningful 

characteristics” o f real-life events, such as “organisational and managerial processes” (Yin, 

1994; 2002). As a case reveals knowledge in its natural context, it can thereby clarify 

difficult problem s or issues, and in terp re t open-ended and  ill-defined aspects o f  the 

problem  situation(s) (Avison and  Fitzgerald, 2003). Case studies are an  appropriate  

research strategy:

• W hen studying contem porary events in their natural settings.

• W hen it is not necessary to control behavioural events.

• W hen researchers have little control over the environment.

• W hen the context o f the research is im portant (Yin, 1989b; 1994; 2002).

T he case study approach emphasises in-depth understanding and qualitative analysis 

(W alsham, 1993). It is an appropriate research strategy to provide description, to test 

theory , and  to generate theory  (E isenhardt, 1989). T h e  approach  is particu larly  

appropriate for studying phenom ena that are not supported by a strong theoretical base 

(Benbaset et al. (1987). Table 5.2 explains the process o f building theory from case study 

research.
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Step Activity R eason
Getting Started • Definition of research question

• Possibly a priori constructs.

• Neither theory nor hypotheses.

• Focuses efforts.
• Provides better grounding of 

construct measures.
• Retains theoretical flexibility.

Selecting Gases • Specified population.

• Theoretical, not random , 
sampling.

• Constrains extraneous 
variation and sharpens 
external validity.

• Focuses efforts on 
theoretically useful cases 
(those that replicate o r extend 
theory by filling conceptual 
categories).

Crafting
Instrum ents and 
Protocols

• Multiple data collection 
methods.

• Qualitative and quantitative 
data combined.

• Multiple investigators.

• Synergistic view of evidence.

• Strengthens grounding of 
theory by triangulation of 
evidence.

• Fosters divergent perspectives 
and strengthens grounding.

Entering the Field • Overlapping data collection 
and analysis, including field 
notes.

• Flexible and opportunistic data 
collection methods.

• Speeds analyses and reveals 
helpful adjustments to data 
collection.

• Allows investigators to take 
advantage of em ergent 
themes and unique case 
features.

Analysing Data • Within-case analysis.

• Cross-case pattern search 
using divergent techniques.

• Gains familiarity with data 
and preliminary theory 
generation.

• Forces investigators to look 
beyond initial impressions 
and see evidence through 
multiple lenses.

Shaping
Hypotheses

• Iterative tabulation of evidence 
for each construct.

• Replication, not sampling, of 
logic across cases.

• Search evidence for “why” 
behind relationships.

• Sharpens construct 
definition, validity and 
measurability.

• Confirms, extends and 
sharpens theory.

• Builds internal validity.

Enfolding
Literature

• Com parison with conflicting 
literature.

• Com parison with similar 
literature.

• Builds internal validity, raises 
theoretical level and sharpens 
construct definitions.

• Sharpens generalisability, 
improves construct definition 
and raises theoretical level.

Reaching Closure • Theoretical saturation when 
possible.

• Ends process when marginal 
improvement becomes small.

T a b le  5 .2  -  T h e  p r o c e s s  o f  b u i ld in g  th e o r y  f r o m  C a s e  S tu d y  R e s e a r c h  

(E ise n h a r d t, 1989: 533)
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Theory arising from case study research is likely to have novelty, testability and em pirical 

validity, which emerge from intimate linkage with empirical evidence. T he independence 

o f case study research from prio r literature or past em pirical observation m akes the 

approach well-suited to new research areas, as well as to research areas for which existing 

theory is or seems inadequate (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2002). Case studies have been seen 

as a “fruitful” way o f studying a phenom enon before using a m ore formal and  rigorous 

approach to test existing theory (Rolland and H erstad, 2000). L iterature discussing similar 

findings ties together underlying similarities in phenom ena norm ally not associated with 

each  o th er. T h e  result is often theory  w ith “stronger in te rn a l valid ity , w ider 

generalisability” and a “higher conceptual level” (Eisenhardt, 1989: 544).

E isenhardt (1989) also suggests that researchers assess the evidence from each case in 

order to iterate towards a theory that closely fits the data. This can illum inate insights 

from the data  and  yield empirically valid theory. C om paring data  from diverse sources 

can enable “a single, well-defined construct to form ” (Eisenhardt, 1989: 542). T he cross

comparison o f cases also lessens the possibility o f the researcher:

• Leaping to conclusions based on limited data.

• Being overly influenced by “elite respondents.”

• Ignoring basic statistical probabilities.

• D ropping disconforming evidence.

• Reaching prem ature conclusions (Eisenhardt, 1989: 540).

Stake (1994) categorises case studies into three types:

• Intrinsic -  when a researcher desires a deeper understanding o f a particular case, 

rather than theory building.

• Instrumental -  provides insights into an issue or refines existing theory.81

• Collective -  an instrumental study extended to several cases.82

81 There is “no line” distinguishing an intrinsic case study from an instrumental one: rather, they are 
separated by “a zone of combined purpose” (Stake, 1994; 1995).

82 Collective case study research compares and draws general implications and relates variability from the 
phenomena being studied (Galliers, 1991c; Stake, 1994; 1995).

181



Chapter 5 -  Research Metholology

Yin (1994; 2002) also categorises case studies into three types:

• Exploratory -  where the collection o f d a ta  occurs before the theories o r specific 

research questions are formulated.

• Causal — explores causal relationships and explanatory theories o f phenom ena.

• Descriptive -  requires a theory to guide the collection o f data.

T he case study research approach has been heavily criticised for a perceived lack o f rigor, 

and for problems o f generalisation (Galliers, 1991c; 1992a; Irani et al., 1999; Yin, 1989a; 

1989b; 1989b; 2002; Rolland and H erstad, 2000). T he weaknesses o f the approach are:

• The difficulty o f generalising.

• T he acquisition o f similar data from different cases.

• T he lack o f control over different variables (Galliers, 1992a; 1992b).

• T he (potential) difficulty in distinguishing between cause and effect.

• T he different interpretations that can be placed on observations by individual 

researchers a n d /o r  stakeholders (Pettigrew, 1983; Vitalari, 1985).

However, these limitations o f the case study research approach can be largely overcom e 

by m eans o f rigorous research design, d a ta  generation and  analysis (Pettigrew, 1983; 

Vitalari, 1985).

Some researchers consider the case study m ethod  to be inferior to m ethods based on 

random  statistical samples o f a large num ber o f observations (Gummesson, 1991). Whilst 

it is true that generalisation can arise as the case study approach rarely yields precise 

descriptive statem ents about a large population  (Babbie, 1989), however, conclusions 

based on a small num ber o f case studies m ay be ideal for gaining an understanding o f the 

problem  dom ain, and  for building a theore tical m odel for testing generalisability. 

W alsham (1993) suggests four ways o f m aking generalisations based on interpretive case 

studies:

• Concepts development.

• Theory generation.
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• Giving specific implications.

• Giving rich insight.

W alsham  (1993) has also argued that the validity o f generalisations from  an individual 

case or cases depends “not on the representativeness o f such cases in a statistical sense” 

bu t ra ther “on the plausibility and cogency o f the logical reasoning used in describing the 

results from the cases, and in drawing conclusions from them ” (Walsham, 1993: 15).

Flyvbjerg (1991) is adam ant that the following are “m isconceptions” about case study 

research:

• T h at context-independent knowledge is m ore valuable than practical knowledge.

• T h a t it is not possible to generalise upon any given single case, and  therefore 

individual case studies cannot contribute to scientific knowledge.

• T h a t any given case study is only useful for generating hypotheses, not for testing 

them.

• T h a t researcher’s interests, values, and opinions often bias generalisations based 

on case study research m ore than with other approaches.

• T hat case studies are difficult to write up and summarise (Flyvbjerg, 1991: 137-8).

I t  is difficult to research  how technology affects and  is affected by social and  

organisational issues, as the use o f  IT  has “contradictory organisational consequences” 

(Rolland and Herstad, 2000: 6). It is therefore crucial to examine context in IS research 

(Rolland and H erstad, 2000; K lein an d  M yers, 1999). A critical case can enable the 

researcher to describe particular events within a social and  organisational context (such as 

organisation  structures, political conflicts am ong stakeholders, the h istory  o f  the 

organisation, and the existing IT  infrastructure) that generate rich insight (Flyvbjerg, 

1991). Context can also be, however, “problem atic” (Rolland and H erstad, 2000), as the 

boundaries between the context and the actual phenom enon studied can be som ewhat 

unclear (Yin, 1989a; 1989b).

As research on case studies often highlights contradictory findings both within and across 

studies (Robey and  Boudreau, 1999), a critical case study can generalise based on
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descriptive research findings, paradoxes and case-specific contradictions (W alsham, 1995). 

C ritical case research can extend existing theory by yielding rich insights from the case 

study that falsifies or verifies existing theories, and hidden aspects o f a particular problem  

situation and its genesis may become visible and accessible (Flyvbjerg, 1991; Stake, 1994; 

Rolland and  H erstad, 2000).83 Certainly, this was the experience o f the researcher as this 

project unfolded.

T he concept o f choosing “critical” cases was raised by Flyvjberg (1991), who suggested 

that cases o f particular interest and with strategic content in relation to the research 

questions should be chosen in order to highlight the different aspects o f  a particu lar 

problem  situation. Extrem e and  atypical cases can provide m ore inform ation  and  

illuminate m ore aspects o f the problem  situation (Pettigrew, 1988; Flyvbjerg, 1991; Stake, 

1994; Rolland and H erstad, 2000). Extreme and atypical cases also tend to illum inate the 

inadequacy of theories and m ethods used, especially when contradictory and paradoxical 

issues are being investigated.84 T he comparison o f different cases can also generate theory 

with less researcher bias than theory built from increm ental studies, and is likely to be 

testable, with constructs that can be readily m easured and hypotheses that can be proven 

false (Eisenhardt, 1989).

As far as this doctoral research is concerned, the researcher’s adoption o f case studies that 

enabled the capture o f the organisational and  social setting proved to be a suitable 

m ethod for pursuing the research objectives, as there was no need for m anipulation or 

control o f subjects or events (Miles and H uberm an, 1994). This approach also answered 

the calls to cater to context in IS research (Avgerou, 2000) and resulted in the researcher 

being able to follow events over time at sites previously inaccessible to scientific 

investigation (Gavaye, 1996; Benbasat etal., 1987; Benbaset and W eber, 1996).

Case study research is an appropriate approach for this project, not only because the 

theory and research are at their early stage o f development, but also because the context 

o f actions by the actors involved are critical, in accordance with the findings o f Benbaset et

83 The IS literature shows that statistical generalisations often do not explain the contradictory effects of IT  in 
organisations, as information systems are embedded in social and cultural structures or a context through its 
use - not all phenomena can be understood and explained using such techniques. Statistical information can 
show that X  exists, for example, but not why it exists - descriptions from case studies can (help to) explain it.

84 For example, surveys as a statistical analysis of data tend to exclude extreme examples.
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al. (1987). A  sample o f critical case organisations were selected for this research based on 

their contrasting characteristics, and rounds o f in-depth interviews were conducted with 

the case organisation principals. D ata from the interviews were analysed and synthesised 

for patterns o f  e-business adoption, im plem entation, and perform ance, so that different 

factors from  the case organisations could be identified, and propositions could be tested 

(this process is explained in C hapter 6). T he researcher intended that these interpretative 

case studies would provide generalisations which follows (W alsham, 1995) in order to 

assist conceptual development, draw  specific implications (Walsham and W aem a, 1994) 

and provide valuable insights (Orlikowski, 1991).

Building on this explanation o f Case Study Research and the earlier description o f Action 

R esearch, and presenting a com prehensive justification as to  how and  why they are 

appropriate m ethods for this doctoral study, the next sub-section o f the chapter describes 

the hybrid research methodology that emerged from them , Action Case Research.

5.3.6 Action Case Research

Action Case Research (ACR) is an amalgam of (and compromise between) intervention or 

change (Action Research) and an in terpretation  or understanding (“soft” case study), 

designed to balance the trade-offs between being either an observer capable o f making 

interpretations, or a researcher involved in creating change in practice.

Despite aspirations to objectivity in both positivist and  interpretivist approaches, the 

researcher is nonetheless making an intervention. Braa and Vidgen (1999) argue that case 

studies are not “pure” interpretations if they contain an elem ent o f intervention, and that 

such research cases can often be better categorised as Action Case Research ra ther than 

as case study or as Action Research. T he case studies in this research project contained 

an elem ent o f intervention, bu t not to the scale o f change that one m ight expect in full- 

scale Action Research. T he researcher’s approach can better, therefore, be categorised as 

Action Case (Braa and Vidgen, 1997). As such, A C R  was considered by the researcher to 

be an ideal methodology to employ.
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As has been previously explained (in sub-section 5.3.1), Action R esearch aims to gain 

knowledge through deliberately intervening in order to achieve desirable change in the 

organisational setting. As a consequence, the researcher is bo th  “constra ined” and 

“enabled” by the research context, whilst having the potential to initiate change in that 

organisational context. Learning from A C R  should be a com bination o f learning about 

the content o f the research and learning about the process o f inquiry (Braa and Vidgen, 

1999). Beginning with a study o f an organisation in focus, A C R  continues by analysing 

the findings and  finishes with an intervention stage, such as the im plem entation o f 

findings from the earlier stages (otherwise known as “understanding for change”). A 

strong connection between study and analysis is advocated, as it can result in constant 

refinements in the focus o f the field study (Vidgen and Braa, 1997).

It is possible to conduct A C R  with a lower level o f participation than would be needed for 

successful Action R esearch. T he A C R  m ethod is supplem ented by considerations o f 

“suitability” (to the aims o f the research project) and “practicability” (the do-ability o f the 

research project). T he scope o f an A C R  investigation can also be restricted in order to 

achieve a rich context from a small-to-medium-scale intervention, and the timescale can 

be o f short-to-m edium -term  duration ra ther than the longer timescales associated with 

full-scale A ction R esearch  (Jonsson, 1991). N ego tia ting  access for sm all-scale 

interventions, in com bination with the lower levels o f resources required  from  the 

participating organisation, make A C R  m ore accessible than  full-scale Action Research. 

These benefits, however, can serve to reduce the organisational com m itm ent towards 

im plem enting the outcom e o f the research. Nonetheless, B raa and Vidgen (1999) assert 

the value o f small-scale Action Case interventions focussed on a specific technique or 

m ethod (such as this doctoral research).

A C R  proved to be an ideal choice o f methodology. W ith A C R  it is possible to introduce 

new techniques without collaborating with the organisational participants in the design of 

the technique, as long as there is effective participation in the testing o f the technique (Braa 

and Vidgen, 1999). T he m ethod is particularly well suited to situations w here full-scale 

Action R esearch is neither possible nor appropriate. In  particular, B raa and Vidgen 

(1997; 1999) suggest that A C R  can be used by new researchers (such as doctoral students) 

who wish to gain experience o f in-context research on a small-scale and  structured
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intervention, because it takes “particular account” of available resources, such as the skills 

and experience o f the researcher, the time available, and financial constraints, and also 

because it provides a pragmatic and feasible approach for investigating subjects in-context 

on a small scale based on deep conceptual understanding (Braa and Vidgen, 1997).

T he research characteristics of hard and soft case study research, Action Research, and 

Action Case Research (along with the likely com parison o f outcom es for each) are 

presented here, in Table 5.3.

R esearch  M ethod
H ard C ase  
R esearch

Soft C ase 
R esearch

Action
R esearch

Action
C ase

R esearch
Research Change

(intervention)
U nintended U nintended Intended,

large-scale
Intended,
small-to-
medium
scale

Prediction
(reduction)

M edium Low Low Low

Understanding
(interpretation)

M edium High Low to 
medium

M edium

Research
character
istics

Duration Any Any Long Short to 
medium

Time
orientation

Contem porary Historic and 
contem porary

Building
future

C ontem 
porary and 
building 
future

Participation Low Low High M edium

T a b le  5 .3  -  R e s e a r c h  m e th o d  c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  (a d a p te d  f r o m  B r a a  a n d  

V id g e n , 1999: 14)

Building on this information, Braa and Vidgen (1999) suggest that the following questions 

should be considered when undertaking ACR:

Attribute Action C ase C oncern
Suitability Research design H as a framework of ideas and a methodology been 

declared?
Researcher skills Does the researcher have the skills and experience to 

make an intervention?
Interpretation Richness Is the context of the research rich enough to provide 

understanding?
Focus Is the research question sufficiently focussed?

Intervention Scale Is the scale of the subject for research manageable?
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Factor Attribute Action Case Concern
Participation style W hat level of participation can be expected from the 

organisation members?
Critical impact Is a  critical approach required?

T a b le  5 .4  -  C o n s id e r a t io n s  w h e n  E m b a r k in g  o n  A c t io n  C a s e  R e s e a r c h  

(a d a p te d  fr o m  B r a a  an d  V id g e n , 1999: 22-3)

Vidgen and Braa (1997) advocate clear guidelines for research practices. With ACR, the 

research design should take particular account o f available resources, such as the skills 

and experience o f the researcher, the time available, and financial constraints. T he 

research question should be sufficiently focussed so that the effects of the change can be 

studied. Lower levels of participation from the organisation can be accommodated than 

is generally needed for Action Research. Despite these constraints, there will still be an 

orientation toward building the future through purposeful change (Braa and Vidgen, 

1997; 1999; Vidgen and Braa, 1997).

An explanation o f SSM, Dialogical Action Research and Action Case Research (the 

methods of research relevant to and utilised in this project), has been presented, as has 

Action Research and Case Study Research (the research m ethods from which they 

generated). To consolidate this information, and place it in the context o f this research 

project, a further clarification of how and why these methodologies were considered to be 

appropriate is necessary. To that end, we now move to the next section o f this chapter, in 

which the research methods are aligned with the focus of study.

5 .4  A L IG N M E N T  O F R E S E A R C H  M E T H O D S  W IT H  T H E  F O C U S  O F  

ST U D Y

It is im portant to “clearly label” research approaches, their strengths and weaknesses, and 

the purposes to which each research approach is put within a study (Galliers, 1984a: 291). 

Eisenhardt (1989) discusses this issue in the context o f organisational research,8'* and 

identifies three distinct uses of theory:

85 T he  organisation is “the prim ary laboratory” for IS research, where the developm ent and use o f technology 
can  be studied in context (Ehn et a l 1995).
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• As an initial guide to design the research and to collect data (Walsham, 1993).

• As part of an iterative process o f data collection and analysis (Orlikowski, 1993).

• As a final product of the research (Orlikowski and Robey, 1991a; 1991b).

T he researcher took into consideration the necessity for the alignment amongst the 

research objectives, the theoretical foundations and the adopted methods o f the research 

(Robey, 1996). She took great care to ensure alignment between the research problem, 

objectives, philosophical stance, theoretical perspectives and research methods. First, the 

research problem was identified. The researcher aimed to identify contradictory and 

paradoxical issues of the subject m atter in order to contribute to existing theory and to 

suggest a “systemically desirable and culturally feasible” way forward. Due to the 

complicated nature o f the problem, she decided to follow the advice of the great num ber 

o f researchers that support combining research methods. They suggest that a combined 

research approach increases the robustness of the results (Kaplan and Douchon, 1988; 

Eisenhardt, 1989; Galliers, 1992d; Gable, 1994; Markus, 1994; Cornford and Smithson, 

1996; Braa and Vidgen, 1999; Irani et al., 1999; Mingers, 2001). H er approach was also in 

line with the advice of Baskerville and W ood-H arper (1996), who argue that theory is 

m ore relevant when mixed with practice. T he research objective was to also make a 

con tribu tion  to knowledge in these areas. T he research problem  assumes and 

acknowledges the social construction of social facts, and the philosophical approach taken 

was therefore interpretative. This approach is also consistent with the philosophical 

underpinning of SSM, and Action Research is an appropriate research genre given the 

research objectives.

T able 5.5 summarises the key features, strengths and weaknesses o f the research 

approaches used by the researcher in this doctoral study.

Key Features Strengths Weaknesses

M ulti-
M ethodologies

T he selection and use 
of multiple data 
collection methods by 
combining a  range of 
methods an d /o r  parts 
of methodologies in 
order to meet the needs 
of a particular 
situation.

M ay well produce a 
richer picture for 
seeing and 
understanding the 
complex web of 
relationships and 
interconnectivities.

Opposing positions in 
each dichotomy can 
represent alternative 
competing “truths” 
about the world, and 
can therefore resist 
synthesis.
T he perceptions of 
the IS community
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Key Features Strengths W eaknesses
itself are a barrier to
combining
methodologies.

Action Research Applied research where 
there is an attempt to 
obtain results of 
practical value to 
groups with whom the 
researcher is allied, 
while at the same time 
adding to theoretical 
knowledge.

Practical as well as 
theoretical outcomes 
most often aimed at 
emancipatory 
outcomes. Biases of 
researcher made 
known.

Similar to case study 
research, but 
additionally places a 
considerable 
responsibility on the 
researcher when 
objectives are at odds 
with other groupings. 
The ethics of the 
particular research is 
a key issue.

Dialogical Action 
Research

A form of Action 
Research consisting of 
a series of reflective 
one-on-one dialogues 
between a case 
organisation principal 
and a researcher/ 
researchers.

The researcher(s) and 
the case organisation 
principal(s) come to a 
“mutual
understanding” of the 
organisation and its 
problems.
The “explicit 
recognition and 
handling” of the 
different roles and 
perspectives is 
fundamental to 
Dialogical AR.
As less time is spent 
directly involved in 
the organisation, the 
researcher can spend 
more time in process- 
oriented research 
projects.

Whether or not the 
suggested actions are 
followed through 
depends entirely 
upon the case 
organisation 
principal.

Case Study 
Research

An attempt at 
describing the 
relationships that exist 
in reality, usually 
within a single 
organisation or 
organisational 
grouping.

Capturing “reality” in 
greater detail and 
analysing more 
variables than is 
possible using any of 
the other approaches.

Restricted to a single 
event/organisation. 
Difficulty in 
generalising, given 
the problems of 
acquiring similar data 
from a statistically 
meaningful number 
of cases.
Lack of control of 
variables.
Different 
interpretations of 
events by individual 
researchers/ 
stakeholders.

Action Case 
Research

An amalgam between 
intervention and

A strong connection 
between study and

Organisational 
commitment towards
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Key Features Strengths W eaknesses
interpretation.
Case studies contain an 
element of
intervention, but not to 
the scale of change in 
full-scale Action 
Research.

analysis is advocated, 
as it can result in 
constant corrections 
in the focus of the 
field study.
Requires a lower 
level of participation 
than is needed for 
Action Research.
The scope of an ACR 
investigation can be 
restricted to a small- 
to-medium scale 
intervention, and the 
timescale can be 
shorter than with full- 
scale Action 
Research.
New techniques can 
be introduced 
without collaborating 
with the 
organisational 
participants in the 
design of the 
technique.

implementing the 
outcome of the 
research can be 
reduced by the lower 
level of interaction by 
the researcher.

Soft System s 
M ethodology

Research applied with 
the goal of learning 
about complex, 
problematical human 
situations through 
making deliberate 
interventions in order 
to achieve positive and 
desirable change whilst 
simultaneously adding 
to theoretical 
knowledge.

Can be tailored to fit 
both the situation and 
the style of the 
researcher.
SSM can alleviate 
many of the 
limitations of “hard” 
IS design 
methodologies 
because different 
stakeholder groups 
are involved 
throughout the 
research process. 
Consideration is 
given to alternatives. 
Promises rich 
practical and 
intellectual rewards.

SSM projects can be 
time-consuming and 
difficult to manage. 
The nature of the 
research intervention 
can be pre-defined. 
Can too easily 
overlook
environmental and 
structural 
determinants and 
questions of power.

T a b le  5 .5  -  A su m m a r y  o f  th e  k e y  f e a tu r e s ,  s tr e n g th s  a n d  w e a k n e s s e s  o f  th e  

c h o s e n  I n fo r m a t io n  S y s te m s  r e s e a r c h  a p p r o a c h e s  (a d a p te d  a n d  e x te n d e d  

fr o m  G a llie r s , 1991c: 337)
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T he seven U K  case organisations featured in this research were each examined in a series 

o f interviews with their case organisation principals.86 T hese interviews utilised the 

distinctive com bination o f A C R  and Dialogical AR. T h e  subsequent aspects of the 

research (that o f reconciling the disparate worlds o f SMEs, e-business and governm ent 

policies) utilised SSM. As SSM has not often been used in SM E situations, and given that 

this research concentrates on aligning asynchronous areas, and  as SM E ow ner/m anagers 

would also (seem to be) oblivious to policy initiatives, the researcher faced the challenge o f 

how to build and then m arry a research framework with a utilitarian approach that could 

d raw  together these anachronous worlds and  indicate a way o f pursuing a dialogue 

meaningful to all involved parties.

T he  investigative focus o f the research, which was defined by the research questions, in 

conjunction  with the adopted process definition and  the guidelines for conducting 

research  associated w ith knowledge creation  processes, d ic ta ted  the re search er’s 

assum ptions and  their developm ent, bo th  philosophical an d  m ethodological, th a t 

underpin the research. T he researcher employed the techniques o f Action Case Research 

and Dialogical AR as the basis upon which to conduct fieldwork activities. T o  support 

this decision, the hybrid approach o f Action Case R esearch and  Dialogical A R  was 

selected as the theoretical framework to support the data  collection techniques. Action 

R esearch and case study research, from which Action Case R esearch and Dialogical A R  

generate, support the evolution o f the philosophical and  disciplinary divides o f the 

research and gave precedence to the em pirical over and above theoretical delineations. 

This form ed an  interesting basis upon which to organise and  carry out data  collection, 

and  led to the achievement o f great insight into the operations o f the case organisations. 

Fieldwork activities were organised around the relationships and  associations that these 

SM Es form ed with e-business. D ata collection itself incorporated  a  range o f fieldwork 

activities, from  sem i-structured interviews to periods o f observation conducted a t each 

field site. Documents, texts and transcripts were collected at all field sites simultaneously 

over a two-year period. These docum ents form ed the basis o f  d ata  analysis, w here 

concepts and themes were developed from the raw case study materials. For data  analysis

8(5 The views expressed by the case organisation principals are those of a single individual from each of the 
case organisations -  only those owner/managers interested in the study were likely to participate in such a 
study (Sohal and Ng, 1998). Reliance on the perceptions of one key informant from each of the case 
companies, who was the instigator of e-business adoption, may imply cognitive biases. Raymond (2001), 
however, demonstrated that this methodology can draw valid conclusions.
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purposes, techniques were adapted from  the SSM conceptual m odelling process. T he 

justification for the selection o f the theoretical basis for these concepts has been set out in 

this chapter, in preparation for the description o f their developm ent in relation to the 

fieldwork data and analysis procedures in the next.

T h e  researcher exam ined a num ber o f  alternative theoretical an d  m ethodological 

approaches before deciding on her chosen research path . These approaches (which 

included S tructuration T heory, Resource-Based Theory, Actor N etw ork T heory  and 

Multiview) are described in Appendix M.

5.5 SUMMARY

This chapter has outlined the m ethodological fram ework for the research, justified the 

decision o f the researcher to em bark upon this course, and aligned the research m ethods 

with the focus o f study. Finding a framework capable o f supporting the research aims was 

a decisive factor in the researcher’s understanding  to w hat extent -  and  how  -  her 

research priorities could be addressed. T he  bottom  line was that it was necessary to 

understand and present the adoption and  im plem entation o f e-business by SMEs, and to 

ascertain the practical im pact of relevant policies, based on the experiences o f the seven 

U K  SM E case organisations and w ithin a “flow o f events.” H aving m ade h er p re

fieldwork research influences and research fram ework explicit, it was also necessary for 

h er to  take into account the criticism s o f in terpretive research. T o  th a t end , a 

com prehensive overview o f the issues and  concerns pertinent to IS researchers was 

provided (in Section 5.3.1), and a clear justification o f the reasons behind the choice o f 

methodology has been provided.

T he role o f theory in the developm ent o f the thesis has been articulated. D irect links 

between the theory and the methodological work have been created. A clear justification 

o f the choice o f m ethodology has been provided. In  the com ing chap ter, how  the 

empirical data  is linked with this theoretical framework derived from the literature will be 

clearly illustrated. Particular attention will be paid to the developm ent o f and  rationale 

for: the research questions, the literature review and the empirical work.
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H aving detailed both the benefits and challenges o f adopting m ulti-m ethodologies, the 

re search er’s app roach , the distinctive mix o f  research  m ethodologies chosen for 

addressing this research agenda was articulated (in Section 5.3) -  A C R  and Dialogical AR 

m ethods provided the focus for the research on the seven case organisations, while SSM 

conceptual m odelling exam ined how to resolve policy developm ent with SM E needs. 

A C R , Dialogical AR and SSM all generated from Action Research, which was described 

in section 5.3.2 o f this chapter.

A C R , an  am algam  of, and  com prom ise betw een, in tervention o r change (Action 

Research) and interpretation or understanding (soft case study) was shown (in section 

5.3.6 o f this chapter) as providing a pragm atic and feasible approach for investigating 

subjects “in-context” on a small scale based on deep conceptual understanding. A C R  was 

also shown as an appropriate m eans o f adapting SSM ’s Action R esearch so that it can 

become useful as a realistic research strategy (Vidgen and  Braa, 1997). For these reasons, 

they were em braced and utilised by the researcher.

D ialogical A R  was explained (in section 5.3.4) as a  hybrid form  o f Action R esearch 

(proposed by M artensson and Lee, 2004) that requires “reflective one-on-one dialogues” 

between a case organisation principal and the researcher to take place “periodically” in a 

setting rem oved from  the case organisation, in o rd e r to reconcile theory  with the 

organisational context. As such, it was considered by the researcher to be an ideal 

selection for this study.

SSM (described in 5.3.3 o f this chapter) provided an “explicit, organised and defensible” 

m eans o f reconciling different perspectives in a way th a t is appropriate to all parties 

involved (Wilson, 2001), culm inating in the construction o f a “rich p ic tu re” o f the 

problem  situation (Checkland and Scholes, 1990a; 1990b; Wilson, 2001).

A justification for the choice o f com bination of these research methodologies, as well as a 

presentation o f their pros and cons, have been comprehensively laid out by the researcher 

in this chapter. G ood research is affected not by strong m ethodology alone, but by its 

“conscientious, intelligent and self-reflective application” (Rose, 1997: 14). T o  th a t end, 

this chapter m arks the end o f the first half o f the thesis. In  the next, the research
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procedures, along with the data  collection and data  analysis techniques, are described in 

detail. A description o f the genesis and developm ent of not only the research questions, 

but also the selection of the case organisations will be provided, in order to m ap out the 

researcher’s intellectual journey.

T he following chapter will develop the relevant theoretical concerns presented here in 

order to transform  them  into the detail o f practical research design -  the collection and 

analysis o f valid empirical data. T he next chapter also explains the developm ent o f the 

research questions, the selection o f the field sites, and the techniques developed for 

contending with the shifting form o f the research dom ain. T he developm ent o f the 

research -  the “story” as it were -  is thereby explicated.

Supplem entary  inform ation referred  to in this chap te r is located in the following 

appendices:

• Appendix M -  Alternative Theoretical and Methodological Approaches

• Appendix N  — Socially Constructed Reality
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C hapter 6 

Research Procedures

6.1 INTRODUCTION

“The personality traits, experience, knowledge, and interests o f the researcher w ill all

affect what is noticed and what is taken to be significant”

(Checkland, 2001a: 73).

T h e  literature review, which was presented in C hapters 2-4, identified the research 

“problem  situation.” T he research objective, as described and  defined in the chapter 

previous to this one, was to make a  methodological contribution to IS in the area o f this 

research. T he researcher wanted to identify contradictory and paradoxical issues in order 

to  contribute to existing theory and to illustrate the inadequacies o f the relevant EU and 

U K  governm ent policies and initiatives in order that m ore appropriate initiatives m ight 

be created in the future. T he research m ethodology, and its tangible expression in the 

research procedures, responded directly to her goal. H er philosophical approach was 

interpretive -  the research problem , as she defined it, assumes and acknowledges the 

social construction o f social facts -  an approach that is consistent with the philosophical 

underpinning o f the interpretive research m ethods she adopted: Dialogical A R, Action 

Case R esearch and SSM. T he over-riding research approach from which these three 

m ethods arose is Action Research, which was described (in the previous chapter) as a 

pragm atic activity principally concerned with taking action in a problem  situation in 

order to change it.

T h a t chapter also explained why this distinctive com bination o f research methodologies 

was chosen for addressing the research agenda: with A C R  and Dialogical A R  providing 

the focus for the research on the seven case organisations, and SSM conceptual modelling 

exploring a potential resolution o f policy developm ent with SM E needs. A C R  was shown 

to be a feasible and pragm atic means o f “in-context” research conducted on a small-scale
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and based on deep conceptual understanding. A C R  was also shown to be an appropriate 

m eans o f adapting SSM ’s Action R esearch into a realistic and w orthwhile research 

strategy. Dialogical AR was explained in the previous chapter as a hybrid form o f Action 

R esearch  requ iring  periodic “reflective one-on-one dialogues” betw een the case 

organisation  principals and  the researcher in o rder to reconcile theory  with the 

organisational experience. SSM was shown there to provide an “explicit, organised and 

defensible” m eans o f reconciling the different perspectives o f the research problem  

situation in a way th a t is app ropria te  to all involved parties, cu lm inating  in the 

construction o f a “rich picture” (Wilson, 2001). T he researcher fu rther explained, 

following R ose’s (1997) argum ent, th a t good research is characterised not by strong 

m ethodology alone, bu t also by its “conscientious, intelligent an d  self-reflective 

application.”

Consequently, this chapter describes in detail the data  collection and the data  analysis 

techniques -  the research procedures -  em ployed in the course o f conducting this 

research. A description o f the genesis and  developm ent o f the research questions is 

provided. T he  ra tionale underlying the selection o f the case organisations and  a 

description o f the level o f access attained at each is outlined. D eveloping the relevant 

theoretical concerns introduced earlier (in the process transform ing them  into the detail o f 

practical research design), this chapter builds on the previous description o f the theoretical 

framework that informed and supported the research’s data collection and analysis.

Putting in place a framework capable o f supporting the researcher’s goals was a decisive 

factor in understanding  to w hat extent her research priorities could reasonably be 

addressed. In  defining the problem  area, she took both the adoption and im plem entation 

o f e-business by SMEs (which can be referred to as Inform ation Systems Development, or 

ISD) and the practical im pact o f policy initiatives produced to motivate this adoption and 

im plem entation to occur, to be pragm atic action-based activities (which are also social 

processes). T he theoretical approach o f social construction by SSM is pragm atic, in that 

the em phasis is placed on the rigorous solving o f com plex practical m anagem ent 

problem s. As the previous chap ter m ade clear, by using SSM to guide the research 

analysis, Action Research provides a framework that is not only pragm atically workable, 

but also enables a sophisticated understanding o f social construction.
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T he research was conducted in three phases: the first stage exam ined the essential 

practical background o f U K  SMEs, e-business and  related policy initiatives; the second 

stage exam ined to w hat extent there is a dialogue between these three disparate worlds 

utilising D ialogical A R  and  Action C ase R esearch in collaboration  w ith the case 

organisations; and  the th ird  stage attem pts to reconcile these worlds by utilising SSM  

conceptual m odelling. T o  some extent, the first and second stages o f the research 

overlapped.

C hapters 2-4 (which form the literature review) explain how, despite the considerable EU 

and U K  resources allocated to formulate policies and initiatives to prom ote and enable 

the adoption and  im plem entation o f e-business by SMEs, relatively few policies and 

initiatives are visible, let alone coherent, relevant a n d /o r  accessible to  SM Es. T he 

researcher presents the case for a m ore collaborative and meaningful dialogue between 

SM Es and  policy m akers to take place. T he issues arising from  these chapters were 

sum m arised in tables at the end o f each o f these three chapters: Table 2.3 -  T he Key 

Issues Arising from the SMEs L iterature Review, Table 3.1 -  T he  K ey Issues Arising 

from the e-Business Literature Review, and  Table 4.4 -  T he Key Issues Arising from the 

Policy Initiatives L iterature Review. T able 5.1 (in the in troduction  o f the previous 

chapter) drew these issues together. Figure 6.1 presented below, builds on this synthesis 

with a summary o f how these issues will be investigated:
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THE KEY ISSUES ARISING FROM THE LITERATURE REVIEW

Chapter 2 - SMEs

T h e re  is a c lea r an d  
u n a m b ig u o u s  need  for 
com prehensive studies of 
SM E s a d o p tio n  o f  e- 
business in the E U  and  
the U K
T h e r e  is n o  o n e  
definition o f an  SM E 
SM Es differ from  large 
organisations 
T h e  SM E  sec to r is the 
c o r n e r s to n e  o f  th e  
econom ic  p ro sp erity  of 
the EU  and the U K  
E ntrepreneurial 
a ttrib u tes  are  associated 
with the SM E sector 
SM E  o w n e r /m a n a g e rs  
have a very h a p h az ard  
a p p r o a c h  to  h u m a n  
resources
F a m il ia l  a n d  so c ia l 
structures affect SM Es 
E n g ag em en t in fo rm al 
an d  in fo rm al netw orks 
an d  alliances can  have 
profound benefits

Chapter 3 - Business

e-Business in the U K  
M uch e-business research  
conducted  to date  has been 
insufficient
e-B usiness has p ro fo u n d  
consequences for business 
practise and research 
e-Business can  help SM Es 
d e v e lo p  a n d  p ro m o te  
growth in regional areas 
e-Business adoption  can be 
beneficial to SM Es 
e-B usiness a d o p tio n  can  
pose challenges to SM Es 
D r iv e rs  to  e -b u s in e s s  
adoption  by SM Es 
B a r r ie r s  to  e -b u s in e s s  
adoption  by SM Es 
e-Business is innovation 
W h y  a n d  h o w  d o e s  
innovation happen?

Chapter 4 - 
Policy Initiatives

A series o f long-term  EU 
a n d  U K  SM E  policies 
have been  in troduced  to 
c r e a te  a  fa v o u ra b le  
c o m p e t i t iv e  b u s in e ss  
e n v iro n m e n t in w hich  
SM Es can flourish 
E U  policy initiatives 
U K  policy initiatives 
S M E s a re n ’t accessing  
the help th a t’s available 
H ow  m ight governm ent 
policies that are currently  
failing to be visible to and 
to  facilitate  SM Es have 
m ore relevance?

Chapter 5 - MULTI-METHODOLOGIES
T h e  selection and use o f multiple da ta  collection m ethods by com bining a range o f m ethods a n d /o r  parts 

o f m ethodologies in o rder to meet the needs o f a particular situation.

Research
Applied research 
where there is an 
attempt to obtain 
results o f  
practical value to 
groups with 
whom the 
researcher is 
allied, while at 
the same time 
adding to 
theoretical 
knowledge.

Dialogical
Action

Research
A form o f  Action 
Research 
consisting o f  a 
series o f  
reflective one- 
on-one dialogues 
between a ease 
organisation 
principal and a 
researcher/ 
researchers.

Case Study 
Research

An attempt at 
describing the 
relationships that 
exist in reality, 
usually within a 
single
organisation or
organisational
grouping.

"V Action Case 
Research

An amalgam  
between
intervention and 
interpretation. 
Case studies 
contain an 
element o f  
intervention, but 
not to the scale 
o f  change in full- 
scale Action 
Research.

Soft Systems 
Methodology

Research applied 
to learn about 
complex human 
situations 
through making 
deliberate 
interventions to 
achieve positive 
and desirable 
change whilst 
simultaneously 
adding to 
theoretical 
knowledge.
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Figure 6.1 -  The research thus far

O ne of the challenges o f conducting a m ulti-faceted research project such as this one, 

which simultaneously examines the adoption and implementation o f e-business by SMEs 

whilst ascertaining the relevant extant government policies, was that for a substantial part 

o f the fieldwork period (10/2000 -  2/2003), the final form that both the technologies and 

policies would take were uncertain. C onducting rigorous research in such conditions 

raised some distinctive considerations. A substantial p art o f  the study’s prelim inary 

investigations, for example, involved learning about the different types o f technologies 

whilst seeking out specific information about governm ent policy initiative capabilities and 

ascertaining how — and to what extent -  the SM E case organisation principals were aware 

o f  these capabilities. H ence, for a  time, it was unclear w hether making contact with the 

relevant policy makers would involve conducting fieldwork with private sector partners or 

with governm ent organisations. These considerations had  unknown im plications for the 

initial research direction. In light o f  the debates explained in C hapters 2-4, the researcher 

decided not to wait until these conditions had stabilised, bu t instead placed them  at the 

core o f the research design.

Tracking seven case organisations over the course o f these dynam ic events required the 

researcher to make a com m itm ent to longitudinal research. She felt that she needed to 

take a flexible approach -  as opposed to a purely pedagogic perspective -  on the shifting 

form  o f the research dom ain. In  fact, her definition o f the scope o f em pirical research 

delineated the research domain: it becam e in essence a fram e, in and out o f which the e- 

business technologies could (be seen to) pass before the individual case study organisations 

were finally fixed on. The use o f this placeholder enabled the researcher to remain flexible 

enough to follow policy, and technology trends w ithout allying fieldwork to a specific 

developm ent. T he dynamic aspects o f the research dom ain and em ergent trends in the 

conceptualisation o f the issues and circum stances th a t em erged could therefore -  and 

thereby -  be encompassed within the research.

T he selection o f the theoretical framework(s) for data collection and analysis was a crucial 

part o f the prelim inary research activities: the theoretical framework needed to support 

the depiction o f such dynam ic events and their role in shaping both the adoption and
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im plem entation o f e-business and the governm ent policies designed to prom ote and 

support them . It was also im portan t th a t the framework(s) could account for the 

im plications o f  em ergent technologies th a t could (possibly) be re-conceptualised, re 

nam ed an d  re-constituted over the course o f  the fieldwork period. In light o f  these 

concerns, the theoretical framework was selected to support data  collection. It was also 

intentional that the data  and case study m aterials were separated from the analysis as far 

as possible in the writing, in order that the researcher could (attempt to) judge the validity 

o f the analysis and  conclusions. T h e  research was overt an d  conducted  with the 

encouragem ent o f the case organisations concerned. T he end  product o f the research 

process can be characterised as proffering specific im plications in a  particular dom ain. 

W hilst the theoretical foundations o f  the research have been explained in detail, the 

outcom e, o r resolution, o f these concepts cannot be fully developed until after the 

fieldwork data are presented. Therefore, further elaboration must necessarily be deferred 

until the analysis o f fieldwork data  is p u t forth (in the two concluding chapters o f the 

thesis, Chapters 9 and 10).

T h e  fieldwork designs (arising from , b u t operating in conjunction w ith, the research 

m ethodology and its integral and concom itant theoretical fram ework and concerns), h e ld . 

distinct, practical implications for data  collection, which took place at all field sites/case 

organisations simultaneously over a significant period o f time. T h e  researcher opted to 

take a participant observer role for a fixed period at all case study organisations in order 

to view the netw orks and  processes th rough  w hich these businesses adop ted  and  

im plem ented e-business. In order to capture an unform atted sense o f “dynam ic events,” 

she m ade a point o f attending events and meetings associated with the case organisations’ 

e-business integration. She also conducted (a num ber of) sem i-structured interviews with 

the case organisation principals and other key m em bers of staff. T he  outcomes o f m any o f 

these activities were fieldwork notes and  reflections. Collecting m ultiple fieldwork data  

types allowed the researcher to capture a variety o f standpoints, which could then form 

part o f her analysis.

T h e  researcher’s “jo u rn ey ” is thereby recounted, if no t explicitly discussed, in this 

chapter, which is divided into six sections. T he next section shows how the researcher’s 

goals, interwoven as they were with the developm ent o f the researcher’s core theoretical
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concepts, resulted in the em ergence o f the research questions. T he details o f  d a ta  

collection and  analysis activities are described in the th ird  section of the chapter. An 

overview o f the research procedures is provided, and the general principles of the use of 

theoretical frameworks are set out in relation to the data  collection and  data  analysis 

strategy. T he implications o f the key philosophical ideas are then considered in some 

depth. Building on this, the fourth section o f the chapter presents the selection criteria o f 

the case organisations, and provides an outline o f how the researcher negotiated and 

obtained access to the case organisations. T he  establishment o f com m unication channels 

with case organisation actors is explained. Section five reflects on the skills and  role o f the 

researcher in relation to the research design. T he chapter concludes with a sum m ary o f its 

contents, in preparation for and leading into the presentation o f the research into the case 

organisations, which is presented in the two chapters that follow.

Thus, we turn now to focus on the developm ent o f the research questions, which proved 

to be a fundamental aspect o f the research design process.

6.2 DEVELOPMENT OF THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS

T he researcher aim ed to capture and describe the em ergent activities that characterised 

the research area she had m apped out. T h e  iterative relationship between the prim ary 

and secondary literature in the topic area, in com bination with prelim inary research 

activities, highlighted the significance o f claims to transform ation with respect to SM E 

adoption and im plementation o f e-business, and also to the relevant EU  and U K  policies. 

As has been explained, these claims underlaid the research climate and thereby played a 

role in shaping the fieldwork design. Given this distinctive climate, the researcher’s chosen 

qualitative/interpretive longitudinal approach afforded her access and flexibility as the 

basic framework for research. Taking into account the debates surrounding studies o f e- 

business technologies/innovation , she chose to focus h er research on the relevant 

“everyday” activities in the case organisations as the prim ary  m eans o f  cap turing  

em ergent o r dynam ic activity. Since the prim ary and secondary lite ra tu re  showed 

evidence o f a  significant disparity o f e-business adoption and im plem entation across 

SMEs, a cross-case comparison was considered (by the researcher) to be likely to afford a 

greater generalisability o f results. This view is supported by a num ber o f researchers
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(Flyvbjerg, 1991; Lee, 2001; Lee and  R unge, 2001; Pettigrew, 1988; R olland  and  

Herstad, 2000; Stake, 1994; W alsham, 1995; Yin, 1989b; 1994; 2002).

T he researcher form ulated a prelim inary research question to guide the initial research 

activities, which included the exploration o f the literature and the identification o f suitable 

case study organisations. This research question was form ulated during the prelim inary 

research, when it was not clear which case organisations would form the basis o f the study 

and  w hat level o f access would be agreed. Case study selection therefore took place 

sim ultaneously with the early research activities. This initial question was: “how  can 

governm ent policies and initiatives m otivate U K  SM Es to adopt and  im plem ent e- 

business?” T he purpose o f  the question was to draw  claims to transform ation  and  

empirically based descriptions into the same frame o f analysis. In answering this question, 

the researcher’s intention was not to create a  taxonom y -  or list -  o f available e-business 

technologies. R ather, it was to draw attention to the disjuncture between claims being 

m ade about the success o f government policies, and the reality that during the research 

period:

• T here were few examples o f policies in use that were suggestive o f the scale o f 

transformation that had been mooted.

• T he organisational and contractual arrangem ents supporting the developm ent o f 

e-business by SMEs were conditioned by m arket activities, and were therefore 

extremely volatile and subject to change.

T he researcher intended, whilst highlighting this disjuncture, to focus her fieldwork 

activities around the adoption and implementation o f e-business in the case organisations. 

R esponding to the shifting dom ain as the research progressed, the core focus was 

transferred to the second research question: “in the case o f U K  SMEs, how and why is e- 

business adoption and implementation taking place?” T he concept o f “im plem entation” is 

developed along specific lines in this research, to denote the m eans by which a technology 

is brought over the organisational boundary, as well as those activities surrounding the 

involvem ent o f that technology in existing systems and work practices. As opposed to 

“technology diffusion,” w hich focuses on the processes beh in d  why p a rtic u la r  

organisations or sectors adopt one form o f technology over another, “im plem entation” is
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framed from the standpoint of organisational integration. From this perspective, the idea 

o f a technology can be circulated well before any definitive examples o f that technology 

have been encountered by an organisation or by its intended users. This perspective 

highlights the difficulties involved in understanding in advance the im plications of 

incorporating new technologies -  such as e-business into existing infrastructural and 

organisational practice. R ather than m arginalise these aspects o f the unknown or 

unsettled aspects of the research scenario, this second research question sought to draw 

these issues into the heart of data collection and analysis.

It was a significant aspect of the research fieldwork design that this second research 

question was constructed as an open question, so that it would not be rendered redundant 

or irrelevant by a particular turn of events or technological development. Answers to the 

question were inevitably going to be driven by dynam ic events at the case study 

organisations, and so it was important that it could address emerging issues unimpeded by 

reference to a specific technology or organisational context. O n a purely practical level, it 

was helpful that the question was simple, in order that it could be easily called to mind 

over the course o f longitudinal research taking place across the seven case organisations 

simultaneously.

T he third research question was devised in order to capture the significant events 

surrounding the practical impact on SMEs by government policies and initiatives so that 

they could become more appurtenant. W here the second core/prim ary research question 

called forth descriptions of the conditions and arrangements through which SMEs adopt 

and implement e-business, this third core, or primary, research question asked: “what are 

the debates, activities and concerns arising from U K  SME adoption and implementation 

o f e-business, and what do these debates suggest about EU and U K  policy initiatives?”

Table 6.1 summarises the three research questions, and outlines their intended purposes:

R e s e a r c h  Q u e s t io n s I n te n d e d  P u rp o s e (s ) o f  Q u e s t io n
How can governm ent 
policies and in itia tives  
m otiva te UK SMEs to 
adopt and im plem ent e- 
business?

• Preliminary core research question
• Used to guide initial research activities
• Aimed to draw claims to transformation and empirically- 

based descriptions into the same frame of analysis
• Aimed to draw attention to the disjuncture between claims
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Resesurcn Q uestions
being made about the success of SME-directed 
government policies and the reality 

• Called forth descriptions of the conditions and
arrangements through which SMEs adopt and implement 
e-business

In the case of UK SMEs, 
how and why is e-business 
adoption and 
implementation taking 
place?

• Used to focus fieldwork activities in the case organisations
• Sought to draw into the heart of data collection and 

analysis the issues related to understanding in advance the 
implications of incorporating new technologies into 
existing infrastructural and organisational practice

• Intentionally structured as an open question so that it 
remained relevant in the light of technological/event 
changes, unimpeded by reference to a specific technology 
or organisational context

• Intentionally simple, in order that it could be easily called 
to mind over the course of research taking place at the 
seven case organisations simultaneously

• Called forth descriptions of the conditions and 
arrangements through which SMEs adopt and implement 
e-business

What are the debates, 
activities and concerns 
arising from  UKSME 
adoption and 
implementation of e- 
business, and what do 
these debates suggest 
about EU and UK policy 
initiatives?

• Devised to capture the significant events surrounding the 
practical impact on SMEs by government policies and 
initiatives

T a b le  6 .1  -  T h e  p u r p o se  o f  th e  r e s e a r c h  q u e s t io n s

Figure 6.2 illustrates the “journey” from one research question to the next, indicating the 

rationale behind the developments in the researcher’s thinking pertaining to the research 

questions.
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V .

RESEARCH QUESTION 1 
How can government policies and initiatives motivate 

UK SMEs to adopt and implement e-business?

Called forth 
descriptions of 

the research 
conditions and 
arrangem ents

Guided
preliminary

research
activities

Drew claims o f transform ation and 
empirically based description into the 

same fram e o f analysis

Drew attention to the disjuncture 
between claims m ade about the success 
o f governm ent policies and the reality

N-

RESEARCH QUESTION 2 
In the case of UK SMEs, how and why is e-business 

adoption and implementation taking place?

Guided fieldwork activities based 
around the adoption and 

implementation of e-business in 
case organisations

C oncentrated  on im plem entation 
ra ther than diffusion

Drew adoption and im plem entation 
issues into the heart o f the data  

collection and analysis

Intentionally constructed as an open 
question so as not to be rendered 

redundant by technological /  
circum stantial changes

Intentionally constructed as simple, in 
order that it could be easily called to 
m ind over the course o f  longitudinal 

research being conducted over several 
field sites simultaneously

Enabled em erging issues to be 
addressed unim peded by reference to a 

specific technology o r organisational
context

RESEARCH QUESTION 3 
What are the debates, activities and concerns arising 

from  UK SME adoption and implementation of e- 
business, and what do these debates suggest about EU 

and UK policy initiatives?

Devised to capture events surrounding 
the practical im pact on SM Es by 

governm ent policies and  initiatives
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Figure 6.2 ~ The developm ent o f  the research questions

H aving presented the research questions, and explained their evolution, the next section 

o f  this chap te r builds on the inform ation presented  here, and  discusses the in te r

relationship betw een the research questions, as they have been explained, and  the 

research procedures.

6.3 RESEARCH PROCEDURES

An im portant part o f the research process was achieving a balance between distance and 

engagem ent: engagem ent prom otes understand ing  bu t can lead to bias and  over- 

subjective interpretation, while distance helps with achieving defensible understandings, 

bu t can lead to superficiality (Nandhakum ar and  Jones, 1997). T he researcher engaged 

with both the research situation and the theory, achieving balance by conducting a series 

o f long analytical conversations with the case organisation principals. She assumed 

throughout that all her analytical insights into the research situation were provisional and 

in need o f validation. T he initial data collection was followed by analysis, which led to the 

generation o f insights. A further round o f data  collection targeted a t those insights, in 

addition to ongoing analysis, took place. T he insights generated from  this round  o f 

analysis were discussed with the case organisation principals for validation. Figure 6.3 

illustrates this process.
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In itia l D a ta  C ollection

I
Analysis

Generation of Insights £
Data Collection (Targetted at Insights)

I
Analysis

I
Generation and Refinement of Further Insights

I
Discuss Analysis & Insights With Case Organisation Principals

F ig u re  6 .3  -  T h e  p r o c e s s  o f  g e n e r a t in g  in s ig h ts  fr o m  th e  d a ta  a n a ly s is

In accordance with Yin’s (1994; 2002) suggestions, the procedures for collection o f the 

data for this research were based on the following three principles:

• The use of multiple sources o f evidence.

• The creation of a case study database.

• The maintenance of a chain of evidence.

These principles, along with the adoption of an organised research protocol, contributed 

to the reduction of common qualitative research biases, which include:

• The holistic fallacy - the interpretation of events as more patterned and congruent 

than they really are.

• The elite bias - the overweighting of data from articulate, well-informed and high- 

status informants.

• “Going native” (Miles and Huberm an, 1984; Klein and Myers, 1999).

208



Chapter 6 -  Research Procedures

F urtherm ore , the research -  and, consequently, the d a ta  collection — was overt in 

charac ter (Burgess, 1984; W alsham , 1995; Silverm an, 1997): the researcher, even in 

inform al discussions, revealed to each o f the case organisation principals her academ ic 

goal and her need for access to the organisation for that purpose.

A feature o f  all stages o f the fieldwork d a ta  collection for this research project was 

extensive participation with the case organisation principals. T he interpretative hybrid 

approach o f Action Case Research and Dialogical AR analysis was com bined with SSM 

conceptual modelling. T he involvement with the case study organisations was conducted 

as follows:

• T h e  d a ta  collection stage concen trated  on m aking sense o f the “problem  

situation.” Background research techniques included interview ing the case 

organisation principals and studying docum ents relevant to their organisations. 

Analysis techniques incorporating SSM conceptual modelling and rich pictures 

culm inated in a (preliminary) formal written docum ent for each organisation, 

which was discussed and revised with the case organisation principals.

• T he data  analysis stage o f the research concentrated on scenario building and 

change planning. C onceptual modelling was used to synthesise the data  and to 

develop a way forward for all involved. T he case organisation principals were 

involved in discussing and refining the models with the researcher, who would 

then refine them accordingly.

As described in C hapter 1.5, the research unfolded in the following way:

• A review of the IS literature was conducted and  the course o f the initial research 

was “plotted.”

• T he interview questions and protocol for the pilot study were prepared.

• A detailed pilot case study (on Berkeley Square Gallery) was conducted in order

to identify and consolidate the research question(s) and direction.

• T he pilot study was evaluated.

• Initial conclusions were drawn.
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• D ata were collected, collated, described, analysed and reported on EU  and  U K  

policy initiatives.

• A subsequent explora tory /explanatory  cross-case analysis involving the seven 

case organisation principals was undertaken.

• Drawing on the findings o f the case organisations and on the Galliers et al. (1981) 

soft systems study, the research models were developed.

• The process was recorded.

• The findings were analysed and summarised.

• Implications o f the research were presented.

• Future directions for research are suggested.

Figure 6.4 illustrates these stages o f this “journey,” showing the progression from one part 

o f the research to the next.
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ir
A D eta iled  P ilo t Case S tudy w a s  C on du cted  in  O rder To Iden tify  an d  

C onsolida te  the R esearch  Q uestion (s) an d  D irection

A R ev iew  o f  the IS L itera tu re  w a s  C on du cted  an d  the C ourse o f  the  
In itia l R esearch  w a s  “P lo tted ”

The In terv iew  Q u estion s an d  P rotocol 
f o r  the P ilo t S tu dy  Were P repared

The P ilo t S tudy Was E va lu a ted

I
In itia l C on clusion s Were D raw n

The P rocess W as R ecorded

The Findings Were A n a ly sed  an d  S u m m a rised

Im p lica tio n s o f  the R esearch  Were P resen ted

Future D irec tion s For R esearch  A re Suggested

A S ubsequent E xp lora tory  /  E xp lan a tory  C ross-C ase A n a lys is  
In vo lv in g  the Seven C ase O rgan zia tion s P rin cipa ls Was U ndertaken

D ata  Were C ollected, C olla ted , D escribed , A n a lysed  an d  R ep o rted  
on EU a n d  U K  P olicy In itia tiv e s

D raw in g  on the F indings o f  the C ase O rgan isa tion s  
an d  on the G alliers e t al. (1981) Soft S y s te m s  S tudy, 

the R esearch  M o d e ls  Were D eve loped

Figure 6.4 -  The progression o f  the research

The researcher’s review of the literature was recounted in Chapters 2-4, and her research 

methodology explained in the previous chapter. The next sub-section o f this chapter

2 1 1



Chapter 6 -  Research Procedures

describes how the theoretical framework was translated into the practical task o f the data 

collection. In so doing, the techniques and  procedures the researcher em ployed (and 

through which the core concepts of the research emerged) are described.

6.3.1 Data Collection

T he overall case study design for this research evolved from a single, exploratory, in- 

dep th  pilot case study (on Berkeley Square Gallery), followed by a m ore detailed , 

explanatory, cross-case analysis o f the seven U K  SM E case organisations. These stages of 

the research were conducted according to the prescription o f Gable (1992a; 1992b) and 

Yin (1989a; 1994; 2002), but viewed from an interpretivist perspective. T he pilot case 

study was exploratory and descriptive, and was employed to identify potentially im portant 

factors influencing e-business success. These factors were then further investigated in the 

subsequent reflective dialogues with the case organisation principals.

For the pilot study, the models generated and  utilised were o f  the conventional, sense- 

making kind (Weick, 1995). These generic models, developed during the pilot study, were 

based on the developm ent o f SSM models as an  inquiring system (cf. C heckland and  

Scholes, 1990; Figure 5.11). However, after subsequent in-depth discussions with the case 

organisation principals, these models becam e m ore intricate, and  were specific to each 

case organisation.

Discussions took place with the case organisation principals about the requirem ents o f 

SMEs within the context o f their organisational and  cultural situation. Inform ation was 

ob ta ined  from  them  in sem i-structured interview s, in line with W alsham ’s (1995) 

argum ent that interviews can “grasp” the interviewees’ interpretations o f their actions and 

events, in addition to their beliefs and aspirations. Thus the employment o f  Dialogical AR 

enabled a perfect m arriage o f the research theory  fitting in with its practice (refer to 

C hapter 5.3.4).

Inspired  by and  arising from the literatu re review presented in C hap ters  2-4, the 

researcher pre-established a set o f questions to d irect the interviews. Nonetheless, the 

interviewees were able to express their views on any and  all aspects they considered 

im portant a n d /o r  relevant, particularly as to how governm ent policies could be rendered
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m ore  ap p ro p ria te  to  th e ir needs. T h ese  in terview s w ere su p p lem en ted  w ith 

in terpretations o f internal m aterial and docum ents, external reports, industry reports, 

popular press articles, and observations. Arising from themes that em erged in the early 

analysis, a questionnaire containing open questions was developed to further investigate 

the core topics. Inspired by her synthesis and subsequent analysis o f the literature, at the 

core o f the questionnaire was a systematic and  comprehensive series o f questions intended 

to throw  light upon SM Es’ general circum stances and concerns, especially w here these 

intersect with governm ent (Appendix D contains the list o f initial interview questions). 

These questions grew from -  and were informed by — the literature review.

T he key issues covered in the initial questionnaire were:

• Business objectives and growth.

• Barriers and obstacles to achieving business objectives.

• Financing the business.

• Business advice and support.

• Contact w ith/use o f government services.

• Suggestions for constructing m ore relevant and accessible government initiatives.

A second questionnaire was p repared  as the com pletion  point for the “reflective 

dialogues” with the principals o f the case organisations. T he goal o f this questionnaire was 

to identify w hether (and if  so, to w hat extent) the case organisation principals 

w ould /could  be encouraged to donate their tim e and resources to participate with the 

policy m akers who seek to serve them , in o rd e r th a t m ore visible, appropria te  and 

accessible policy initiatives m ight be generated for their benefit. Presented in detail in 

Appendix I, these questions explored:

• T o w hat extent the case organisation principal had become m ore aware o f  U K  

and EU  policy initiatives as a result o f participating in this research.

• How the case organisation principals felt that policy initiatives could better affect 

the adoption and implementation o f e-business by SMEs.

• W hat the case organisation principals thought o f the proposed workshops.
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• W hat would incentivise the case organisation principals to participate in such a 

dialogue with policy makers.

P relim inary  d a ta  collection began in late 2000. T he researcher considered it o f 

param ount im portance that the framework she adopted provided a solid base to explore 

the case organisations. T he prim ary data  collection technique used was sem i-structured 

interviews (Taylor and Bogdan, 1998). D ue to the nature o f the research questions, their 

potential to allow the researcher access to participants’ interpretations (W alsham, 1995), 

and  the collaborative relationship between the researcher and  the case organisation 

principals, this proved to be a rich and expedient means o f conducting the research.

Note-taking was supplemented by tape recording, and perceptions and observations were 

docum ented using the diary m ethod. T he research was evaluated according to the 

principles o f conduct and the evaluation o f interpretive field study guidelines developed 

by Klein and Myers (1999). A variety o f complem entary techniques were also used. These 

included participant and non-participant observation and docum ent study. T he collected 

and utilised datasets (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 1989a; 1989b; 1994; 2002) and  em pirical 

m aterial (Myers, 1997) included public, private, solicited and  unsolicited docum ents 

(Burgess, 1984), archival records, interviews, direct observation (Remenyi and Williams, 

1995), and  partic ipan t observation (O ’C on n o r and  T ra u th , 1991). A significant 

com ponent o f the docum entary  evidence gathered during the initial period  o f the 

research com prised secondary sources (such as documents, archives and other material), 

which had undergone at least some sort o f processing or editing, since they had been 

prepared  for a variety o f occasions and they were based on a num ber o f assumptions, 

which m ay have weakened them  (Miles and H uberm an, 1984). However, the prim ary 

sources (people, situations a n d /o r  events th a t were studied), in conjunction with the 

“ reflective dialogues,” enabled the researcher to (come to) understand  m any o f the 

underly ing assum ptions and  perspectives expressed in the secondary sources. T he 

multiple data  collection methods, or com plem entary techniques, were employed with the 

aim o f obtaining a rich set o f data  surrounding the specific research issue, as well as 

capturing contextual complexity (Benbasat and  W eber, 1996; Benbasat et al., 1987). 

These m ultiple d a ta  collection m ethods enabled triangulation  o f d a ta  source and
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methodologies (Miles and Huberm an, 1984). Appendix G provides a classification of the 

datasets collected from the case organisations.

A period o f directly observing each case organisation enabled the researcher to generate 

im portant datasets that facilitated (for example), observations of the dynamics o f everyday 

working life. These opportunities for participant observation enabled the collection of rich 

detailed data based on observations in situ. Informal discussions with members o f staff in 

the case organisations were a rich source o f information, and were recorded in the 

researcher’s diary -  she maintained a diary throughout the fieldwork period (10/2000 

2/2003), in line with the suggestion of Symon (1998). In addition to recording direct 

observations, this diary aided reflection and provided ideas that assisted in the direction of 

the research (Silverman, 1997).

This diary formed the backbone of data collection, preserving the basic timeline of events 

and serving as a place where the researcher could record her notes and reflections. The 

diary also provided a means of keeping track of e-mail correspondence and of cataloguing 

the various documents collected from events and meetings. Collecting multiple types of 

fieldwork data in this way provided a useful way of triangulating or corroborating events. 

A ttending  case organisation m eetings and  events generated  different types of 

documentation, each of which reflected different aspects of the events taking place in each 

organisation. Interestingly, the e-business technologies themselves were often left out of 

these accounts. For this reason, the researcher observed the systems an d /o r  technologies 

in question at each case organisation in order to develop a “hands on” sense o f their 

design and utilisation. W here possible, relevant user manuals and system documentation 

were also collected in order to support her understanding o f the situation at each case 

organisation. An abridged version o f the researchers’ Fieldwork Appointm ent Diary is 

presented in Appendix H.

Table 6.2 summarises the data collection techniques employed by the researcher.

Data Collection 
Technique

How Technique Was Used Supporting Literature

Note-taking supplem ented  
by tape recording during 
in te r v ie w s /”reflective

Primary source 
• Evaluated according to 

the principles of conduct
Klein and Myers, 1999
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D ata C ollection  
T echnique

H ow  T echnique W as U sed Supporting L iterature

dialogues” -with case 
organisation principals

and the evaluation of 
interpretive field study 
guidelines

Informal discussions with 
key m em bers of staff

Primary source 
• Enabled the collection of 

rich detailed data based 
on observations in situ

Silverman, 1997; Symon, 1998

Participant and non
participant observations 
documented in the 
Fieldwork Diary

Primary source
• Evaluated according to 

the principles of conduct 
and the evaluation of 
interpretive field study 
guidelines

• Enabled the researcher to 
generate important 
datasets that facilitated 
observations of the 
dynamics of everyday 
working life

Klein and Myers, 1999; 
O ’Connor and Trauth, 1991; 
Remenyi and Williams, 1995; 
Silverman, 1997; Symon, 1998

Document study Secondary sources
• Collecting and utilising 

datasets
• Empirical material 

(public, private, solicited 
and unsolicited 
documents, archival 
records, interviews -  a 
detailed description of the 
collected datasets and of 
documents is provided in 
Appendix H)

• Appendix G illustrates the 
classification of the 
research documents

Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 1989a; 
1989b; 2002
Burgess, 1984; Myers, 1997; 
Remenyi and Williams, 1995: 
O ’Connor and Trauth, 1991

Table 6.2 -  Data collection techniques em ployed during the research period

The data collection procedures were flexible enough to permit the researcher to follow up 

any -  and all -  surprising issues that surfaced (Miles and H uberm an, 1984). In 

accordance, the researcher adopted a flexible and iterative interview design. She 

conducted interviews in an inform al setting, in which she was alone with the 

respondent(s). Moreover, all interviews (after the pilot study) were recorded, and detailed 

notes were taken. The reflective dialogues were recorded, but the researcher did not take 

notes during them, in order to m aintain an egalitarian, peer-to-peer atm osphere. The
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researcher reconstructed and transcribed the conversations im m ediately after the 

completion o f the interviews/reflective dialogues. At the end of each interview /“reflective 

dialogue,” the case organisation principals were asked if they would like to have a copy of 

the researcher’s notes once they were transcribed. Transcripts were subsequently passed 

on to those who wished to receive them, for feedback/comment.

Due to the dynamic nature of events and the researcher’s intention to conduct “reflective 

dialogues” in line with Dialogical AR, the research had to be negotiated with a num ber of 

different key stakeholders: the seven case organisation principals. The initial interviews 

were often used as an opportunity to negotiate the subsequent “reflective dialogues.” 

Particular issues of interest em erged, and further sem i-structured interviews were 

conducted. Interviewees were asked to describe their background, their current role, and 

their involvement with the given organisation’s e-business adoption and implementation 

activities. They were also asked to provide details o f any meetings in which this work 

involved them. Invitations to forthcoming events mentioned in the interview were sought 

by the researcher, and descriptions of, and documents pertaining to, past events described 

as significant were requested. W here appropriate, access to relevant meetings and 

involvement in correspondence were also requested, as were com puter networks (to 

enable the researcher to interact with the e-business technologies in question). The 

researcher took care to balance the collection of interview data at all organisations against 

o ther forms o f data collection taking place. All interviews took a similar form and 

emphasis. In total, 8 interviews and 28 “reflective dialogues” with the case organisation 

principals were conducted following the pilot study. These interviews are summarised in 

Table 6.3.

Interviewee
Time Period in 

Which Interviews 
Took Place

Pilot
Interviews

Initial
Interviews

Reflective
Dialogues

Peter Osborne
(.Berkeley Square Gallery) 1 0 /2 0 0 0 -2 /2 0 0 3 1 - 6

Christopher Davis 
(Dams & Co.) 12/2001 - 2 /2 0 0 3 - 1 4

William Goodenough
(.Design Bridge) 10/2001 -2 /2 0 0 3 - 1 3

Christopher Foyle
(Foyles) 7/2001 -  11/2002 - 1 3
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Interviewee
Time Period in 

Which Interviews 
Took Place

Pilot
Interviews

Initial
Interviews

Reflective
Dialogues

Demetrios Zoppos
(iG-FX) 9/2001 -  11/2002 - 1 4

Alex Fitzgibbons
{Lobster) 1 1 /2 0 0 0 -  11/2002 - 2 5

Jessica Seaton 
{Toast) 10/2001 -  11/2002 - 1 3

Number of 
Interviews /Reflective 
Dialogues

N/A 1 7 28

Total Number of
Interviews/Reflective
Dialogues

N/A 36

T a b le  6 .3  — I n te r v ie w s  a n d  r e f le c t iv e  d ia lo g u e s  w ith  th e  c a s e  o r g a n is a t io n  

p r in c ip a ls

During the first year of the data collection period, the researcher made sure that she was 

physically present at relevant case organisation meetings and events. After this first year, 

she intentionally switched to more of a Dialogical AR/Action Case Researcher role.

O nce the series o f “reflective dialogues” with the case organisation principals was 

completed, and the core case study materials were available as final drafts, additional 

meetings were arranged with the case organisation principals in order to review the 

researcher’s account of events. The case organisation principals were invited to comment 

on the presentation of case study material. However, they were not invited to com m ent 

on the analysis o f that material. As long as there was agreement over the details o f the 

researcher’s account, the responsibility for the final analysis o f that account was 

understood to be the researcher’s alone. Areas of the text that were considered to be 

potentially sensitive were highlighted and discussed (and deleted, when necessary). None 

of these meetings threw up any particular points of contention beyond corrections to dates 

an d /o r names.

Data collection continued until February 2003, by which time each of the organisations in 

question had reached a significant juncture in their attempts to implement and integrate 

e-business into their business operations. Finishing data collection and the series of
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reflective dialogues with the case organisation principals was a significant milestone, and 

needed to be sensitively enacted. From the researcher’s point o f view, it was im portant to 

begin constructing a sense o f the “fieldwork period.”

T he researcher then had to make sense o f the collected data. By so doing, she aim ed to 

reflect the U K  SM E case organisation principals’ experiences, which encom passed: 

inform ation  support, the financial aspects o f contracting , and  the organisational 

knowledge involved in establishing a pattern  o f contract negotiation (Checkland and 

Holwell, 1998). T he process by which she collated and  analysed the data  that she had 

collected during the fieldwork period is described in the next section o f this chapter.

6.3.2 Data Analysis

As explained in some detail in section 5.3.3 o f the previous chapter, the SSM rich picture 

and  conceptual modelling techniques were the prim ary Action Research d ata  analysis 

techniques employed in this research. In interpretive case studies, D ialogical AR and 

Action Case R esearch analysis and SSM conceptual modelling most frequently take the 

form of concept analysis, in which previously specified theoretical concepts are m atched 

to empirical data, often in a simple tabular or m atrix form. W ritten analytical descriptions 

o f case studies are common to these approaches.

After collecting the data, the researcher had  to build SSM models to a high resolution to 

clearly illustrate the connection o f the U K  case studies to EU policy initiatives, and to 

construct an inform ation classification system that captured and  linked this m odelling 

process to the ongoing research. T he process o f refining the conceptual models continued 

th roughout the research, and was conducted in conjunction with the (Action Case) 

research on the case organisations. M ore refined SSM conceptual models em erged as the 

researcher became more adept.

Besides the careful reading (and re-reading) o f the collected data, the early analysis steps 

also involved coding and m emoing (Miles and H uberm an, 1984), especially when it came 

to dealing with m aterial obtained through the interviews and subsequent “ reflective 

dialogues.” In addition, the d ata  analysis tactics adopted to draw  m eaning from the
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fieldwork involved m aking com parisons and building a logical and coherent chain  o f 

evidence -  these p ro tec ted  the researcher from  draw ing inferences from  n o n 

representative processes (Miles and H uberm an, 1984).

In fact, the researcher’s analysis o f fieldwork materials had begun before data  collection 

ended, in line with arguments that the overlapping o f data collection and analysis enables 

researchers to address questions raised whilst still in the field (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; 

Eisenhardt, 1989). In most cases, the outcome o f fieldwork activities were text docum ents, 

taking the form o f either an interview transcript, minutes o f meetings, descriptions o f a 

technology, a m odel, or im pressions noted by the researcher. D uring  the course o f 

conducting her research, these docum ents provided a basis for the researcher to think 

over activities taking place in the field and in planning the next phase o f involvement. T he 

collection o f m ultiple data  types m ean t that the process o f organising and collating 

fieldwork docum ents needed to begin early on in the data  collection period. Initially, 

electronic fieldwork docum ents were held in e-mail and docum ent repositories, and  

paper-only docum ents in indexed box files. A lthough carefully filed, these docum ents 

were essentially unordered in the very early phases o f fieldwork, but each com m unication 

received or paper collected was referenced within the fieldwork diary. T he diary enabled 

the researcher to tie each piece o f d a ta  to a sequence o f events that was eventually 

translated into an index o f fieldwork docum ents. This index m apped out the fieldwork 

events noted in the diary in tem poral order, creating a fixed association betw een events 

and  the fieldwork documents. This fixed association, in turn , facilitated the researcher’s 

physical ca ta loguing  and  organisa tion  o f m ateria l. L a tou r (1999) identifies this 

preservation (and consequent re-arrangem ent) o f tem poral order as one o f a researcher’s 

key analytical acts when moving “from the field site into the laboratory.”

T he fieldwork docum ents were classified in term s o f date, fieldwork event and  type o f 

docum ent collected. Sometimes, w here — and w hen — the docum ent was p art o f an 

ongoing discussion or conversational thread, the boundary o f individual docum ents was 

not discernable as a single item isable docum ent. For an event or com m unication to 

constitute a fieldwork event, the researcher had to be personally involved in it. By placing 

herself within networks that were focused on the integration o f e-business into the business of 

the case SM Es, the researcher found that significant events would be discussed or
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rep o rted  on in one form  or ano ther in the reflective dialogues, even if personal 

involvement had not been possible.

T he researcher allowed unique patterns to emerge from each case individually before she 

attem pted to link patterns across cases. T he process of building the narrative o f the case 

studies was significant in this respect, and revealed two kinds o f fieldwork documents:

• Those that signified a new phase o f adoption and  im plem entation activity bu t 

which in themselves were not sufficiently com plex to w arran t close textual 

analysis.

• Those that were sufficiently rich enough to offer opportunities for identifying new 

concepts.

T he researcher’s analysis o f data (ie. the dynam ic and creative process through which she 

gained understanding o f the phenom ena under study and  refined her interpretations, 

according to Taylor and Bogdan (1998)) did not occur in isolation from , bu t ra th er 

alongside, data  collection. These dual processes exam ined, categorised, tabulated  and 

recom bined the evidence (Yin, 1984a; 1984b; 1989; 1994; 2002).

T he  research used a com bination o f general analytic strategies for the analysis o f  the 

evidence. H ence, reliance on expressed theoretical propositions -  the research questions -  

helped the researcher to focus on the data  and guided her analysis. Simultaneously, the 

supportive analytical strategy was the developm ent o f a case description: although the 

objective o f the case studies was not descriptive, the descriptive approach enabled the 

identification of apparently casual links (Yin, 1984a; 1984b; 1989; 1994; 2002).

T h e  process o f m apping and attem pting to reconcile two dichotom ous w orlds was 

borrow ed from a Galliers et al. (1981) soft systems study. A lthough that study had  a very 

different context from this research, the two studies share the premise o f attem pting to 

reconcile differing and asynchronous worlds within a single soft systems research project. 

By utilising the modelling process o f the earlier study, it was possible to illustrate the 

problem  situation in this one. Following on from this, it becam e possible to  draw  

conclusions about ways to structure a m eaningful dialogue between the two problem
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owners, the SMEs and the policy makers. As a consequence, a resolution o f the problem  

o f how to m ap the disparate worlds o f the research became accessible.

As has been explained (in Section 5.3.3 o f  the previous chapter), in SSM the R oot 

Definition captures “the essence” o f the system being described and thereby m akes the 

activities and performance o f the system “meaningful.” T he Root Definition provides the 

basis from which a model can be built, and on which it must “occur” for the system -  and 

the m odel -  to be valid (Wilson, 1992; 2001). T he researcher’s individual skills and 

experience will inevitably factor in their choices o f m ethod, as people are not equally 

com peten t across a wide range o f quantitative and qualitative approaches, and  as 

individuals tend to have comfort zones (O rm erod, 1996). Intuition is also an essential 

com ponent o f intellectual work (Mintzberg, 1994). W ith SSM, the skill and experience of 

the researcher in using the methodology is a crucial element. In order to illum inate this 

aspect o f the research, the researcher’s skills and experiences are recounted in section 6.5 

o f this chapter.

Building on the description o f the evolution o f the research questions and the explanation 

o f the m ethods o f d ata  collection presented earlier in the chapter, this section has 

described the processes o f collation and  analysis used by the researcher to ex tract 

m eaning  from  the data  collected during  the fieldwork period. By describing these 

processes in detail, the logical order o f not only the procedures themselves, but also the 

rationale behind their em ploym ent (both o f which propelled the research), has been 

revealed. T he next section describes the selection o f the case organisations and  how the 

researcher negotiated and obtained access to them. T he establishment o f com m unication 

channels w ith the case organisation principals is also explained, in o rder that the full 

scope o f the research procedures -  and  their im pact on the researcher’s intellectual 

journey  during the course of the study -  can be revealed.

6.4 SELECTION OF THE CASE ORGANISATIONS

T he research focused on a selection o f very different case organisations, which were 

chosen because, as a collection, it:
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• Holds intrinsic value.

• Complements relevant EU and U K  government policy initiatives.

• Provides in and of itself an extremely rich picture.

Pettigrew (1989; 1998) stressed the importance o f a theoretical or purposive strategy' for 

choosing case studies to review. His rationale was that, given the small num ber of 

organisations that can realistically be included, a selection strategy is needed to serve as a 

lens to magnify the research topic. Further, Eisenhardt (1989) suggests selecting cases 

that:

• Are polar types.

• Are in extreme situations.

• Have high experience levels.

• Have transparently observable phenom ena of interest.

• Are likely to replicate or extend emergent theory.

With these suggestions in mind, the researcher made a concerted attem pt to select SME 

case organisations that had differing levels of e-business experience, in order to draw out 

the salient points and to place the research issues in context. T he aim was not to seek 

identical levels of access at each case study organisation. O n the contrary, the distinct 

historical relationships the researcher had with each of the field sites allowed dimensions 

to emerge from fieldwork data that could not have been achieved otherwise.

T able 6.4 relates these criteria for case organisation selection to the various cases 

examined in this research.

Case Organisation 
Selection Criteria

.......- -
Berkeley
Square
Gallery

Davis 
& Co.

Design
Bridge Foyles G-FX Lobster Toast

Polar Type ✓ ✓

In An Extreme Situation ✓ ✓

High Experience Level ✓ ✓

Transparently Observable 
Phenom ena of Interest

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ / ✓
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Case Organisation 
Selection Criteria

Berkeley
Square
Gallery

Davis 
& Co.

Design
Bridge Foyles G-FX Lobster

■
Toast

Likely to Replicate or Extend 
Em ergent Theory ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

T a b le  6 .4  -  C r ite r ia  fo r  c a s e  o r g a n is a t io n  s e le c t io n  ( fo llo w in g  P e t t ig r e w  

(1989; 1998) a n d  E ise n h a r d t (1989))

The pilot case study on Berkeley Square Gallery was an attempt to observe, interpret, and 

understand the organisations under study (Vidgen and Braa, 1997). A single case study 

could have either filtered out, or rendered contextual, the sweeping developments taking 

place in U K  SME adoption and implementation o f e-business. These developments bore 

implications for how the different aspects o f the research would be integrated. For these 

reasons, this research was designed as a collective study o f seven U K  SM E case 

organisations in which activities and attitudes were unformatted, situated within a “flow of 

events” and which aimed to capture -  as opposed to filter out -  the strength of conviction 

that formed part of contingent debates.

Marshall and Rossman (1989) propose that the ideal site for a qualitative research project 

is one in which entry is possible and in which there is a high probability that a mix of

m any o f the processes, people and interactions are present. Access to the case

organisations examined in this research was feasible for a num ber o f reasons. The 

researcher made an opportunistic selection of the research sites, fulfilling concurrently at 

least three rather pragmatic case selection criteria:

• The organisation permitted a degree of access.

• The familiarity of the investigator with the organisational setting, the language

and the culture of SMEs.

• The possibility for the researcher to participate in a series o f ongoing activities 

(Burgess, 1984).

A further concern that had a bearing on the choice of case organisations was the decision 

to adop t a research m ethodology th a t focused on “everyday” adoption  and 

implementation activities. This decision brought with it the need to spend time at each 

organisation in addition to the one-on-one “reflective dialogues” with the case
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organisation principals, which took place ofF-site. O ver the period o f fieldwork research, 

the researcher was able to spend some time a t each organisation. This enabled her to 

situate analysis within a “real-time” flow of events, and to have inform al conversations 

with o ther key m em bers o f staff. This opportunity gave texture to the research. I f  data 

collection had  happened  consecutively as opposed to concurrently , this elem ent o f 

com parison between the sites would have been lost.

A greater understanding and analysis o f professional practice can inform theory as well as 

practice. Research into these SM E cases in their everyday contexts enabled the researcher 

to learn about their practices, problem s and concerns and m eant that she was able to 

generate useful and  usable research and  theory. T his com plem ented her growing 

understanding o f how SM E-targeted e-business policies are developed and  used in social, 

business and government environments.

T h e  issue o f access to the case organisations was influenced by the research er’s 

relationship with each case study organisation, these being:

• Berkeley Square Gallery <www.bsgart.com> - Established in 1988, this com m ercial 

London gallery has a staff o f five that services a client base located mainly in the 

USA and F ar East Asia. T he researcher had  worked from 1996-2001 as the 

gallery’s IT  & Design Director. Am ong other duties, she was responsible - at that 

time and  in this role - for the design, program m ing and  m aintenance o f the 

gallery’s website. She simultaneously oversaw the development o f a digital image 

database interlinked with external institutions, including the H enry  M oore 

F oundation . H er responsibilities in this reg ard  included  overseeing the 

adm inistration relating to the database developm ent and outsource contracts, the 

design o f dedicated software, the creation o f com puterised records and the 

provision of essential system support.

• Davis &  Co. <www.davisco.net> - Davis and Co. is a London law firm  with a 

network o f 40 lawyers and support staff built entirely around flexible and remote 

working. After reading a new spaper interview with the founder o f the firm, the
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researcher contacted him with the request that his organisation participate in her 

doctoral research.

• Design Bridge <www.designbridge.co.uk> - A privately owned group of four brand  

design com panies. From  June-S ep tem ber 2001 the researcher worked on a 

freelance basis as a Senior Designer in the Digital M edia division. D uring this 

tim e she was solely responsible for the design an d  redevelopm ent o f the 

organisation’s website, and  oversaw from  concept to com pletion stage the 

development o f a num ber o f their clients’ websites. She also developed the visuals 

and concepts for new m edia pitches to Unilever, Nike, M uller, Absolut Vodka 

and M TV.

• Foyles <www.foyles.co.uk> - At one time the w orld’s largest bookstore, located in 

C haring Cross Road, London, with 30 miles o f shelves, Foyles has only recently 

em braced the most fundam ental aspects o f  technology. T h e  researcher, an 

inveterate reader, and for several decades a  custom er o f  the store, read an 

intriguing m agazine article following the death  o f the store’s owner, C hristina 

Foyle (who had been such a technophobe that even calculators and cash registers 

were banned  during her lifetime). U pon inheriting  control o f  the store, her 

nephew, C hristopher Foyle, em barked on a m ajor program m e o f IT / e-business 

adoption and im plementation. T he reader contacted him with the request that 

Foyles be a case organisation for her research.

• GF-X <www.gf-x.com> - Founded in London in 1998, G F-X  has developed a B2B 

trading platform to exploit the airfreight sector, with bases in London, New York, 

Dubai and Tokyo. T he existence of the com pany was brought to the attention of 

the researcher by a form er colleague, who was working there as a consultant. 

U pon the researcher expressing an interest in the organisation’s inclusion in her 

research, an introductory m eeting was arranged with one o f the co-founders o f 

the organisation.

• Lobster <www.lobster.co.uk> - Established in 1999, L obster caters to  the 

sophisticated gourm et food niche m arket. T he researcher was co-au thor o f
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G alliers, R .D . and  W iggins, A. (2002). “In tern e t R etailing  in the U n ited  

K ingdom ” in Elliot, S. (Ed.), Electronic Commerce: B2C Strategies and Models. J o h n  

W iley & Sons, O xford: 179-215. Lobster was one o f the case organisations 

examined therein.

• Toast <www.toastbypost.co.uk> - Started in 1997 in the kitchen of the Welsh country 

home o f a m arried couple, this clothing com pany has turned into a  multi-million 

pound mail order enterprise. T he researcher approached the couple after reading 

about them  in a new spaper article, and requested that they participate in her 

research.

Yin (1984a; 1989; 2002) insists that having a  case study protocol is essential if a multiple 

case design is being used. T he case study protocol is a data collection instrum ent intended 

to increase the reliability o f case study research. Since multiple case studies require cross

case com parisons, some standardisation o f  the research instrum ents was necessary to 

facilitate com parative analysis (Lee, 1989b). As has been explained, the initial case study 

protocol consisted o f a list o f questions defined by the variables identified in the literature. 

This list o f general questions related to potential individual, organisational, and technical 

factors that (may) influence e-business adoption and im plem entation success in SMEs. 

Based on an analysis o f the pilot case study on Berkeley Square Gallery, a revised protocol 

was created  and used as an interview guide to ensure that parallel inform ation was 

collected across the case studies. Q ualitatively orien ted  interviews gave a general 

understanding o f the SM Es’ organisational culture, o f business and e-business practices, 

and o f attitudes towards government policies related to the adoption and im plem entation 

o f e-business by SMEs. These interviews set a collaborative tone for the subsequent 

“reflective dialogues” between the researcher and the case organisation principals.

T he researcher did not sign any legally binding docum ents with the case organisations, 

since not only did the principal in each case organisation consider her credibility to be 

adequate, bu t also because they trusted her to conduct academ ic research in an  ethical 

m anner. W hen discussions tu rned  to d a ta  collection, it was explicitly stated by the 

researcher to the case organisation principal in each organisation that she felt she had an 

obligation to respect the organisation’s wish for confidentiality. M oreover, the researcher

227

http://www.toastbypost.co.uk


Chapter 6 -  Research Procedures

stressed that she would not disclose sensitive financial information, mainly related to the 

costing procedures o f the organisations. T he researcher prom ised to notify each 

organisation o f her intention to publish any articles, reports and books arising from her 

research.

During access negotiations it was not always feasible for the researcher to identify all the 

data sources she would be using. As a result, it was arranged in each case organisation 

that she could have access to internal docum ents and archives, and could interview 

employees, separate to the informal discussions that arose. This proved to be im portant 

for research validity and reliability (Burgess, 1984). T he num ber of additional actors 

interviewed in the case organisations is presented in Table 6.5. These interviews took 

place during the researcher’s observation periods at the case organisations.

Organisation

Interviews and 
Reflective 

Dialogues with 
Case 

Organisation 
Principals

Number of 
Other 

Organisational 
Actors 

Interviewed

Interviews with 
Case 

Organisation 
Employees

Berkeley Square Gallery 7 4 7
Davis & Co. 5 3 5
Design Bridge 4 8 5
Foyles 4 6 6
G-FX 5 5 5
Lobster 7 2 2
Toast 4 2 2
Number of Interviews 36 30 32

T a b le  6 .5  -  S u m m a r y  ta b le  o f  c a s e  o r g a n is a t io n  in te r v ie w s

The researcher consistently tried to ensure that the research tools she employed were used 

with a good understanding o f their provenance, philosophical and theoretical 

underpinning, and inevitable limitations (Feyerabend, 1993; Rose, 1997). All stages of 

research were marked by extensive participation with the case organisation principals, 

and the resulting analysis and conceptualisations facilitated the ongoing development of 

the SSM conceptual modelling process. The case organisation principals were, in all of 

the case organisations, either the owner or m anager of the SMEs: the person who would
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have to agree to any new strategy, and would be ultimately responsible for im plem enting 

it. All proposals by the researcher were put in terms that they could relate to, and which 

acknowledged their understanding o f the relevant issues. The case organisation principals 

w ere a vital source o f inform ation, and divulged their knowledge and insight o f their 

businesses based on their in-depth knowledge and experience.

It is w orth noting that neither the case organisation principals nor the seven case study 

organisations had any formal or informal connection to one another before, during  or 

after the research period, and no inter-relations between the organisations cam e to the 

researcher’s attention.

H aving com pleted this description o f the selection o f the case organisations, and having 

recounted the route into and level o f access available at each, the next section o f  the 

chapter explains the skills and role o f the researcher. This brief introduction is provided in 

order to serve as an indication o f her level o f  understanding o f the subtle perm utations o f 

the research and  her ability to com bine theoretical qualifications w ith p ractica l 

experience.

6.5 REFLECTION ON THE SKILLS AND ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER

T he researcher’s employment background began in arts administration. From  1988-1999, 

she worked in museums, private and public arts organisations in the U S, Australia and 

the U K . She has participated at every level in the developm ent and  im plem entation o f 

education program m es and literature designed to assist prim ary and secondary students 

up to m atriculation level to understand and appreciate abstract and conceptual art. O ver 

time, her role evolved to encompass the design and  developm ent o f kiosk installations, 

C D -R O M s and websites. Since 1999, the researcher has built a solid reputation as a new 

m edia consultant in a variety o f roles. Testam ent to her skills and experience is the caliber 

o f her clients, who have included: R ichem ont, T he Olympic Television Archive Bureau, 

T h e  British M useum , T he Nobel C hannel, P riceW aterhouseCoopers, BAE Systems, 

GlaxoSmithKline and Renesas Technology.

T he researcher has a BA (History & Medieval Studies) from the University o f Sydney, and
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an M A (Com puter Applications for the History o f Art) from Birkbeck College, University 

o f London. T he coursework for her m aster’s degree examined the fundamentals o f  digital 

technology, software, hardw are, databases, im age processing, m ultim edia, an d  the 

in te rn e t, an d  looked at how these are  used in research, education , collections 

m anagem ent and  inform ation dissem ination, w ith em phasis on the applica tion  o f 

com puters to the visual arts. H er self-directed research thesis, A Discussion o f the Issues 

Surrounding the Use o f the Internet in Commercial and Public Cultural Organisations, was presented 

in two parts: by submission o f a 10,000 word independent study, and by a separate fully- 

functional m ultimedia application.

H ence, the researcher’s specific knowledge and experience enabled her to understand the 

established technologies within the organisational setting, enabling the reconstruction o f 

context. This knowledge, coupled with her m anagerial experience acquired  over the 

course o f her career, also enabled the developm ent o f a w ider understanding  abou t 

organisational and social aspects, including social interaction and institutional conditions. 

This com bination o f skills and experience m ade possible a richer analysis o f the d a ta  she 

collected over the course o f the research.

6.6 SUMMARY OF THE RESEARCH PROCEDURES

D eveloping the explanation o f the research m ethodology/fram ew ork  (given in the 

previous chapter), this chapter shows how the relevant theoretical considerations were 

transform ed into the collection and analysis o f valid empirical data. T he developm ent o f 

the research questions was explained, as was the d a ta  collection and  d a ta  analysis 

techniques and procedures employed to contend with the shifting form o f the research 

dom ain. T he opportunistic selection o f the research sites was recounted, and reflections 

on the researcher’s skills and background were provided as evidence o f her understanding 

o f both technologies and the organisational setting.

T he “story” o f the research’s evolution was thereby laid forth. The next three chapters are 

built in tu rn  on this foundation, and provided a detailed account o f the researcher’s 

interactions with and observations o f the seven case organisations. T he structure o f  the 

three forthcom ing chapters dedicated to the case organisations is a reiteration o f  the 

categories and storylines that em erged during the research. T he next chapter, therefore,
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describes the evidence that arose from the case organisations Berkeley Square Gallery, 

Davis & Co. and Lobster in some detail. C hapter 8, which follows it, presents an overview 

o f the experience o f e-business adoption and im plem entation o f the rem aining four case 

organisations: Design Bridge, Foyles, G F-X  and  Toast. Although the research procedures 

were equally comprehensive with all seven case studies, events subsequent to the fieldwork 

period resulted in the latter four case organisations no longer fitting the criteria o f an 

SM E in either the U K  or EU  definitions. T he  reasons for this are m ade clear in each 

individual case description. They are outlined in somewhat less detail than the three case 

organisations in C hapter 7. T he full research procedures were undertaken with all seven 

case organisations throughout the research period, however. These latter four case 

organisations are therefore utilised prim arily to draw  out the salient points th a t will be 

presented in the discussion o f the case organisations that follows in C hapter 9.

C h ap te r 9 discusses the findings th a t arose from  the research on the seven case 

organisations. T h a t chapter draws together the different strands o f  the research, and 

presents a detailed analysis, using theory to provide greater insights into the problem  

dom ain.

S upplem entary  inform ation referred  to in this ch ap te r is located in the following 

appendices:

• Appendix D — Interview Questionnaire

• Appendix G  -  Collected Datasets -  A Classification o f the Case O rganisation  

Documents

• Appendix H  -  Fieldwork Appointm ent Diary

• Appendix I — Incentivisation/W orkshops Questionnaire
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C hapter 7

Three
In-Depth Case S tudies

7.1 INTRODUCTION

.The previous chapters o f the dissertation have laid the groundwork for the trilogy o f 

chapters that begins with this one. As a whole, they provide an account o f the research 

into the seven case organisations. This chap ter describes the evidence that arose from  

three o f the case organisations: Berkeley Square Gallery, Davis & Co. and Lobster. They 

are presented in some detail. The following chapter presents an overview o f the rem aining 

four case organisations: Design Bridge, Foyles, GF-X and Toast. T he final chapter in the 

trilogy, C hapter 9, knits together all the disparate threads o f the research, and presents a 

detailed  analysis o f  the findings th a t arose from  the research on the seven case 

organisations as a whole.

As has been previously explained, the researcher conducted a general background 

inform ation  search on each case organisation  before the interviews o r “ reflective 

dialogues” with the case organisation principals began. Following the pilot study on 

Berkeley Square G allery, the first phase o f  d a ta  collection with each o f  the case 

organisation principals for this research consisted o f taped interviews o f approxim ately 2-3 

hours d u ra tion . Every interview  tape was transcribed  and  analysed for fu rth e r 

com parative evaluation, alongside the com plem entary docum entation that arose from  the 

researcher’s collected datasets (as presented in Appendix G). Thereafter, the direction o f 

the subsequent Dialogical A R-inspired “reflective dialogues” was directed, to a great 

extent, by the case organisation principals themselves.

This initial stage o f the research was conducted in order to:

• Gauge the needs of SMEs and to assess their m ain concerns.
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• R ecord  the case organisation p rincipa ls’ aw areness a n d /o r  expectations o f 

available avenues o f government business support.

A set o f introductory interview questions was developed for the initial interview with each 

case organisation principal. These questions were inform ed by (and em erged from) the 

researcher’s review o f the literature. A  copy o f these questions is attached as Appendix D.

This systematic and comprehensive series o f questions was compiled with the intention of

illuminating the case organisations’ general circum stances and concerns, especially where

they intersect with government departm ents and  their agencies. T he researcher’s review 

o f the literature (in C hapters 2-4) brought to light a  num ber o f issues that affect SM Es’ 

adoption and implementation of e-business. These key issues were:

• Business objectives and growth.

• Barriers and obstacles to achieving e-business objectives.

• Financing the businesses.

• Business advice and support.

• Contact w ith/use o f government services.

T h e  questionnaire sought to address these issues. T he  questions therein were therefore 

designed to capture:

• T he case organisation principal’s perspective o f how h is /h e r  organisation used 

technology to enhance their business.

• W hether the case organisations had  a  strategic e-business plan, and  if so, how 

comprehensive it was.

• An overall discussion o f the impact, constraints, and usefulness o f IC T s in SMEs.

• T he case organisation prinicpals’ awareness and expectations o f relevant available 

government support.

• Suggestions for a more collaborative relationship with government agencies.

A second questionnaire was p repared  as the com pletion poin t for the “reflective 

d ialogues” w ith the principals o f the case organisations. T his questionnaire  was 

form ulated  w ith the aim  to identify w hether, an d  if so to w hat ex ten t, the case
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organisation principals w ould/could be encouraged to donate their time a n d /o r  resources 

to participate with the policy makers who aim to serve them , in order that m ore visible, 

appropriate  and  accessible policy initiatives can be generated for their benefit. These 

questions explored:

• T o  w hat extent the case organisation principals had become m ore aware o f U K  

and EU  policy initiatives.

• H ow  they believed policy initiatives could b e tte r affect the adoption  and 

im plementation o f e-business by SMEs.

• W hat they thought of the proposed workshops.

• W hat would incentivise them  to participate in such a dialogue with policy makers. 

This questionnaire is presented in Appendix I.

As explained, this chapter examines three very different U K  SM E case organisations in 

some detail: Berkeley Square Gallery, Davis & Go. and Lobster. T he rem aining four case 

studies investigated in the course o f the research (Foyles, G-FX, Design Bridge and Toast) 

are outlined in somewhat less detail in the next chapter. At the beginning o f the research 

period, the latter four case organisations could all be classified as SMEs. However, by the 

time the researcher was writing up, due to either organisational growth or to having been 

purchased by a conglomerate, the case organisations in the latter group no longer fit the 

criteria o f an SM E in U K  a n d /o r  EU  official governm ent terms. T he  full research 

procedures were undertaken with these case organisations, however, and  accordingly 

these cases are presented in C hap ter 8 in order to accentuate and draw  out the salient 

points in the discussion o f the case studies in situ, which is presented in C hapter 9.

W ithin each o f these two chapters, the cases are presented in alphabetical order. In line 

with the Dialogical AR-inspired m ethodology, the individual “voices” o f each case 

organisation are somewhat different, in order to m ore accurately reflect the fact that, 

following the initial interviews, the direction and content o f  the “reflective dialogues” 

were prescribed by the case organisation principals. Accordingly, the “tone” individual to 

each case organisation is a natu ra l result o f  the em ploym ent o f D ialogical AR. To 

preserve the sense o f immediacy o f the fieldwork experience, the case studies are all
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w ritten up in the present tense. T he flow and content o f each case study, however, is 

consistent throughout:

• An introduction to the case organisation is provided.

• T he key e-business adoption drivers are recounted.

• T he development and operational issues that arose are discussed.

• T he case organisation’s involvement with networks and alliances is detailed.

• T he case organisation p rincipa l’s perspectives on governm ent policies and

initiatives are examined.

• T he case organisation principal’s vision for the organisation’s future development 

is described.

• T he actual experience o f how the organisation developed from the end o f the 

fieldwork period until the end of the thesis’ writing up period is recounted.

In  this and  the following two chapters, the researcher has intentionally, w here findings 

arise from  the literature, noted them  in the footnotes. She felt that this was necessary, 

given that there are so m any comprehensive references — had they been incorporated into 

the m ain text, they would almost certainly have interrupted the narrative flow (ie. in this 

chap ter alone, Berkeley Square G allery has 17 footnotes, Davis & Co. has 16, and 

Lobster has 12).

T he theoretical framework was selected to support data  collection. It was also intentional 

that the data  and case study materials were separated from the analysis as far as possible 

in the writing, in order that the researcher could (attem pt to) judge the validity o f  the 

analysis and conclusions. T he research has been explained as being overt and conducted 

in collaboration with the case organisations concerned. T he end product o f the research 

process can be characterised as proffering specific implications in a particu lar dom ain. 

W hilst the theoretical foundations o f the research have been explained in previous 

chapters in some detail, the outcom e, or resolution, o f  these concepts can only be fully 

developed when the fieldwork data is presented. Therefore, the analysis o f fieldwork data 

is included  in the discussion o f the case studies p resen ta tion  in C h ap te r 9. A 

supplem entary and comprehensive sum m ary o f the findings, within accom panying tables, 

is therefore presented in Appendices O  and P.
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T he first in-depth case study presented in this chapter is Berkeley Square Gallery, the case 

organisation on which the pilot study was conducted. This presentation is followed by in- 

depth examinations o f Davis & Co. and Lobster.

7.2 IN-DEPTH CASE STUDY -  BERKELEY SQUARE GALLERY

E stablished in 1988, Berkeley Square G allery < w ww .bsgart.com > is a com m ercial 

L ondon gallery with a staff o f five that services a client base located m ainly in the USA 

and  the F ar East. T he  ow ner-m anager, Peter O sborne, is a passionate advocate o f 

technology.87 As a consequence, developing a com prehensive website detailing  the 

gallery’s updated stock was and remains a high priority. T he gallery was one o f the first 

com m ercial galleries in London to have a website.

Berkeley Square Gallery has used a b roadband  in ternet connection to research and  

com m unicate with potential and  existing agents, artists and clients since 1996. T he  

gallery’s website, which was also launched in 1996 (with several m ajor redesigns since), is 

described by O sborne as being “an interactive online brochure.” T he gallery’s website 

serves the business as its main com m unication and prom otional m edium  to existing and 

po ten tial clients, and  replaced “a significant percen tage” o f the gallery’s p rin ted  

brochures, which were becoming “prohibitively expensive” to update and distribute. T he 

website has enabled the business to “tailor its services to client and m arket requirem ents,” 

to respond quickly to queries and suggestions, and to list the prices o f and inform ation 

about works o f art for sale. The website does not, however, facilitate electronic paym ents. 

C ustom ers are nonetheless invited to com m unicate and  purchase works v ia em ail 

correspondence. O sborne does not think that a transactional facility on the site would 

result in any tangible benefits for the business, as m any o f the gallery’s clients still prefer to 

rely on other forms o f com m unication, such as telephone and fax m achines, and  on 

traditional modes o f financial transactions, such as bank transfers (especially given the 

large am ounts often involved).

87 Evidence that this SME owner/manager characteristic is essential for championing e-business adoption is 
presented in Chapters 2 and 3 and in Appendix C (Kirby and Turner, 1993; Harrison, 1994; Iacovou et al., 
1995; Yap and Thong, 1997; Berg and Karttunen, 1998; Nilsson, 1999; Turban et al., 2000).

236

http://www.bsgart.com


Chapter 7 -  Three In-Depth Case Studies

Since its initial website launch, the gallery’s website U R L  is featured on all advertising, 

stationery and docum entation. “I ’m all for investigating inexpensive but effective online 

prom otional m ethods,” claims Osborne. “I ’ve researched all the options that have crossed 

my path, including banner advertising and reciprocal linking.”

In  o rder to retain  gallery staff, O sborne ensures th a t they “are not over-trained .” H e 

credits this strategy with having created a working environm ent in which the gallery’s staff 

will usually only move on to another firm for a substantial pay rise (uncom m on in the 

notoriously low-paid art world).88 It has proved to be a successful strategy, in that most o f 

the gallery’s employees have been there for over 10 years. People with m anagem ent 

potential “do not tend to stay” with the gallery, as they are offered “no opportunity  o f 

prom otion.” T he gallery is too small to offer an upw ard career path to ambitious staff -  a 

problem  shared by m any SMEs, as has been shown in C hap ter 2 and  A ppendix B 

(Gunningle and G rady, 1984; M cM ahon, 1994; K ennedy and Healy, 1985; Blili and 

Raym ond, 1993; Dennis, 2000).

7.2.1 Key e-Business Adoption Drivers

Prior to the installation o f an integrated stock m anagem ent system and  website in late 

1990/early  2000, the gallery’s client and stock inform ation was stored in a  diverse range 

o f  m edia. Some stock inform ation was con tained  in the com pany’s “anc ien t” pre- 

W indows database, but most o f it was located in num erous filing cabinets and storage 

boxes situated in various locations scattered around the com pany’s premises. Even m ore 

significantly, m uch im portant inform ation was stored as tacit knowledge, held in the 

minds o f key personnel. This situation created two m ajor weaknesses:

• W hen (existing o r potential) custom ers contacted the gallery with an  enquiry, if 

the answer required the tacit expertise o f a specific individual who was not 

available at that time (a com m on scenario, as several of the staff m em bers work

88 This is in line with the following findings:

• SMEs generally pay lower wages, as presented in Chapter 2 and Appendix B (Gunningle and 
Grady, 1984; Kennedy and Healy, 1985; McMahon, 1994).

• SMEs generally don’t train staff, as presented in Chapter 2 and the comprehensive reference lists 
provided in Appendices B, E and F (which include: Hitchens and O ’Farrell, 1988; Blili and 
Raymond, 1993; Reynolds et al., 1994; Bunker and MacGregor, 2000).
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on a part-tim e basis), then responding to that enquiry could take up to a num ber 

of days. Even enquiries o f relatively m inor complexity could m eet with significant 

delays, during which time the potential custom er could potentially defect to a 

rival gallery.

• T he gallery was highly vulnerable w henever a m em ber o f staff left, as they took 

their tacit knowledge with them.

In  C hapters 2 and 3, it was described how small businesses often rely on their existing 

physical infrastructure to deliver products to an online m arket (Craig et al., 2003). In line 

w ith this finding, O sborne’s initial goal was to transform  the gallery’s business into a 

“bricks-and-clicks” model by selling inventory from the physical gallery online as well as 

in store. It wasn’t until 1996, however, when he hired an employee whose rem it included 

m anaging the gallery’s internet and IC T  operations, that the gallery’s first website was 

launched. Osborne admits that this process was “m uch harder” than he expected.

In any effective publication, an understanding o f the target audience is fundam ental to 

producing meaningful copy. In the case o f  Berkeley Square G allery, the “audience” 

divides clearly into two main categories: potential and existing clients. O sborne “decreed” 

that the launch o f the gallery’s internet site required that the staff m em ber responsible for 

it “undertake an intensive period o f industry analysis.” This analysis established that there 

was a clear need to enable the gallery’s existing and potential clients to interact with the 

organisation in a m ore effective way, and  th a t it was no longer feasible, given the 

com petition, for these clients to have to wait to get the inform ation that they required. 

T he in ternet was seen as an ideal way to ensure th a t these clients would be better 

inform ed, and that by doing so to outsource m uch o f the low-level research work to the 

clients themselves.

Therefore, a website was developed to provide basic information about the gallery and its 

works for sale. It was intended from the beginning that the gallery’s website would be 

frequently updated. I f  the answer to a particular enquiry was not available on the site, 

customers were encouraged to send enquiries directly to the gallery via email. O nce either 

O sborne or another staff m em ber had researched the answer, the custom er would be 

notified directly, and the answer would also be placed on the website’s F A Q  page and in
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the relevant section o f the website. Thus, the website becam e “a continuously 

repository o f the gallery’s knowledge” (O sborne considers knowledge to be a 

source o f competitive advantage, a view supported by the findings presented in 

3).

7.2.2 D evelopm ent and Operational Issues

“I  never thought that going online would be an easy business endeavour, but I  didn’t 

expect it to be so difficult, either. I t ’s even harder when you are a sole proprietorship 

without talent to utilise”

Peter Osborne.

Initially, the gallery’s e-business strategy was devised by the staff m em ber hired for the 

purpose o f m anaging the gallery’s online and networking activities. She had considerable 

inpu t from  O sborne, however. H e adm its that he likes “to contro l everything that 

happens” in his business.89 T he approach recom m ended by the staff m em ber responsible, 

taking into consideration the financial and other resource constraints, was that the gallery 

should adopt and adapt an “off-the-shelf’ professional database developm ent package in 

com bination with an integrated website m anagem ent package. She recom m ended this on 

the grounds that purchasing a ready-m ade solution with options to provide standardised 

e-business features with built-in business rules would simplify operations enormously, as 

well as limit financial expenditure. A m ajor additional benefit o f this proposed solution 

would be that all stock inform ation would thereby come to be stored in one accessible 

location. She advised that she would be able to design, upload and m anage the website, 

and  that the database for the gallery could be integrated into the stock m anagem ent 

system. She recom m ended that the gallery’s staff would then be tra ined  to use the 

developm ent tool to update the web pages and — m ost im portantly  — to populate the 

website with knowledge (primarily taking the form o f stock information).

09 This is in line with evidence presented in Chapter 2 and Appendix B regarding the strong owner influence 
and centralised management of SMEs (Dandridge, 1971; Nelson and Winter, 1977; 1982; Welch and White, 
1981; Oakey, 1985; Raymond, 1985; Miller and Droge, 1986; Miller and Toulouse, 1986; Bekker and 
Staude, 1988; Blili and Raymond, 1993; Kirby and Turner, 1993; Harrison, 1994; Reynolds et al., 1994; 
Iacovou et al., 1995; Mulhem, 1995; Murphy, 1996; Spender, 1996;Julien et al., 1997; Yap and Thong, 1997; 
Bolisani and Scarco, 1999; Bunker and MacGregor, 2000; Dennis, 2000; Smallbone et.al., 2000; Olave and 
Nato, 2001).

updated

prim ary

C hapter

239



Chapter 7 -  Three In-Depth Case Studies

At this stage, however, Osborne decided “on a hunch” to enlist the aid o f “a cousin o f a 

friend,” who proposed to develop and code a system from scratch. R ather than purchase 

the ready-m ade solution that had  been researched and agreed upon,90 O sborne decided 

to go with this latter option, a decision he later described as “insane.”

Although the website was (separately) successfully designed and uploaded by the m em ber 

o f staff responsible for doing so, O sborne’s decision initially created some friction within 

the organisation. However, the friction was “soon superceded” by having to deal with the 

ongoing “sub-optim al technical solution” th a t the system coder had  created  and  was 

“trying unsuccessfully” to rectify. O sborne adm its that the decision “to build a system 

from  the ground up” was “an unqualified mistake.” T he  situation becam e increasingly 

fraught w ith problem s that were not resolved for several years. “Enorm ous additional 

costs” were absorbed into “a pit” o f general staff unproductivity. An integrated package 

was eventually purchased in late 1999, as had originally been advised and planned.

Also, at O sborne’s insistence, the gallery’s staff m em bers had not been consulted or were 

in any way involved with the selection and installation o f the system coder’s package 

u n d er developm ent.91 T his (not surprisingly) resu lted  in staff m em bers becom ing 

concerned when the replacem ent system was being introduced. O sborne eventually -  and 

som ewhat reluctantly -  realised the need to convince the gallery’s staff o f the package’s

90 References and examples in line with evidence in Chapters 2 and 3 and Appendices A, C, E and F are 
presented for the following aspects of this type of SME owner/manager decision-making:

• Informal and inadequate planning processes occur because of a lack of the owner/manager’s 
recognition of the benefits of doing so (Gunnigle and Brady, 1984; Giaglis et al., 1998; McMahon, 
1994; Reynolds et al., 1994; Pollard and Hayne, 1998; Chappell and Feindt, 1999; Bunker and 
MacGregor, 2000; Stauber, 2000; Millar and Besser, 2000; Lee, 2001; Levy et al., 2001a; 2001b; 
Raymond, 2001; Tetteh and Bum, 2001;Jeffcoate et al., 2002).

• SME owner/managers typically take advice from friends and family rather than from professionals 
(Dandridge, 1979; Clegg, 1990; Comford et al., 1991; Bunker and MacGregor, 2000; Castleman et 
al., 2000; Dennis, 2000; Gibb, 2000; Miller and Besser, 2000; Castleman and Coulthard, 2001; 
Drakopoulou-Dodd et al., 2002).

• SME owner-managers having short-range management perspective (Welch and White, 1981; 
Harrison, 1994; Reynolds et al., 1994; Giaglis et al., 1998; Pollard and Hayne, 1998; Bunker and 
MacGregor, 2000; Tetteh and Bum, 2001; Jeffcoate et al., 2002).

91 This is in line with evidence presented in Chapter 2 and Appendix B regarding the strong owner influence 
and centralised management of SMEs (Dandridge, 1971; Nelson and Winter, 1977; 1982; Welch and White, 
1981; Oakey, 1985; Raymond, 1985; Miller and Droge, 1986; Miller and Toulouse, 1986; Bekker and 
Staude, 1988; Blili and Raymond, 1993; Kirby and Turner, 1993; Harrison, 1994; Reynolds et al., 1994; 
Iacovou et al., 1995; Mulhem, 1995; Murphy, 1996; Spender, 1996;Julien etal., 1997; Yap and Thong, 1997; 
Bolisani and Scarco, 1999; Bunker and MacGregor, 2000; Dennis, 2000; Smallbone et.al, 2000; Olave and 
Nato, 2001).
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benefits in order to mitigate the effect o f resistance, especially in light o f the failure o f the 

previous “solution.” Accordingly, an intense program m e was undertaken in order to 

convince the gallery’s staff that e-business would have benefits, not only for the gallery’s 

business, but also to enable them  to perform their individual duties with greater efficiency.

An IC T  skills audit o f all gallery staff revealed that while most staff m em bers had some 

level o f  word-processing, presentation software and spreadsheet skills, several had no IC T  

experience at all. And while O sborne him self had  a wealth o f industry experience and 

considerable enthusiasm, his own technological skills proved to be a m ajor lim itation.92 

Despite his enthusiasm  for em bracing e-business, he adm itted that he would rate his 

knowledge o f all web development technologies as “poor.”

It was decided that, if the website was to become useful (as far as the gallery staff members 

were concerned), it would have to be adapted to capitalise on the current levels o f IC T  

knowledge within the organisation. D uring the subsequent full consultation process, the 

poten tial benefits for the decision to im plem ent the website included a new stock 

m anagem ent package integrated with the website, and the potential streamlining o f each 

staff m em ber’s tasks were explained to them . T he staff were each invited to express their 

com m ents, concerns and criticisms. As a result o f this consultation process, modifications 

were m ade to the im plementation approach. T he system was adapted so that staff could 

add and  update web pages and stock inform ation using w ord processing, database and 

spreadsheet software -  applications with which most o f  the staff m em bers were already 

somewhat familiar.

T he next phase o f e-business adoption and im plementation was to conduct a series o f staff 

train ing days. These involved the gallery’s staff (who were paid for their attendance) 

learning to use the website and integrated database in order to find answers to common 

custom er enquiries, and to populate the website with new inform ation. This approach 

served the dual purpose o f training them  and  also o f em phasising the im portance that

92 This is in line with evidence presented in Chapters 2 and 3 and Appendices B, E and F (Roberts and Berry, 
1985; Iacovou et al., 1995; Poon and Swatman, 1996b; 1997a; 1997b, Auger and Gallaugher, 1997; Yap and 
Thong, 1997; Tidd et al., 1997; Berg and Karttunen, 1998; Zimmerman and Mathiesen, 1998; Purao and 
Campbell, 1998; Chau and Pederson, 2000; Farhoomand et al., 2000; Mirchandani and Motwani, 2001; 
Barry and Milner, 2002; Dixon et al., 2002; Roberts and Wood, 2002).

241



Chapter 7 -  Three In-Depth Case Studies

O sborne placed on the project. T he sessions were conducted in an informal m anner in 

order to mitigate the anxiety o f the staff.

D evelopm ent o f this online integrated stock m anagem ent system /website consum ed a 

great deal o f  the responsible staff m em ber’s time and energy. She recognised th a t full 

docum entation o f the system would be required, and again this task fell to her to solve. 

She believed, however, that the burden o f doing so would be outweighed by the strategic 

benefits: producing a system th a t the staff did not understand a n d /o r  would no t use 

would be o f little value.

As with m any organisations, launching a website was relatively painless in com parison to 

the challenge o f m aintaining it. A lthough it was initially assumed that the staff m em ber 

responsible for building the site would continue to handle its design, program m ing and 

m aintenance alongside her prim ary role, staffing quickly becam e a critical issue, as the 

sheer volum e o f work exceeded expectations -  thousands o f stock items needed to be 

added to the system.93

T h e staff m em ber responsible for the gallery’s online operations left the gallery in 2000. 

O sborne describes the process o f adding to the site (following her departure) as “constant 

wrangling” between individuals before “eventually someone would reluctantly do it.” In 

the two years that followed, the size o f the website and  integrated database expanded 

considerably, becoming “heavily and cryptically cross-linked.” By this time, no single staff 

m em ber had the time or responsibility to do complete editorial control, and increasingly, 

new er pages becam e inconsistent w ith o lder ones, the con ten t was uneven, an d

93 This is in line with the evidence shown in Chapter 3 and Appendix F, whereby it is often an individual 
within an organisation who initiates the move to launch a website/e-business innovation, and that this is often 
dependent on extant skills. In so doing, that individual takes on a considerable amount of extra work (Sriram 
and Banneijee, 1994; St. Pierre et al., 1999; MacGregor et al., 1998; 2004).

As we have also seen in Chapter 3 and Appendix F, many organisations launch websites without realising how 
much maintenance and ongoing development they will require (Sriram and Bannerjee, 1994; Murphy, 1996; 
Berg and Karttunen, 1998; MacGregor et al., 1998; 2004; St. Pierre et al., 1999; Ritchie et al., 1999; Stauber, 
2000; Sparkes and Thomas, 2001; Lee, 2001; Porter, 2001). Many SMEs are particularly disadvantaged by 
their lack of clearly thought out or articulated goals (Pollard and Hayne, 1998; Giaglis et al., 1998; Kalakota 
and Robinson, 1999; Bunker and MacGregor, 2000; Evans and Wurster, 2000; Jeffcoate et al., 2002). In 
addition, because the internet is a (relatively) new medium, attitudes towards it within conservative public and 
commercial arts organisations are imbued with “prejudice and mystique” (Haapalainen, 1999).
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distributed incomprehensibly.94 Eventually, the m anagem ent and m ain tenance o f the 

gallery’s site had  to be com pletely outsourced, as O sborne was not able to find an 

“affordable” new m em ber o f staff for the project.

Before leaving the gallery, the staff m em ber responsible for the website conducted  

statistical analysis research (building on the findings o f the one she had conducted several 

years prior). This analysis showed that the site had  two audiences, the first o f which was 

local, consisting o f people planning visits to the physical gallery, and a second consisting o f 

people searching the web for specific art works. Knowing the gallery’s audience assisted 

im m easurably in rebuilding the site, a process that she began before leaving the gallery. 

O sborne admits that, in retrospect, he should have followed her initial advice and  defined 

his goals and strategies before launching the gallery’s website (this issue is presented in 

C hapter 3 and Appendix F).95

Despite these operational challenges, having a website proved from the beginning to be 

beneficial for the gallery. Since 1997, the gallery’s exhibitions have featured both in the 

gallery’s physical exhibition space and “virtually.” In 2000, for example, a rem arkable 

“online exhibition” was divided into four prim ary areas:

• In the first area, a “Gallery” o f photographs o f London was displayed full-screen, 

with navigation designed to invoke the experience o f touring a physical gallery 

with these images on bare white walls.

• In the second area, “M emories,” comments made by visitors about experiences of 

London were accepted by e-mail and  posted on the site, curated into a threaded 

discussion.

• T he third area o f the website, “C om m entary,” invited the public to com m ent on 

the experience of living in Britain in the 21st Century.

• T he final area, “C om m em orations,” was a discussion o f w hat it m eans to 

memorialise events, with links to physical memorials.

94 This is in line with evidence presented in Chapter 3 and Appendix F (Sriram and Bannerjee, 1994; 
Lawrence, 1997; MacGregor et al; 1998; 2004; Zimmerman and Mathiesen, 1998; St. Pierre et al., 1999; 
Tetteh and Bum, 2000; 2001; Lee, 2001).

95 This experience is in line with the findings of Giaglis et al., 1998; Pollard and Hayne (1998), Kalakota and 
Robinson (1999), Bunker and MacGregor (2000), Evans and Wurster (2000) andjeffcoate etal. (2002).

243



Chapter 7 -  Three In-Depth Case Studies

This website was an “encapsulated gallery exhibit visitation” with the same principles of 

“im age m anipulation, evocative questioning and interaction between people” working 

online. According to Osborne, the “extraordinary discussion” that developed during the 

six weeks this exhibition was live “finally convinced” the staff at the gallery th a t the 

in ternet does indeed provide cultural organisations with “a new way o f interacting” with 

their existing and potential clients.

O sborne claims that this provision o f “experience, no t ju s t inform ation” enabled the 

gallery’s website to become “fundamentally m ore inviting,” and therefore m ade it possible 

for the gallery’s visitors to have a “meaningful, and therefore real” experience online, just 

as a physical gallery visit can be divided into “objects, information and experience.”06

9(i Cultured organisations, even if they are small commercial galleries, remain institutions of enlightenment in 
the classic sense, obliged to guide the visitor toward critical viewing and experience (Semper, 1999). But 
arguments about whether - and to what extent - the gallery “experience” can be transferred online essentially 
refer back to questions concerning what a gallery is and to what the gallery experience can potentially be. 
Online galleries “support and extend” the idea of transferring “meaning and knowledge building” (Teather, 
1998). Indeed, Bearman (1992) maintains that all cultural organisations, public and commercial, are “in the 
business of dissemination of information rather than artefacts.” This view validates intangibles, such as oral 
histories, in addition to the actual artefacts.

According to Bearman (1992), cultural organisations are “in a key position” to “integrate traditional functions 
of collection, preservation, research and display with... education and communication.” In his view, cultured 
organisations will come to be judged according to how well the online versions of cultural organisations “tell 
the stories” of our cultural history. Hermann (1999) is in agreement with Bearman’s point of view that the 
primary role of a cultural institution, commercial or public, is to let the artwork “tell stories.” Stories, 
according to Hermann (1999), “entertain” and “knit us together, creating our culture.” Preservation, research 
and scholarship are vital, but people “remember and connect to” stories, which give us our emotional 
connections to each other, to our shared culture, to other cultures, and to works of art. Roberts (1997) has 
documented how cultural organisations place objects in a narrative context. But the number of “stories” a 
small commercial gallery (for example), can tell has until now been necessarily restricted by competition for 
gallery space and publication budgets. Cultural organisations, having made the transition to narrative 
interpretation in physical space, have now the opportunity to move from the 19lh century view of 
interpretation in virtual space to begin to exploit the full storytelling potential of the internet (Roberts, 1997). 
In physical space, objects take centre stage, even in a narrative interpretation. In virtual space, the object 
recedes, and the story becomes pre-eminent. The same premise holds true for the descriptive interpretations 
of works displayed for sale in commercial galleries.

Donovan (1997) and Roberts (1997) claim that online exhibitions must evolve from object-centric collection 
management systems to context-capable content management systems. Further, Dietz (1999) stresses that 
objects “do not give up the richness of their history, context, and meaning easily.” To ensure that clients 
realise its meaning, Osborne believes that cultural organisations need to “wrap layers of interpretation” 
around “the bare fact of an object.” The same principle holds true, he believes, for information offered online 
in any organisation.

Although the emphasis in online exhibitions is gradually shifting from creating content to presenting a context 
for it, some researchers (Donovan, 1997; Roberts, 1997; Dietz, 1999) call for “a more compelling online 
experience” in accordance with the belief that, while “object-centredness” is necessary from a collections 
point of view, it is “not the best way” to engage the public online. Instead of leading with the object, cultural 
organisations should lead with “the story” (Dietz, 1999). Dietz (1999) further claims that cultural organisations 
should “tell engaging stories with objects woven through them... via entertaining, prescribed paths that...
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T h e in ternet as a tool to stimulate interest in general collections or specific works o f art 

does - and will continue to - change the way people access graphic and textual resources. 

Increasingly, the internet is creating a dynam ic channel for collaboration am ongst and 

between private, public and commercial entities (Fink, 1995). O ne example o f this was a 

1997 project shared between the British sculptor Sophie Ryder, Berkeley Square Gallery 

(which represents her), and T he Garell W oodland Sculpture Trail (a departm ent o f  the 

Cheekw ood Botanical G arden & M useum  o f A rt in Nashville, Tennessee, USA). R yder 

was installed as artist-in-residence for a six week period at the Sculpture T rail during the 

sum m er o f 1997, during which time she constructed a  twenty foot long, thirty foot high 

wire sculpture, Crawling Lady-Hare, on the site where it was to rem ain. This sculpture is 

illustrated in Figure 7.1.

lead the user lighdy by the hand and encourage curiosity, exploration and serendipity.” This approach, of 
animating the gallery experience and artworks with a narrative structure, is echoed by Appelbaum (1995).
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F ig u re  7 .1  -  C raw ling Lady-H are , 1997 . S o p h ie  R y d er . W ire . H e ig h t:  120 in . 

R ef: W / 9 7 / 3 .  P e r m a n e n t  In s ta lla t io n , T h e  C a r e ll W o o d la n d  S c u lp tu r e  T r a il,  

C h e e k w o o d  B o ta n ic a l G a rd en  & M u se u m  o f  A rt, N a sh v ille , T N , USA.
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T h e  creation o f this sculpture was recorded and projected by a live cam era linked to a 

webpage on the Sophie Ryder section o f the Berkeley Square Gallery website. T he image 

o f the sculpture being created was updated on the page every five minutes, 24 hours a  day 

th roughout the six-week period, to film a complete and readily accessible record o f  its 

creation. This was done with the intention o f enabling a wider audience to witness the 

creation o f a m onum ental sculpture, which is usually a closed experience. It was also 

hoped that the local community would thereby become m ore aware o f and involved with 

their Sculpture Trail, a division o f the first new M useum o f Art built for some time in the 

A m erican Deep South. T he project thereby provided an opportunity for feedback from 

and  between the public, enabling the Cheekwood Botanical G arden & M useum  of A rt to 

better ascertain the needs and wants and reactions o f its existing and potential visitors. 

T h is  inform ation could then be used to form ulate fu ture exhibition strategies and  

education programmes.

O n e m ajor benefit o f  having a website is the ability to im part a g reat deal m ore 

inform ation and to display a greater num ber o f artworks than  is possible in the physical 

gallery space or in a brochure or a book. It is a m ajor asset to a cultural organisation 

(large or small) that portions o f a general description o f a specific artwork can be linked to 

areas o f related inform ation, which can in tu rn  be linked to o ther relevant artw orks, 

collections and texts.

O sborne firmly believes that, commercial or otherwise, the most interesting websites have 

their strength beneath the surface — not in their graphic design, but in the inform ation 

they hold. “T he best-designed sites have a linear structure based on a list o f items akin to 

the table o f contents in a book. People still think that way. It works,” he insists. In this 

sense, O sborne feels that m any website designs do not take into account either the 

essential properties or the potential o f the m edium , and  m any content features are 

introduced in electronic form in the same guise as their traditional printed versions, such 

as brochures (as m ultim edia is still heavily influenced by traditional one-dim ensional 

editorial or graphic design layout concepts).97 In  retrospect, O sborne feels that although

97 As was illustrated by Table 4.2 in Chapter 4, whereby although 73% of UK government services directed 
towards SMEs have some degree of electronic presence, in practice many of these are simply online 
equivalents of the paper-based services already available, and consequently offer insufficient additional value 
to users over their paper-based equivalents.
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build ing  a website involves focusing on the needs o f bo th  the audience an d  the 

organisation, evaluating a website and updating it are “too often” overlooked once a site 

has launched.98 This belief, he admits, comes from “hard-earned experience.” O sborne 

feels that “the objective must be to entice visitors to return” to the site “repeatedly.” In 

his opinion, it is “essential to continually evaluate” how a site is being used, and to always 

be “adding something new” to it.

M any o f the current issues and challenges (especially in relation to the internet) facing 

com m ercial galleries are identical to those facing large organisations, cu ltu ra l or 

otherw ise. O ften, not a single webpage is com pleted w ithout collaboration (if no t co

operation) between different employees in an  organisation, and  such pages are being 

developed alongside traditional working procedures. Despite this universality, the internet 

rem ains -  in the commercial art world at least -  a relatively new m edium , and in-house 

expectations regarding it are still “vague and  unrealistic” in large and small cultural 

organisations alike. Indeed, despite the “undoubted benefits,” O sborne feels that some 

problem s with accessing the internet rem ain “frustrating.” For example, the appearance 

o f web pages can differ depending on the browser used (as each browser interprets the 

form atting codes slightly differently). Also, due to compression o f file m em ory in order to 

speed up access and  dow nload times, the electronic digitised im ages th a t can be 

dow nloaded are rarely, if  ever, equal to quality prin ted  sources or to 35m m  slides. 

Nonetheless, O sborne concedes that, especially for those with neither physical access nor 

extensive image resources in print or transparency formats, the internet and GD -Rom s 

are “invaluable” resources.

O sborne feels that every new feature has the dual potential to attract people to a site, or 

else to drive them  away. W anting a site to be accessible to as m any users as possible has 

“always been” O sborne’s goal, but the choice between w anting to be cutting-edge and 

w anting to serve a broad audience is difficult, as every appealing technology is exclusive 

on some level. As a consequence, frames, Jav a , Flash and plug-in dependency have all

98 This view is in line with evidence presented in Chapter 3 and Appendices E and F (Sriram and Bannerjee, 
1994; Murphy, 1996; Lawrence, 1997; Giaglis et al., 1998; MacGregor et al., 1998; Zimmerman and 
Mathiesen, 1998; Pollard and Hayne, 1998; Berg and Karttunen, 1998; Kalakota and Robinson, 1999; 
Ritchie et al., 1999; St. Pierre et al., 1999; Stauber, 2000; Bunker and MacGregor, 2000; Evans and Wurster, 
2000; Tetteh and Burn, 2000; 2001; Lee, 2001; Porter, 2001; Sparkes and Thomas, 2001; Jeffcoate et al., 
2002; MacGregor et al., 1998; 2004).
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been either elim inated or pared down on the gallery’s website since the initial launch. 

O sborne thinks that m any discussions about “w hat technologies to use or exclude” are 

really “discussions about access,” and that “being accessible” m eans as m any people as 

possible can get the m axim um  benefit from  the site, including access for visitors with 

old(er) equipm ent. W ebsite designs for Berkeley Square Gallery, therefore, invariably 

w ound up being heavily slanted towards increasing the site’s accessibility, not least 

because most o f the gallery’s staff were viewing their own sites on small, old m onitors with 

slow connections (until 1999, only one com puter in the gallery had  in ternet access) and 

old browser versions. (However, O sborne claims that this was because the gallery’s staff 

were adam ant that they did not wish, or need, to upgrade.)

T he  fear o f “being left behind” prom pts m any organisations to accept offers o f so-called 

“free” web pages from unsuitable portals. O ne such negative example in the experience 

o f Berkeley Square Gallery was that o f T he Art Connection < www.art-connection.com >, 

which labelled itself “the world’s most comprehensive online art database,” and which for 

a time offered free web pages to public and  com m ercial London galleries. O sborne is 

“sure” that it has proved to be com m on in m any such cases that the motivations o f both 

the organisations and the provider are “not thought through.”99

O sborne believes that websites will only prove successful if their “scope and relevance” is 

sustained, ra ther than add to “disorganised websites th a t are out o f date a n d /o r  use 

differing fonts, grids and layouts, and present little inform ation.” H e insists that his 

opinion is “borne o f experience,” and he is uncom prom ising in his view that a business’ 

design and editorial style should be consistent across all aspects o f  its website, and that 

content should be kept “relevant and up-to-date.”

7.2.3 Networks and Alliances

99 For a time, The Art Connection claimed to represent the Society of London Art Dealers (SLAD). 
However, at its peak in 1998, only 33 of the 94 SLAD members featured on The Art Connection portal. O f 
these 33, 26 had only a single token web page. O f these 26, six had no images and no links, while twelve had 
one image and no links, four had one image and one link, two had two images and one link, and two served 
purely as links to their own separately-administered websites. Further, several of the pages had links that 
didn’t work, and six of the SLAD member galleries had their names incorrectly spelt in The Art Connection’s 
search facility.

Osborne adamantly believes that SLAD should have established from the outset what it now has in place: a 
website representative of its member galleries, including an illustrated catalogue of works from each, with 
exhibitions and display information, a full events programme, details of future plans, links and e-mail facilities.
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A lthough O sborne does no t consider m em berships o f professional organisations to 

constitute networking,100 he adm itted that the gallery “has always been” a m em ber o f T he 

In ternational Fine P rint Dealers Association (IFPDA) and T he Society o f London A rt 

Dealers (SLAD). Indeed, Osborne is Deputy C hairm an o f SLAD.

T he IFPDA, based in New York, is a non-profit organisation dedicated to “ensuring the 

highest ethical standards and quality” am ong fine prin t dealers, and  to “prom oting  

greater appreciation o f fine prints am ong art collectors and the general public.”

SLAD was established in 1932 to “prom ote and  protect the good nam e and interests o f 

the art trade,” and to “enhance public confidence in responsible fine art dealing.” SLAD 

has approxim ately 100 mem bers, all o f whom  have signed an  undertaking to “observe 

high standards o f fair and honest dealing.” SLAD m em bership, while open to firms 

th roughout the U K  engaged in the trade o f the visual arts, is restricted to com panies 

“invited and vetted” by the Executive Committee.

SLAD represents the interests o f its m em bers in discussions with the governm ent and  

other professional bodies on issues concerning the art trade. These issues generally cover 

topics such as Droit de Suite,m  V A T legislation and regulations concerning the im port and

100 The nature and extent of SME owner/managers engaging in formal and informal networking are 
described in Chapter 2 (Lei and Slocum, 1992; Moller, 1992; Golden and Dollinger, 1993; Gibb, 1993; 
Gronroos, 1994; Ozcan, 1995; Webster, 1995; Mowery et al., 1996; Raymond and Bergeron, 1996; 
Rosenfeld, 1996; Auger and Gallaugher, 1997; Gummeson, 1997; Dean et a l ,  1997; Gimeno et a l ,  1997; 
Tikkanen, 1998; Achrol and Koder, 1999; Jeal and Wroe, 1999; Keeble et al., 1999; Miles et al., 1999; Dennis, 
2000; Overby and Min, 2000; 2001; Engsbo et al., 2001; Premaratne, 2001; O ’Donnell et a l ,  2001; Bar Nir 
and Smith, 2002).

101 The Droit de Suite aims to provide artists with a share of the revenue from sales of their work after the initial 
sale of that work to a dealer or other buyer. It is independent of droit moral - moral rights schemes - that are 
based on respect for the artist's creativity. The resale right provides that visual artists (or their estates) receive a 
royalty on the resale of artworks. That royalty is usually between 3% to 5% of the price of the work, with 
individual payments being made to copyright collecting societies on behalf of the artists. Some nations require 
galleries and dealers to pay 1% of their turnover into a special fund, while others base the royalty on the 
seller's profit rather than on the price of the work. The droit relates to public rather than private sales (eg. by 
dealers and auction houses rather than directly between private individuals), and only covers work above a 
specific (re)sale value.

The droit is concerned with the resale of physical entities (eg. canvas, a sculpture, a work on paper), and is 
independent of reproduction rights (ie. the artist's licensing of intellectual property for use in posters, books 
etc). Typically, artists sell the canvas, pigment or paper - the embodiment of their creativity - but retain the 
intellectual property. The droit allows artists (or their estates) to obtain a percentage of the price of the artwork 
when the embodiment is resold, sharing in the increase in value of the work over time.
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export o f artworks. SLAD also publishes a quarterly newsletter, a directory o f members, 

and inform ation sheets on “topics o f essential interest to the art trade.”

SLAD is a founder m em ber o f the British A rt M arket Federation (BAMF), which was 

established in 1996 to represent the interests o f the art trade as a whole in discussion with 

the governm ent and  other bodies. T he Society co-operates closely with T h e  British 

A ntique D ealer’s Association (BADA) and  the Association o f A rt and A ntique Dealers 

(LAPADA). SLAD is also a m em ber o f the Confederation Internationale des Negociants 

en Oeuvres d ’Art (CINOA) and the Federation o f European Art Galleries (FEAG).

In  addition, Berkeley Square Gallery “shows at m any o f the w orld’s best art fairs,” and 

exhibits annually at the 20/21  British Art Fair and The London Original Print Fair at the Royal 

Academy o f A rts.102

7.2.4 Perspectives on Government Policies and Initiatives

O sborne is Deputy C hairm an o f SLAD, which represents the interests o f  art traders as a 

whole in discussion with the governm ent and other bodies. Despite this exposure and 

experience, he claims to have been “completely oblivious” to SME-specific governm ent 

initiatives, policies and programmes before and during this research.103

W hen the researcher suggested to O sborne th a t perhaps funds from  a p art o f one 

(apparently  invisible) governm ent initiative could be spend on conducting either a 

workshop or series o f workshops, from  which m ore in-depth  inform ation could be 

generated from a num ber o f SM E ow ner/m anagers, he wholeheartedly agreed that such 

a w orkshop/series o f workshops would (likely) place SM E ow ner/m anagers in an arena

The droit lasts while a work is in copyright. It has been strongly opposed by UK galleries and auction houses 
on economic grounds, as they claim that it disadvantages artists by discouraging sales, on philosophical 
grounds as a social welfare measure unrelated to copyright, and on operational grounds as difficult to 
administer.

102 The benefits of SMEs engaging in formal and informal networking are comprehensively discussed in 
Chapter 2 (Lei and Slocum, 1992; Moller, 1992; Golden and Dollinger, 1993; Gibb, 1993; Gronroos, 1994; 
Ozcan, 1995; Webster, 1995; Mowery et al., 1996; Raymond and Bergeron, 1996; Rosenfeld, 1996; Auger 
and Gallaugher, 1997; Gummeson, 1997; Dean et al., 1997; Gimeno et al., 1997; Tikkanen, 1998; Achrol and 
Kotler, 1999; Jeal and Wroe, 1999; Keeble et al, 1999; Miles et al., 1999; Dennis, 2000; Overby and Min, 
2000; 2001; Engsbo et al., 2001; Premaratne, 2001; O ’Donnell et al., 2001; Bar Nir and Smith, 2002).

103 This issue is addressed in some detail in Chapter 4.

251



Chapter 7 -  Three In-Depth Case Studies

where they would be able to discuss the issues that concerned them in a m ore detailed and 

participative m anner than has previously been possible. As a result o f the inform ation 

that m ight come to light from such workshops, O sborne felt “absolutely sure” th a t policy 

m akers would likely be better informed, and therefore better equipped, to m eet the needs 

o f SM Es than they currently are.

In  a discussion with O sborne about what would encourage him to donate his time a n d /o r  

o ther resources to participate with the policy makers who want to serve his business, in 

order to generate m ore visible, appropriate and accessible policy initiatives for the benefit 

o f his business a n d /o r  industry, his answer was brief but emphatic: “money.”

7.2.5 Into the Future

O sborne is convinced that the internet has provided “unprecedented opportunities” for 

com m ercial cultural organisations to “shape their own destiny.” However, in o rder to 

harness these opportunities, O sborne feels that these organisations need to m ake the 

decision “to look beyond single short-term  online projects.” T he in ternet and  online 

databases offer the potential o f changing no t only the nature o f the relationship within 

and  between (for example) a commercial gallery and its clients, but also the very way in 

w hich such a gallery sees itself, sets its agenda, and operates. C ultural organisations, 

public and  com m ercial, have undoubtedly begun to m ake themselves m ore popular 

a n d /o r  accessible. Those with the power and the vision to put in place the initiatives to 

achieve the potential o f new technologies in shaping the future o f cultural organisations 

need to also exercise the persuasive skills that will undoubtedly be necessary to inspire 

w hat O sborne labels their “reticent peers” to proceed in positive e-business directions.

O sborne sees the biggest challenges to SMEs adopting and implementing e-business as:

• Establishing a brand nam e, as it is a “very powerful competitive advantage.”

• Determ ining a viable business model for the whole organisation.

• A scertain ing the “value d river” for custom ers from  the in te rn e t site (ie. 

personalised welcome, customer recommendations) and the source o f competitive 

advantage.
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• K eeping the website “fresh and different” and “continually working out how  to 

do it better.” H e admits, however that this takes “a lot o f time and m oney.”

• Being prepared to continually invest in innovation.

• M anaging the pace o f change.

• “Perfecting” back-office order fulfilment.

7.2.6 Postscript

In  Ju ly  2004, Berkeley Square Gallery m erged with Scolar Fine Art. T he two com panies 

had  collaborated extensively over the previous five years, principally on annual M odern 

British exhibitions. Osborne Samuel LLP is the successor company. T he two directors are 

Peter O sborne, who started Berkeley Square Gallery in 1988, and G ordon Samuel, who 

directed Scolar Fine A rt for five years and  had  previously been director o f the M ercury 

and R edfem  galleries.

H aving examined Berkeley Square Gallery’s experience o f adopting and im plem enting e- 

business, we turn  now to Davis & Co., the second o f the three in-depth U K  SM E case 

studies.

7.3 IN-DEPTH CASE STUDY -  DAVIS & CO.

Davis & Go. < www.davisco.net> is a London law firm that has been using “teleworking, 

contingent working and lean m anagem ent” since 1993, in conjunction with an online 

workflow extranet for legal services. Davis & Go. has no central office. N or does it have a 

set num ber o f lawyers in a traditional partnership. Instead, the firm leases a Regus office 

in the City for central calls and m eetings, and  the firm is structured as a teleworking 

operation that draws on the availability o f approxim ately 40 solo practitioners as and 

when they are needed. “We don’t w ant to m anage offices,” says C hristopher Davis, the 

firm ’s founder. “W e want to practice law.” Davis himself works from an office in his hom e 

in H am pstead, which bulges with com puter gadgetry.

Consultants at Davis & Co. necessarily rely heavily on technology to share inform ation. 

“Instead o f walking down the hall to a colleague’s office, they will use their phone, e-mail,
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intranet(s) and extranet(s) to com m unicate,” states Davis. T h e  firm ’s consultants and 

clients use a database o f the docum ents o f a case that all involved parties can access, and 

are linked by a  secure e-mail system, audio and conferencing facilities, fax, voicemail and 

phone. W hile most o ther lawyers in the City “are slaving away at their desks,” Davis 

insists h e ’s “cracked it.” Davis claims that, “if you have a laptop and a mobile phone, you 

can work from wherever you are in the world — as long as you have clients willing to play 

cyber-law.” 104 T he firm ’s clients range from “small businesses to m ulti-national corporate 

groups.” H e is proud o f the firm’s “rapid response” and “fast tu rnaround ,” and exudes 

enthusiasm  when noting that the firm is involved in projects in the U K , Eastern Europe, 

Malaysia, Australia, and New Zealand.

By operating  this m odel, the firm is able to avoid m any o f the “usual high costs” 

associated with traditional law firms. T he resulting savings are estim ated by Davis to be 

as high as 17% o f turnover per annum . Davis claims that these savings are passed directly 

onto clients, “with no service quality compromise.” Because overheads are low, the firm is 

able to charge clients ^ 2 0 0 -^ 3 0 0  per hour, com pared to the ^ 5 0 0 -^ 6 0 0  charged by 

m ajor City firms.105

D ue diligence for international mergers and acquisitions (M&A) transactions is the firm ’s 

specialty. Although Davis & Co. has a  particular strategic focus on IC T s and international 

M&A, the firm also advises on a wide range o f other areas.106 T he  due diligence exercise

104 The benefits of working more flexibly as a result of e-business adoption and implementation are explored 
in Chapters 2 and 3 and are recounted in Appendices A, B and C, in line with the findings of a number of 
researchers (who include: Sterne, 1996; Guthrie and Austin, 1996; Auger and Gallaugher, 1997; Ghosh, 
1998; Currie, 1998; Watson, et al., 1998; Evans and Wurster, 1999; Fraser et al., 2000; Timmers, 2000; 
Vescovi, 2000; Poon and Joseph, 2000; 2001; Reimenschneider and Mykytyn, 2000; Porter, 2001; Rayport 
andjaworski, 2001).

,os The dual benefits of reduced costs and increased efficiency arising as a result of adopting and 
implementing e-business are explored in Chapters 2 and 3 and in Appendices A and C, in line with the 
findings of a number of researchers (who include: Raymond and Bergeron, 1996; Abell and Limm, 1996; 
Angehrn, 1997; Auger and Gallaugher, 1997; Coccia, 1997; Kalakota and Whinston, 1997; Poon and 
Swatman, 1997a; 1997b; 1997c; Shapiro and Varian, 1998; Berg and Karttunen, 1998; Radstaak and 
Ketelaar, 1998; Gulledge and Sommer, 1998; Currie, 1998; APEC, 1999; Hawkins and Prencipe, 2000; 
Turban et al., 2000; Reimenschneider and Mykytyn, 2000; Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000; Poon and Joseph, 
2000; 2001; Raymond, 2001; Porter, 2001; Martin, 2001; Europmedia, 2001; Howarth, 2002; Quayle, 
2002a; 2002b; DTI, 2002a; 2002b; 2002c).

106 These areas of legal advice include: banking law, commercial law, competition/anti-trust law, compliance, 
computer/internet law, corporate law, corporate finance, data protection, due diligence, environmental law 
and risk management, health and safety, insolvency, insurance, intellectual property, international law, legal
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can uncover risks that enable the purchaser to negotiate down an acquisition price. “It is 

key to any M&A deal, and can bring in a hefty fee,” insists Davis. “I thought ‘this is a very 

good line o f business. W hat other work produces half a million pounds in two m onths?,’” 

he says.

Davis “ensures” that his firm “doesn’t ju s t take account” o f legal issues, bu t also that it 

takes “a wider perspective.” Due to the firm ’s experience o f “establishing new e-ventures” 

including “funding, acquiring in ternet com panies, and advising on launching online 

operations,” it has established “a track record .” Davis describes the firm as “an e- 

strategic adviser to governm ents, professional firms and  large businesses around  the 

w orld.” H e claims that “although all businesses depend on IT , m any businesses still find 

com puters baffling, and buying equipm ent and  services tends to be fraught with legal 

problem s as well as being expensive. T h a t’s where we come in.” Davis declares that, in 

addition to the firm ’s know-how in com puter-related aspects o f intellectual property (IP) 

law,” the firm is “well-versed in legal IT  m atters,” as its “distinctive application” o f IT  to 

legal practice dem onstrates. H e also claims that the firm has “a proven track record of 

dealing with com puter contracts o f all kinds, both for customers and for suppliers,” and 

that the organisation is “well qualified to assist in resolving disputes in this area.” 107

If  any m em ber o f the team  brings in a deal that needs staffing, Davis & Co. provides other 

lawyers to assist. T he philosophy is that, as the consultants have such a flexible lifestyle, 

they will be happy to work on the occasional project that requires a concentrated effort 

and thus long hours. But m uch o f the time, the arrangem ent enables them  to pursue other 

interests such as teaching, writing and time with their families. “These are people with an 

entrepreneurial spirit, who are sick o f corporate law firms,” Davis says. Peter Groves, for 

exam ple, w orked form erly w ith M anches, P ritchard  Englefield and  the CBI, and 

currently writes and lectures on IP  and IT  law as well as heading Davis & C o .’s IP  cases.

“T he absence o f a partnership structure and an acceptance from the beginning that staff 

are doing other things means that careers are not dam aged,” as they would likely be in

business risk assessments, litigation, local government, marine law, planning law, professional negligence, 
property issues, regulatory issues, reinsurance, taxation and trusts.

107 This is not in line with the usual experience of SMEs, according to the findings of research presented in 
Chapters 2 and 3.
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big law firms “which tend to have a  culture where you must give 110%.” From  Davis’s 

point o f view, it also m eans that specialists can be called on as and when they are needed. 

“W hy would we need a specialist on staff full-time when we could have him or her on 

call?,” he asks. Davis compares the structure o f the firm to “a spiral: near the middle are 

lawyers with their own specialist practices who need to call on the services o f o ther 

experts, while at the outer end are people, such as data protection specialists, who are 

used only occasionally.”

Born in New Zealand, and qualified in both Australia and the U K , Davis started his 

career at N ZI Life, the largest life insurance com pany in New Zealand. H e worked his 

way up to  becom e com pany secretary. In his late twenties, he m oved to a small 

conglom erate called T he Owens G roup. T here, he worked with “an entrepreneurial 

ow ner who was always buying and selling companies.” From  these jobs, Davis developed 

skills in “risk assessment for purchasers involved in international M&A.” In 1989, at the 

age o f  30, Davis m oved to E ngland to work for M cK enna & Co. (now C am eron 

M cK enna) as head o f its specialist due diligence departm ent. After two years, Davis 

decided that “life in an established law firm wasn’t for” him. T he culture o f a law firm is 

very different to working in-house, and he “was used to a corporate environm ent with a 

central strategy that the entire organisation would push towards.” H e left to become the 

head lawyer at the insurance group GFA, doing work for the U K  mortgage lenders Eagle 

Star and  Abbey National, advising them  on their indem nity policies and  disputes with 

mortgage indem nity insurers.

In 1993, he launched Davis & Go. “W hen I started, it was just me, but I w anted to be a 

full-service law firm,” Davis says. “The only question was how to do that w ithout a large 

capital expenditure?” Consequently, Davis formed a “virtual” law firm. H e explains that 

“the concept was that we would have relationships with specialist lawyers who were 

practicing on their own or in very small practices.” W hen he first worked at M cK enna & 

Co. as head o f due diligence, Davis found it frustrating that accountants and  lawyers 

conducted separate investigations instead o f sharing relevant information. Accordingly, he 

designed online extranet deal rooms for Davis & Co. H e proudly claims that he “pushed 

the deal room  idea to clients six years before Allen & Overy got round to it.”
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Davis & Go. has won a num ber o f awards, including the 1997 BT W ork Sm arter A ward 

(a national aw ard for the best use o f IT  in business) and the 1998 H ifal/L aw yer Awards 

Bronze Award (for the Best Use o f IT). T he firm was a finalist in the 1998 Legal Business 

Awards (for the M ost Entrepreneurial Law Firm) and in the 1997 H ifal/L aw yer Awards 

(for the Best Use o f IT).

7.3.1 Key e-Business Adoption Drivers

Davis “capitalised on the explosion o f sole practitioners,” which was a growing trend  

throughout the 1990s.108 H e found that there were “a lot” o f lawyers who had worked at 

large City firms who had left to work on a m ore flexible basis. A lthough m any traditional 

law firms are adding teleworking to their existing structure, “there is often so m uch 

conflict between work and personal life that people are ju st falling out o f the profession,” 

claims Davis. “W e w anted to take advantage o f this portfolio-working m ovem ent,” says 

Davis. “Some of them  m ight have had  one client; others worked as consultants to law 

firms for a while. T hey were all looking for an environm ent w here you d o n ’t have to 

travel to an office, w here you can work when it suits you, and you can pursue o ther 

interests and activities,” he says. Davis is sure that in the future there will be a greater shift 

to a “contingent work force with a portfolio of jobs.”

Originally, Davis built up a team  to work on deals from the clients he was advising on 

credit risk insurance. “But increasingly, we asked people to bring us their client following. 

In  return we provide them  with an um brella that looks after the bureaucratic regulatory 

requirem ents, such as professional indemnity and accounting,” he says.

Davis, from the outset, adopted the view that his firm ’s “highly skilled personnel” should 

be able to “use time in the most effective way possible.” A lthough the firm conducts a 

traditional one-to-one service for its clients, its consultants “conduct business whenever 

and wherever they need to without having to travel to a set place each day -  they are free 

to operate as required, and to be linked with each other and  their clients electronically.” 

Davis claims that “people can operate from anywhere through online and netw orked 

systems.” H e believes that the days o f “simply providing answers only to legal questions”

108 In 2000, 41.7% of all law firms were sole practices, while a further 41.5% were practices of two to four 
partners (The Law Society, 2000).

257



Chapter 7 — Three In-Depth Case Studies

are num bered. Accordingly, the firm “couples traditional one-to-one legal advice with 

online legal system solutions,” according to Davis. “W e not only m anage our clients’ legal 

affairs, b u t also offer intelligent solutions for integrating the m anagem ent o f  legal issues 

in to  w orking practices.” W herever possible, the firm ’s approach  is to “build  legal 

processes, docum entation and guidance systems into a client organisation’s operations” in 

order to “ensure consistency and reduce risk.” In  Davis’ experience, leading corporations 

find it necessary to have one unified com m unications system that “encapsulates their 

workflow and enables them  to link to their external partners and clients.”

“T hrough  in ternet and extranet facilities,” Davis claims, “everyone can operate on a 

com m on IT  platform , sharing knowledge with colleagues outside an  o rgan isa tion .” 

C onvinced that “new business paradigm s are em erging,” the m odel for Davis & C o .’s 

business services is founded on the premise that, as organisations around the world move 

to a central operating platform, legal m anagem ent can -  and should -  be integrated into 

th a t platform , in m uch the same way as financial m anagem ent often is. In  o rd er to 

provide m any o f these services, Davis & Co. operates in partnership with Lexfutura, a 

“global source for intelligent systems and strategic leadership in the law ,” according to 

Davis. Together, the two organisations give advice on building websites th a t will offer 

these services to smaller law firms that can’t com pete with huge legal firms like Linklaters 

and Allen & O very, which are able to “spend millions.” Davis & C o .’s architecture is 

provided by M artindale-Hubbell, the online legal directory.

In 2000, Davis & Co. also formed an alliance with Globalhelm , an e-solutions provider. 

T h e  two organisations work in close association to develop strategies and  to provide 

solutions in the areas o f e-business, knowledge m anagem ent and IT . “Strategic advice on 

business models for developing products online is scarce,” says Davis.109 T ogether, they 

advise large com panies on solutions to developing e-business and  on in tegrating legal 

systems into workflow processes.

7.3.2 D evelopm ent and Operational Issues

Davis & Co. has m anaged the due diligence on deals as large as the £1 .1  bn purchase o f

109 This is in line with findings presented in Chapter 3.
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C itibank loans by Britannia Building Society, where lawyers and the com pany’s directors 

w ere linked by a secure e-m ail system, an  online update o f the work, audio  and 

conferencing facilities, fax, and voicemail. “C hristopher pulled together a first-class team, 

ju s t as any other senior or m anaging partner would do, to enable us to work through, 

negotiate and prepare a morass o f docum ents,” claims C raig W eir (currently at K PM G  

an d  form erly controller o f m ortgage insurance and custom er services at Britannia). 

“Because there were groups o f lawyers em ployed by the vendor and also by ourselves, it 

would have been impossible to consistently m eet up at one site. I needed someone flexible 

enough to go wherever they were needed, whenever they were needed. Davis set up a 

project facility at short notice, and it worked as well as any legal firm I have ever worked 

w ith,” W eir insists.

M ore recently, Davis & Co. was hired by a m ajor law firm that needed to assemble a due 

diligence team  beyond its resources in a short period o f time. “W e were approached on a 

Friday afternoon at 5pm by a large law firm in London that was advising a client buying 

an e-com m erce business,” Davis recalls. “They were looking for assistance, and wanted to 

outsource the specialised e-commerce due diligence to us. I was able to pull together an 

experienced team  o f ten lawyers that evening. I t’s basically a m atter o f building an ad hoc 

team . In  any other law firm, you build those team s with people you d o n ’t know from 

within a pool o f people who have been centrally vetted. W e do it exactly the same way.” 

In practice, the idea is that the client doesn’t know the difference. “W e operate with 

clients as a law firm ,” says Davis. “T o  them , our in ternal m achinery is pretty  m uch 

invisible. They call a central office and get put through to a lawyer who is presented as a 

representative o f the firm, just as they would with any other law firm.”

Flexible working utilising internet and m obile technologies can radically transform  the 

way companies operate, providing more freedom and  greater job  satisfaction am ong staff, 

reducing  overheads, and boosting individual and  com pany perform ance. “Flexible 

working has worked for us. Period,” states Davis emphatically.110

110 While technology is the enabler, flexible working is really about evaluating working practices in the light of 
these technologies, and changing those practices to gain advantage. Flexible working with internet and mobile 
technologies enables people to work from home or at any other location while remaining in touch with 
customers and colleagues via technology, such as WAP, messaging services, voiceover IP and internet-enabled 
call centres, a laptop and mobile phone. Organisations are increasingly turning to flexible working to cut 
overheads and to meet the demands of an increasingly mobile workforce (Teleworking Association, 2000).
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But the virtual system has its drawbacks, one o f w hich is the inability to leverage 

assistants. U nder Law Society rules, any solicitor qualified for three years o r less m ust 

work in a law office that is open to the public for the purposes of supervision. Davis & Co. 

“gets around” this rule by only employing senior lawyers.

H aving decided to incorporate an open architecture, Davis recognised that in o rder for 

the firm ’s lawyers to have the specialist knowledge its clients require, they would all need 

to be working at partner level. Davis boasts that in this way, clients receive “high-quality 

advice.” M any Davis & Co. lawyers have held senior m anagem ent positions in com m erce 

and  industry, which enables them  to offer “a commercial view alongside a legal one,” and 

to thereby provide “a more comprehensive, concise and focused level o f service.” Davis is 

adam an t th a t the firm brings not only experience, b u t also “highly specialised niche 

m arket knowledge.”

W hen asked how he controls quality, Davis responds that “it’s all in the recruitm ent, in 

the selection. Ideally, the lawyers come from a  large City firm, with a lot o f experience. 

T h a t’s the key to it.” But without any central perform ance review, he acknowledges that it 

is “not easy” to m onitor the quality o f work being perform ed. A nother disadvantage o f 

the virtual-only m ethod is that there is no on-the-job training. F urtherm ore, since the 

lawyers do n ’t know each other (personally) very well, it can prove difficult to develop 

institutional loyalty. “I worked very closely with another corporate lawyer on a deal for a 

biotech start-up client, and I’ve still never m et him ,” recalls Groves.

A nother disadvantage o f flexible working is the lack o f a collegiate atm osphere, where 

inform ation and evaluations are exchanged constantly. “Obviously you’re losing esprit de 

corps and com m unication if you’re in a different room ,” says Davis. “T he  question is, 

when people are in a mobile working situation, how do you acquire that?” Davis tries to

Introduced correctly and with the appropriate technology, flexible working can increase flexibility and reduce 
stress. Teleworking can enable employees to work more flexibly and effectively, and companies typically 
achieve increases in individual productivity. Additional benefits can include lower office and travel overheads, 
higher morale and increased productivity. A survey of NatWest Bank managers found a 20% increase in 
productivity on the days when they were teleworking (Teleworking Association, 2000).

However, there is a risk with flexible working that people may end up working longer hours, become more 
stressed, and feel cut off from their colleagues. Some people prefer the social hub of an office and are unsuited 
to working from home -  it is simply not the way they want -  or are able -  to work. Flexible working should 
therefore be introduced in a systematic and culturally sensitive way if it is to be effective (Teleworking 
Association, 2000).
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overcom e this by greater use o f the phone, e-mails, bulletin boards and by providing 

forums for specialists. This constant use of technology “keeps the lawyers up to speed” for 

the extranets that Davis & Co. uses in its project m anagem ent of m ulti-jurisdictional 

acquisitions. This is “a big competitive advantage” in a profession that is still “paddling 

only at the shallowest edge of modern technology,” claims Davis. That said, however, few 

M&A partners “in the big City firms” would “feel comfortable getting involved in the 

business side of an acquisition if it was done by computer,” according to Davis.

Davis & Co. is an incorporated business, not a traditional legal partnership. In keeping 

with the firm’s incorporation, Davis is the Chief Executive, not a senior partner. He is 

adam ant that being a company “is more than cosmetic. The person who brings in a job  

will receive 10% of the fee,” says Davis. “Those who work on the m atter typically receive 

65%  of the time charged, and the firm receives the remaining 25%,” he claims. “T hat 

essentially means that the profit margin is 75%. Therefore, we can remunerate personnel 

in a different way. If a trainee brings work into a traditional firm, the partner gets all the 

benefit. We can give a bonus in the same way a company can. More importantly, we can 

accurately measure and reword input,” he states.

Davis claims that the firm’s improvements in “managing the transaction process” have 

resulted in “quantifiable bottom-line benefits.” For example, as a result o f the firm ’s 

“more effective due diligence process,” he believes that the integration o f the target goals 

with business practices “combine to increase the long-term success of each transaction.” 

These benefits are presented in Table 7.1.

T raditional Approach D avis & C o .’s Approach B enefits o f  D avis & C o .’s  
Approach

• D o c u m e n ts  f ro m  
T a rg e t a re  kept in 
p a p e r  fo rm , w ith  
lim ite d  c irc u la tio n  
betw een te am s /tea m  
members.

• All d o cu m en ts  co llec ted  
from  T arg e t are scanned  
into a  central com puter and 
m a d e  a v a ila b le  in an  
Electronic Deal Room  to all 
d u e  d ilig en ce  ad v ise rs , 
in ternal personnel and  the 
negotiation team.

• Inform ation requested from 
the Seller is tracked on an 
ongoing basis and  gaps in 
docum entation are routinely 
rectified.

• T he Buyer's team s all work 
from the same inform ation 
b a se , im p ro v in g  th e ir  
analysis.

• D o c u m e n ta tio n  can  be 
accessed from anyw here in 
the w orld as soon as it is 
obtained from Target.

• D ocum ents are  p o rtab le , 
and available for reference 
in negotiation m eetings or 
for reading while traveling.

261



C hapter 7 -  T hree In-D epth C ase Studies

T raditional Approach D avis & C o.’s Approach B enefits o f  D avis & C o .’s  
Approach

• L ittle, if any, on-line 
com munication.

• E s ta b l is h m e n t  o f  an  
E lectron ic D eal R oom  to 
w hich  th e  B uyer's due 
diligence advisers, in ternal 
p e r s o n n e l  a n d  th e  
nego tia tion  team  are  all 
connected.

• Buyer's project m anager can 
co -o rd inate all the team s 
m o r e  e f f ec t i v e ly ,  by  
p u b l i s h i n g  ta sks  a n d  
timeframes daily online.

• D ue diligence team s can 
com m unicate spontaneously 
a n d  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  
wherever they are located - 
this is particularly beneficial 
f o r  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  
transactions.

• Due diligence exercise 
is often undertaken as 
a n  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  
chore.

• Due diligence is viewed as a 
strategic operation , driven 
by clearly defined objectives.

• A sce rta in s  w h e t h e r  the 
B u y e r  s i m p l y  se eks  
protection against acquiring 
hidden problems, or if there 
is also an agenda to reduce 
the purchase price through 
active investigation.

• From  the outset, the Buyer 
defines the d ep th  o f the 
process an d  nego tia tes a 
purchase th a t reflects the 
desired terms and attitude to 
risk.

• D u e  d i l i g en c e  is 
ma inly  han d l ed  by 
ju n i o r  law yers and  
trainees.

• Due diligence is handled by 
experienced and specialised 
senior lawyers, at sim ilar 
rates to the more jun io r staff 
often  assigned  by o the r  
firms.

• In-depth analysis, employing 
the experience and intuition 
of senior lawyers.

• L a w y e rs  r ely  on 
s u b m i t t i n g  w r i t t e n  
questions to  T a rg e t 
and  receiving written 
responses prepared by 
Seller’s lawyers.

• T a r g e t  p e r s o n n e l  a r e  
interviewed face-to-face and 
docum entation is collected in 
personal meetings.

• H igher quality d a ta  can be 
more speedily obtained.

• M inim al collaboration 
with Buyer's external 
advisers and  in ternal 
due diligence teams.

• T h e  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  is 
dovetailed with all advisers 
and due diligence teams.

• Avoids gaps and  overlaps 
betw een  d i f fe ren t  t e am  
members a n d /o r  teams.

• Information staying between 
team s improves the overall 
analysis, reduces time frames 
and increases cost efficiency.

• L im ited developm ent 
o f the due diligence 
process, which is seen 
as “an art rather than 
a science.”

• D ed ic a ted  due d iligence 
departm ent.

• Buyer's negotiation team  is 
supplied with com m ercially 
f o c u s e d  f a c t s ,  w i t h  
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  on  
concessions to be sought in 
problem areas.

Table 7.1 — The benefits o f Davis & C o.’s approach
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Davis & Go. integrates workflow processes onto single platforms, thereby m arrying its 

legal knowledge with technology. The firm does this by:

• Integrating the m anagem ent o f legal issues into a client’s existing autom ated 

workflow systems.

• Providing workflow platforms for legal activities.

• Delivering information to clients through these systems.

These systems are supported and com plimented with “one-on-one” legal advice. The 

firm’s method o f legal guidance delivery is illustrated in Figure 7.2.

F ig u re  7 .2  -  D a v is  & C o .’s  m e th o d  o f  le g a l  g u id a n c e  d e liv e r y

The traditional m ethod of providing legal advice in “one-on-one” meetings is im portant

However, in other cases it can prove to be an expensive and inefficient m ethod of 

delivering legal guidance to larger operations. Systems can be developed that provide 

legal guidance to everyone involved within an organisation who has access to a com puter 

screen, whether or not they are located inside the organisation’s premises. This ensures 

thoroughness and consistency in managing legal risks and in optimising an organisation’s 

legal affairs. W here “one-on-one” advice is provided, Davis & Co. aims to improve the

LEGAL GUIDANCE PYRAMID
A New Model for Legal Management in the Information Age

Organisation's 
legal management 
improves

Personal
Advice

e-Legal
Knowledge

e-Legai
Platforms

e-Legal Integration

where analysis beyond the capabilities o f systems is required,” according to Davis.
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“efficiency and  effectiveness o f the in terface” with their client(s) and  o ther advisers 

through the use o f an “e-clientroom .” T he firm seeks to assist its clients to integrate their 

IG T  systems to provide one single workflow process. These systems are increasingly being 

linked to their suppliers, customers and other business partners. O ther functions (such as 

procurem ent, finance and sales, production and legal issues) can be built into this process, 

which enables:

• T he legal relations created in every transaction to be checked for acceptability, 

docum ented, agreed and stored for future analysis and follow-up.

• Com pliance with regulatory requirem ents to be autom ated (where possible) and 

drawn to the attention o f personnel in the course o f their work.

• Assets to be protected (ie. intellectual capital such as software program m es, brand

names and trade secrets).

• Knowledge o f legal aspects to be captured, stored and published for sharing.

• Risks such as fraud and negligence to be managed.

Davis & Co. applies its com bination o f legal knowledge and  leading edge technology to 

build the m anagem ent of legal issues into workflow processes. For those activities that 

require a high degree o f legal involvement, it m ay be necessary to develop a workflow 

platform  for that activity. These platforms enable the firm ’s lawyers, their in-house clients 

and other advisors to work under the same “virtual” roof irrespective o f their location. 

How ever, according to Davis, most o f these systems “are like em pty offices, w ith no 

personnel or information to guide them .” T he legal workflow platform employed by the 

firm  includes guidance and inform ation, delivered on a personalised basis w ithin the 

context o f each individual’s activities and with relevance to their experience. T he features 

o f the firm ’s legal workflow platforms include:

• Case m anagem ent (including tracking and status reporting).

• Task m anagem ent.

• E lectronic bulletin boards (where inform ation can be posted for o ther team

m em bers to read  discussion forum s, enabling  spontaneous com m unication 

between team  members despite their geographical separation).

• D ocum ent management.

264



Chapter 7 -  Three In-Depth Case Studies

• O nline storage and retrieval o f files or e-archives.

• Internet-based legal docum ent drafting.

• Search facilities.

Davis & Co. offers the option o f legal workflow platforms to be hosted either on the firm’s 

server, on the client’s server, or by a th ird  party . These workflow platform s provide 

im proved co-ordination of, and collaboration with, clients and external advisers. They 

also enable all parties to share the same data, inform ation and knowledge, while the 

guidance built into the system “ensures a consistent approach.”

W ithin the systems Davis & Co. provides, a range o f content can be m ade available to 

clients, including:

• Legal guidance from established textbooks.

• Docum ent precedents.

• O n-line databases containing inform ation on a wide range o f topics including 

legal, economic, political and financial matters.

W henever a legal m atter arises, advice, correspondence and  docum entation will be 

generated. T he associated activities are recorded for access by those involved in the case. 

O th er relevant inform ation (such as a rolling record o f time charged by advisers) is also 

m ade available. W hen an organisation prepares the same type of docum ent regularly, the 

efficiencies and effectiveness o f this process can be improved greatly by the use o f this kind 

o f docum ent assembly, whereby the docum ent drafting process is autom ated (examples 

include em ploym ent docum entation and  bank  loan docum entation). Initially, each 

standard  tem plate is loaded with the knowledge o f the author. These tem plates are 

supplem ented  as tim e goes on by users who publish additional inform ation  and 

perm utations, usually via a m ediator. In this way, organisational knowledge is captured 

w ithin the docum entation system, ra th er than  being lost w hen personnel leave the 

organisation.111 T he firm generates or acquires this data  in association with its partners, 

and then connects it to either the client’s existing systems, to the legal workflow platform,

111 This recognition of the value of organisational knowledge retention is line with findings presented in 
Chapter 3 and echoes the (hard-earned) experience of the previously detailed case organisation, Berkeley 
Square Gallery.
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or to the “e-client room .”

Davis believes th a t “the only way” organisations can build and  sustain com petitive 

advantage is by creating knowledge “m ore rapidly” than  their com petitors do. H e is 

adam ant that the creation o f knowledge “depends upon” organisational learning, and that 

the organisations that learn m ore rapidly than others do so “on the basis o f their learning 

context o r social architecture, their structure and their infrastructure.” H e stresses that, 

w hereas the 1990s “saw the rise o f benchm ark ing” as a process th ro u g h  which 

organisational perform ance could be im proved, it is now clear th a t “im provem ent 

th rough im itation does not deliver competitive edge.” 112 Davis believes that superior 

perform ance can only arise through unique knowledge that depends on the developm ent 

o f  a social arch itecture , structure and  infrastructure unique to th a t organisation. 

Accordingly, Davis & Go. develops a strategy and provides a solution that is unique to 

each client and “precisely fits” their requirem ents.113

W hilst the technical aspects o f knowledge creation are im portant, Davis feels that the 

socio-technological perspective is a key com ponent for the successful developm ent o f an 

o rg an isa tio n ’s learn ing  ab ility .114 R ecogn ising  the im p o rtan ce  o f  h u m an  an d  

organisational factors, Davis & Co. provides “an integrated approach” to diagnose each 

client organisation’s learning capacity, and to design an organisational transform ation 

process to effectively deliver knowledge creation and  organisational learning. This, 

according to Davis, creates “superior perform ance through innovation,” and delivers 

com petitive advantage through innovation and  transform ation ra ther than  providing 

“m inor perform ance improvements through an imitation o f best practice.” Davis & C o.’s 

typical approach in this area involves:

• Organisational diagnosis -  understanding  the client organisation’s com petitive 

position, knowledge assets and capacity for knowledge creation, and identifying

112 Research on the strategic importance of knowledge creation and retention is presented in Chapter 3. The 
desire to retain knowledge is recounted as a primary driver to e-business adoption in Appendices A and C.

113 The ability of being able to “personalise” and uniquely target products and services to potential and 
existing clients as a competitive driver of benefits arising from e-business adoption and implementation is 
presented in Chapter 3 and Appendix A.

114 Knowledge has been shown to be a primary source of competitive advantage. Findings on developing 
organisational learning ability are presented in Chapter 3.
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the key performance drivers required to achieve the organisation’s goals.

• Developing the organisational learning context -  identifying an d  developing  the 

organisational and hum an resource developm ents required  in term s o f social 

architecture, structure, infrastructure, and  developm ent interventions so as to 

transform  organisational learning and  the rate o f knowledge creation within the 

client organisation.

Y et Davis considers that the firm ’s “biggest problem ” is that, while it has established a 

flair for the cost-saving uses o f technology, its clients don’t yet fully appreciate o r capitalise 

on them . Davis claims that in-house lawyers and m anagers persistently identify m anaging 

masses o f disclosed docum ents as a problem . In order to com bat this, w herever it is 

appropriate to do so, the firm scans disclosed docum ents onto disk instead o f circulating 

them  in paper bundles. In  Davis’ experience, this makes the material easier to find and to 

handle by in-house personnel and advisers, as well as making it portable for referencing at 

meetings or whilst traveling. For international transactions, disclosed docum ents are also 

available on-line, thereby avoiding the delays o f international deliveries.

7.3.3 Networks and Alliances

Davis is a regular contributor to the journals International Company, Commercial Law Review 

and Company Lawyer. H e sits on the boards o f Amicus Curiae (the jou rnal o f the Institute o f 

Advanced Legal Studies) and the G LT jou rnal Due Diligence. H e is also a m em ber o f the 

T echnical C om m ittee on Law and  Technology for the In ternational Association o f 

Science and Technology for Development (IASTD).

Davis recognises and freely admits that his firm “could not exist” w ithout its form al and 

informal networks and alliances.115 Indeed, the firm ’s services are delivered in partnership 

with M artindale-Hubbell, Globalhelm and Lexfutura. And (as has been explained) Davis

115 The benefits of SMEs engaging in formal and informed networking are discussed in Chapter 2 (Lei and 
Slocum, 1992; Moller, 1992; Golden and Dollinger, 1993; Gibb, 1993; Gronroos, 1994; Ozcan, 1995; 
Webster, 1995; Mowery et al., 1996; Raymond and Bergeron, 1996; Rosenfeld, 1996; Auger and Gallaugher, 
1997; Gummeson, 1997; Dean et al., 1997; Gimeno et al., 1997; Tikkanen, 1998; Achrol and Kotler, 1999; 

Jeal and Wroe, 1999; Keeble et al., 1999; Miles et al., 1999; Dennis, 2000; Overby and Min, 2000; 2001; 
Engsbo et al., 2001; Premaratne, 2001; O ’Donnell et al., 2001; Bar Nir and Smith, 2002).
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founded the firm by developing relationships with specialist lawyers who were working 

either on their own or in very small practices. Originally, he built a team  o f consultants to 

w ork on deals from  the clients he was advising on credit risk insurance, b u t he 

increasingly encouraged them  to bring their own cases and clients to the firm, for the 

m utual benefit o f all concerned.

Similarly, Davis deals with the economic and legislative changes, economic concerns and 

(some m easure of) political uncertain ty  w hen doing business in C entral and  E astern  

E urope through the firm ’s networks an d  alliances.116 Davis & Co. addresses these 

challenges by:

• Its “inside knowledge” o f those m arkets (secured through associations with the 

m ajor local law firms).

• Expatriate English lawyers with substantial, long-term local experience.

• Utilising high-level contacts in the govemment(s) and local business communities.

• Its own “e-com m unications system,” which Davis believes provides “a distinct 

com petitive edge” for clients in these m arkets, as it “supercedes p o o r local 

telecommunications.” 117

7.3.4 Perspectives on Government Policies and Initiatives

Davis insists th a t while the firm “takes full account” o f the constraints im posed by 

competition laws in the U K  and the EU , and advises clients on financial and V A T-related 

regulations, it is otherwise “completely unaw are” o f relevant laws, regulations, policies 

and  initiatives. Davis is uncharacteristically sheepish as he adm its that, during  the

116 The traditional challenges SMEs faced when operating in foreign jurisdictions are examined in Chapter 2 
(Dicht et al., 1990; Devins, 1994; Hamill and Gregory 1997; Boter and Holmquist, 1997; Gankema et al., 
1997; Poon and Swatman, 1997a; Julien et al., 1997; Watson et al., 1997; Bennett, 1997; 1998; Kandasaami, 
1998; Zimmerman and Mathiesen, 1998; Hornby et al., 2002).

117 As presented in Chapter 2, Davis & Co.’s experience confirms the findings of Jarratt (1998), Keeble et al. 
(1999), Overby and Min (2000) and others, concerning alliances and networks providing SMEs with a higher 
and more stable flow of information and resources. Davis’ networking prowess in entering operations in 
foreign markets supersedes the findings of researchers (Dicht et al., 1990; Devins, 1994; Hamill and Gregor, 
1997; Poon and Swatman, 1997a; Julien et al., 1997) regarding SMEs facing internal and external obstacles 
when attempting to do so. The firm’s experience is not, however, in accordance with Bennett (1997; 1998), 
whose research showed that businesses that trade online felt less physical distance from foreign markets. 
Findings regarding obtaining foreign representation when conducting businesses abroad are also presented in 
Chapter 2 (Boter and Holmquist, 1997; Gankema et al., 1997; Bennett, 1998; Hornby et al., 2002).
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research fieldwork period, he did not know “anything at all” about EU  or U K  policies, 

initiatives and program m es generated to either stimulate SMEs generally, or to prom ote 

their adoption and im plem entation o f e-business specifically. These policies, initiatives 

an d  program m es “simply did not register on the radar” at the time Davis founded the 

com pany, and he claims to have rem ained “oblivious” to them  since.118

W hen the researcher suggested to Davis that perhaps funds from a part o f one (apparently 

invisible) governm ent initiative could be spent on conducting either a workshop o r series 

o f workshops, from which m ore in-depth inform ation could be generated from a num ber 

o f  SM E ow ner/m anagers, he w holeheartedly agreed that such a w orkshop/series o f 

workshops would (likely) place SM E ow ner/m anagers in circumstances where they would 

be able to discuss the issues that concerned them  in a m ore “w holeheartedly” participative 

m anner than has previously been possible. As a result o f the information that m ight come 

to light from such workshops, Davis felt “positive” that policy m akers would likely be 

better informed, and therefore better equipped, to generate relevant and visible policies to 

m eet the needs o f SMEs, and to encourage them  to adopt and implement e-business.

W hen asked what would be likely to encourage him  to donate his time a n d /o r  resources 

to collaborate with the policy makers who aim to serve his business, in order th a t m ore 

visible, appropriate and accessible policy initiatives can be generated for the benefit o f his 

business a n d /o r  industry, Davis replied th a t he would be “m ore than  p rep ared ” to 

participate “for a  set period o f time” and that he would view it as a “pro-bono service.” 

How ever, he understands that m any o ther SM E ow ner/m anagers would no t be in a 

position to be able to do so without being paid, and therefore that a financial incentive 

would be “a great idea.”

“W hy hasn’t anyone done it yet?,” he asked incredulously.

7.3.5 Into the Future

Davis & Co. is a law firm that uses technology as a tool to “carve out a place in 

m ainstream  corporate law.” Davis believes that technology “is now a  key driver for

118 This issue is addressed in some detail in Chapter 4.3.
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success in m any areas o f the law,” and that e-business is “moving the goalposts for how 

we m eet and transact with clients. Firms are responding to client pressure for extranets 

and the trend  towards legal websites that provide transactability.” In Davis & C o., “the 

accountants, the lawyers and the purchaser all integrate their review from the beginning,” 

Davis claims. “T hey  share data, work in m ulti-disciplinary teams, and  the d a ta  and 

analysis are available online as it is being generated.”

T he greatest disadvantage for Davis & Co. appears to be that its clients do not yet take 

full advantage o f the technology available to them . Davis admits that the firm ’s clients 

“tend to limit online use to com m unicating by e-mail and perhaps reading versions o f 

contracts.” In fact, relatively few o f the firm ’s clients have taken advantage even o f the 

opportunity to scan and update all docum ents onto a central site. “In actual fact, the cost 

o f scanning and posting once is 15 times less expensive than  photocopying,” says Davis. 

“But people still see it as an extra logistical exercise and cost.”

Nonetheless, Davis & Co. has proven itself able to successfully draw  together team s to 

collaborate on their clients’ cases -  in m any cases almost exclusively virtually -  by having 

thoroughly em braced e-business.119 Davis remains undaunted by the fact that the supply 

o f technological advances exceeds the current dem and. Looking ahead, he plans to focus 

“more and m ore on technology and e-business.”

Davis believes that the “virtual law firm ” he founded is “definitely ahead  o f its tim e.” 

Although he is “always looking to and building for” the future, strategic planning is not 

formally structured o r presented in the firm. However, Davis is convinced that, in the 

future, “any service that can be autom ated, will be.” H e is confident that lawyers will 

take instructions and payments online, and that all inform ation and docum ents needed to 

close a transaction o r docum ent litigation will be accessible via online client deal room s 

and case rooms.

Davis believes that the biggest challenges facing SMEs utilising e-business adoption and 

implementation are:

119 Such benefits of e-business adoption and implementation are explored in detail in Chapter 3 and in 
Appendices A and C.
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• Generating revenue, becoming profitable and growing.

• Building a  market.

• Custom er fulfilment (actually providing the size and range o f products to exceed 

client expectations).

• Supply “rem ains a constant challenge,” as distribution channels are “still not 

reliable.”

H aving exam ined the e-business adoption and im plem entation experiences o f Berkeley 

Square G allery and  Davis & Co., we turn  now to Lobster, the online gourm et food 

provider, which is the third and final U K  SM E case study to be recounted in-depth.

7.4 IN-DEPTH CASE STUDY -  LOBSTER

L obster < www .lobster.co.uk> caters to a sophisticated gourm et food niche m arket. 

L aunched  in early D ecem ber 1999, at the height o f the in ternet boom , Lobster is 

essentially an online delicatessen for custom ers possessing a discerning palate. T he 

com pany focuses on delivering products that one could never find stocked in a typical 

superm arket or local delicatessen to customers who either do not have the time or are not 

in the vicinity o f a shop selling (for example) Iranian caviar or freshly cooked lobsters, but 

w ant them . In so doing, Lobster hopes to transform  the way people buy gourm et food 

and  fine wines -  indeed, it aims to become “the gastronom e’s virtual answer” and “the 

H arro d ’s Food Hall o f Cyberspace.” 120

Lobster is privately owned, and was earning an annual revenue “in the mid-six figures” by 

2001. D uring the fieldwork period, Lobster employed three full-time and four part-tim e 

p erm an en t staff, outsourcing additional resources as and  w hen they w ere needed. 

Lobster’s founder and M anaging D irector, Alex Fitzgibbons, insists th a t the com pany

120 This is in line with the findings of research presented in Chapters 2 and 3 and in Appendices A and C 
regarding e-business enabling small operators to:

• Exercise new business models in established markets - (APEC, 1999; Timmers, 2000; Rayport and Jaworski, 
2001).

• Compete with larger organisations - (Guthrie and Austin, 1996; Watson et al., 1998; Turban et al., 2000).
• Operate a niche business whilst obtaining access to a wider customer pool than would otherwise be the case - (Sterne, 

1996; Abell and Lim, 1996; Coccia, 1997; Kalakota and Whinston, 1997; Lawrence, 1997; Bennett, 
1997; 1998; Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1999a; 1999b; Puhakainen and Brannback, 1998; 
Kalakota and Robinson, 1999; Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000; Reimenschneider and Mykytyn, 2000; 
Turban et al., 2000; Lee, 2001; Phan, 2001; Wilson, 2001; Daniel and Wilson, 2002; Power and 
Sohal, 2002; Windrum et al., 2003; Windrum, 2004; Windrum and Berrenger, 2004).
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provides its custom ers with “better personal service than  they could ever expect to 

experience in a shop.” Accordingly, Lobster will search for specifically requested products 

on behalf o f its customers, and offers same-day delivery in London, and next-day delivery 

throughout the UK.

Because it sells high-quality foodstuffs that customers can neither see, smell nor examine, 

L obster is presented with disadvantages that o ther online retailers are not subject to. 

How ever, it has an advantage over offline gourm et delicatessens, as they will invariably 

have m ore wastage than  Lobster, which is able to order stock daily to fulfil its o rders.121 

T he  key business transaction drivers, according to Fitzgibbons, are “the products, the IT , 

and  the fulfilment procedure." T he products -  the food — must be o f the highest quality, 

the IT  has to work in order that orders can successfully be taken, and the well-packaged 

products must be delivered on tim e.122

121 E-business models leading to the following benefits relevant to this point are addressed in Chapter 3 and 
Appendix A:

• Lower administration costs - (Abell and Limm, 1996; Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997b; 1997c;
Radstaak and Ketelaar, 1998; Berg and Karttunen, 1998; Currie, 1998; Hawkins and Prencipe, 
2000; Turban et al., 2002; Howarth, 2002; Quayle, 2002a; 2002b).

• Lower production costs - (Abell and Limm, 1996; Raymond and Bergeron, 1996; Angehrn, 1997;
Kalakota and Whinston, 1997; Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997b; 1997c; Berg and Karttunen, 
1998; Currie, 1998; Gulledge and Sommer, 1998; Shapiro and Varian, 1998; APEC, 1999; 
Hawkins and Prencipe, 2000; Turban et al., 2000; Europmedia, 2001; Porter, 2001; Raymond, 
2001; Howarth, 2002; Quayle, 2002a; 2002b).

• Reduced stock - (Kalakota and Whinston, 1997; Currie, 1998; Gulledge and Sommer, 1998; Radstaak 
and Ketelaar, 1998; Quayle, 2002a; 2002b).

• Improved internal efficiency - (McWilliams, 1995; Abell and Lim, 1996; Kalakota and Whinston, 1996; 
1997; Auger and Gallaugher, 1997; Coccia, 1997; O ’Connor and O ’Keefe, 1997; Poon and 
Swatman, 1997c; 1998a; 1998b; 1999a; 1999b; Berg and Karttunen, 1998; Currie, 1998; Gulledge 
and Sommer, 1998; MacGregor et al., 1998; Palumbo and Herbig, 1998; Radstaak and Ketelaar, 
1998; APEC, 1999; Fraser et al., 2000; Hawkins and Prencipe, 2000; Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000; 
Tetteh and Burn, 2000; 2001; Porter, 2001; Chaston and Mangles, 2002; Howarth, 2002; Quayle, 
2002a; 2002b).

Improved quality o f information - (Abell and Limm, 1996; Kalakota and Whinston, 1996; Auger and 
Gallaugher, 1997; Coccia, 1997; Poon and Swatman, 1997c; 1999a; 1999b; Cohen, 1998; Currie, 
1998; Gulledge and Sommer, 1998; Palumbo and Herbig, 1998; Radstaak and Ketelaar, 1998; 
Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000; Quayle, 2002a).

122 e-Business models leading to the benefits of reduced lead time and greater efficiency are addressed in 
Chapter 3 and Appendix A (Abell and Limm, 1996; Raymond and Bergeron 1996; Poon and Swatman, 
1997a; 1997b; 1997c; Currie, 1998; Gulledge and Sommer, 1998; Radstaak and Ketelaar, 1996; Hawkins 
and Prencipe, 2000; Quayle, 2002a; 2002b).

272



Chapter 7 -  Three In-Depth Case Studies

All aspects o f  the business’s website, along with m any o th er aspects o f L o b ster’s 

operations, are outsourced. W hile this adds to the cost, it has “mhny benefits,” not the 

least o f which is flexibility. In fact, Fitzgibbons finds outsourcing “m uch cheaper” than 

m ain tain ing  the infrastructure for staff and facilities on retainer. Fitzgibbons has “no 

idea” w hether or not similar levels o f outsourcing is a characteristic o f  o ther e-tailers 

selling high value goods, but the aspects o f Lobster’s business that he insists will “never” 

be outsourced are the selection, the storage and  the packaging o f the products it sells. 

Interestingly enough, he notes that these are the very aspects o ther companies tend most 

to outsource. However, the product is “so key” as to make it “inconceivable” that others 

could “ever be entrusted” to handle it, according to Fitzgibbons.

D espite the fact th a t Fitzgibbons and  his team  had  expected th a t the bulk o f the 

com pany’s customers would be London-based, with access to gourm et foods offline, but 

lacking the time to buy them, the result has in fact been the opposite: the bulk o f Lobster’s 

orders are delivered nationwide, to customers who have the time to buy gourm et foods, 

bu t lack access to them .123 This has not, however, posed a logistical problem  for Lobster, 

as the com pany outsources its distribution and delivery systems, a deal that enables it to 

offer a  flat rate for guaranteed next-day delivery throughout the U K  without incurring the 

costs o f  setting up and maintaining a delivery fleet.

Lobster has chosen to concentrate its operation exclusively in the U K . M any o f the site’s 

customers are the British expatriate com m unity in H ong K ong and the M iddle East, who 

buy gifts from Lobster for their friends and family based in the U K . Fitzgibbons intends 

for Lobster to “crack the U K  m arket” before considering introducing overseas deliveries 

onto its agenda. Fitzgibbons feels that there is not the same “rationale for price and  ease 

o f purchase” for potential customers in European countries such as France, G erm any and 

Italy as there is in the U K , as m any of the products Lobster sells are widely available in

123 Increased flexibility and scalability as benefits of adopting and implementing e-business are addressed in 
Chapter 3 and Appendix A (Currie, 1998; Feinberg and Eastlick, 1997; Kalakota and Whinston, 1997; 
Ghosh, 1998; Evans and Wurster, 1999; Fraser et al., 2000; Timmers, 2000; Vescovi, 2000; Porter, 2001; 
Rayport andjaworski, 2001).
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delicatessens there. Fitzgibbons also feels that Lobster’s decision to deliver only within the 

U K  reduces the com pany’s risk o f credit card fraud exposure.124

Although Lobster is an online com pany servicing a niche market, the “fundam ental, age- 

old retailing principle(s) and concepts rem ain the sam e,” according to Fitzgibbons. H e 

believes that m any o f the companies that did not survive the 2000 technology shares crash 

had  becom e obsessed with overturn ing  these principles and  concepts. F itzgibbons 

concedes that Lobster’s m arket has not grown as quickly as he thought it would, bu t he 

stresses th a t the “unpredictabilities” th a t existed w hen the business began (such as 

establishing short-lived alliances with the w rong com panies)125 were all “rationalised” 

during the first 18 months o f operation.

Fitzgibbons has been adam ant since launching Lobster that “the m argin must cover the 

costs.” H e began Lobster with the intention that it should be a long-term com pany, and 

ensured that growth never exceeded dem and or cash flow. Fitzgibbons also believes very 

strongly that “getting the timing right” for building a business is “fundam ental,” because 

otherwise “you can put yourself out o f business.” H e credits the fact that Lobster hasn’t 

faced an infrastructure burnout to his having “planned ahead.”

C hristm as is undoubtedly an intense period for gourm et food sellers, bu t the build-up, 

especially in online retailing operations, comes later, and m ore slowly. Offline, Christm as 

sales and fulfilment m ight be spread over a six-week period, but for Lobster they have 

been concentrated in the last two weeks o f Decem ber. In fact, Fitzgibbons admits that the 

same volum e o f business was transacted  by Lobster during  each o f the m onths o f 

D ecem ber 2000 and 2001 as had been in the previous eleven m onths com bined (although 

m any custom ers had  pre-ordered goods to be delivered on specific dates during  the

m  Fear of security risks being a barrier to operating at full e-business potential features in Chapter 3 and 
Appendix E (Aldridge et al., 1997; Purao and Campbell, 1998; Oxley and Yeung, 2001; Dixon et al., 2002; 
Quayle, 2002a; 2002b).

125 This disadvantage arising from adopting and implementing e-business is discussed in Chapter 3 and 
Appendix F (Murphy, 1996; MacGregor et al., 1998; 2004; Giaglis et al., 1998; Ritchie et al., 1999; Kalakota 
and Robinson, 1999; Tetteh and Bum, 2000; 2001; Stauber, 2000; Bunker and MacGregor, 2000; Evans and 
Wurster, 2000; Lee, 2001; Lee, 2001; Porter, 2001; Sparkes and Thomas, 2001;Jeffcoate et al., 2002).
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season). A ccording to Fitzgibbons, the com pany’s infrastructure and  fulfilm ent was 

“successfully and sensibly scaled” to cope with the “Christmas onslaught.” 126

Fulfilm ent is “the hidden side o f the business,” insists Fitzgibbons. Unfortunately, when 

the volum e o f deliveries increased exponentially in the lead-up to the C hristm as/N ew  

Y ear period in D ecem ber 2001, it proved m ore than  the delivery com pany could cope 

with, despite accurate projections having been supplied to them  by Lobster. This m eant 

th a t o ther last-m inute m easures had to be taken. Despite these efforts, (only) 1.4% o f 

orders missed their delivery. Fitzgibbons is adam ant that these problem s were no t only 

“rectified,” but also that they were “not repeated” in subsequent years.

Lobster becam e “cash flow positive” in D ecem ber 2000 — a notable achievem ent for a 

com pany  th a t had  only been trad ing  for 13 m onths at a tim e w hen m any online 

businesses were floundering, if still in operation. T he com pany was also able to transact 

an  “enco u rag in g ” n u m b er o f sales in the early m onths o f 2001 follow ing the 

C hristm as/N ew  Year period.

A  key factor in Lobster’s success seems to be Fitzgibbons himself. H e was raised in the 

U nited  K ingdom , but studied in the U nited States before returning to work at N intendo 

for three years, where he was responsible for retail marketing. H e then went on to work 

for the retail m arketing division o f the Early Learning Centre, where he set up and ran its 

heavily retail-focused website.

By the end o f its first year o f operation, Lobster had spent £50 ,000  -  25%  o f its turnover 

-  on advertising and marketing. However, £15 ,000  o f this was spent on online advertising 

alone, which Fitzgibbons considers to have been “com pletely w asted.” T he m arketing 

budget allocated for the Christm as 2000 season was only 4%  o f the turnover achieved, 

w hereas it is usually “ju st u nder” 10% of each m o n th ’s turnover. W ith  such a  small 

advertising and  m arketing budget, w ord o f m outh  referral is critical. Luckily, the 

com pany has generated “a considerable am ount” o f positive PR. A typical new custom er

126 Increased flexibility and scalability as benefits of adopting and implementing e-business are addressed in 
Chapter 3 and Appendix A (Currie, 1998; Feinberg and Eastlick, 1997; Kalakota and Whinston, 1997; 
Ghosh, 1998; Evans and Wurster, 1999; Fraser et al., 2000; Timmers, 2000; Vescovi, 2000; Porter, 2001; 
Rayport andjaworski, 2001).
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is a form er recipient o f a Lobster gift who is converted to purchasing from Lobster him- 

o r herself. As 40%  of goods ordered from Lobster are gifts, the com pany is provided with 

a  large proportion o f “double opportunities” for future sales.

A lthough Fitzgibbons believes that price competition poses “little th reat” to the com pany, 

quality is “key.” Consequently, Lobster is vigilant about the quality and condition o f its 

products. Fitzgibbons feels that scarcity and declining dem and pose “less o f a th rea t” to 

the com pany than do local competitors, while international competitors pose “even less” 

o f a  threat. T he dem ands and tastes o f Lobster’s customers are “highly predictable,” and 

Fitzgibbons has found that he “does not need” to alter Lobster’s m arketing practices in 

response to com petition: Lobster m onitors its com petitors’ activities in an ongoing, 

in fo rm al m an n er. F itzgibbons considers com petito rs’ actions to be “m odera te ly  

predictable,” but he feels confident that Lobster offers a “higher and m ore personalised” 

level o f service than does its competitors.

A lthough it is a very small com pany, there is a form al, disciplined structu re  o f 

accountability and corporate governance at Lobster. C lear monthly, quarterly and annual 

budgets are developed, as are five-year financial forecasts. However, strategic planning is 

“informal and organic,” taking place as and when necessary. Fitzgibbons has not needed 

to undertake formal strategic business planning since he raised the initial capital to start 

the business. H e personally makes the m ajority o f decisions, including those pertinent to 

the day-to-day operations o f the com pany. H ow ever, a board  m eeting is held every 

m onth, and 76% shareholder approval is needed for m ajor decisions.

7.4.1 Key e-Business Adoption Drivers

As an in ternet pure-player start-up, adopting e-business was “a given” for Lobster. 

However, most o f the development and im plem entation o f the organisation’s website and 

IT  developm ent and operations were outsourced, albeit under strict supervision. T he 

website’s navigation and design are in tended to be its strong points. New features are 

added as the com pany’s range o f products and services grows, and during the fieldwork 

period new products, recipes, m enus and  ready-to-go dinners were regularly updated  

through features sections such as Recipes, Menus and Guest Chef. Recipes sorted into
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subdivided categories were added to constantly, could be prin ted  out, and  cam e with 

serving suggestions. T he ingredients Lobster sold were highlighted in these recipes, and 

could be added to a shopping basket. T here was also an unedited chat and a question- 

and-answ er section o f the site. These features no longer exist, however: they were 

rationalised in early 2002 as they were “too tim e-consum ing to continue to m ain tain ,” 

according to Fitzgibbons.

D evelopm ent o f the Lobster website began in mid-August 1999, with a  pre-C hristm as 

launch as its focus. T he site proper launched in early D ecem ber 1999. There was a 100- 

day “slip” betw een the in tended and actual launch, w hich was “hair-raising ,” says 

Fitzgibbons, as it was “uncom fortably close” to Christmas. Nevertheless, outside o f “the 

usual hiccups,” there have been “no m ajor problem s” with the IT  aspects o f launching 

L obster’s website. Fitzgibbons attributes the fact that there have been no notew orthy 

operational problem s with the equipm ent, integration problem s, or backup equipm ent 

an d  procedures relating to these m atters have all been outsourced: hence they were 

“someone else’s problem to sort out.” 127 T he organisation’s online ordering system is fully 

integrated with the com pany’s other IT  systems, all o f which have been adapted from  off- 

the-shelf packages.

Although he considers that Lobster as a business has been a “success,” Fitzgibbons prefers 

to calculate w hat he labels “success milestones,” which have included:

• M eeting targets.

• Becoming cash flow profitable.

• Getting the “marketing mix” right.

Fitzgibbons determines customer satisfaction by:

• T he conversion rate of browsers to buyers.

• Custom er feedback.

127 Flexibility and scalability as benefits of adopting and implementing e-business are addressed in Chapter 3 
and Appendix A.
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• T h e  percentage o f custom ers w ho have a “seam less” o rder-to-com pletion  

experience.

Fitzgibbons considers “the m ain handicap to online trading” to be “the availability o f too 

m uch data ,” which he finds makes it extrem ely difficult to “step back and see the bigger 

p ic tu re” needed in order to “rem ain instinctive.” Acutely conscious o f  the “constan t 

danger” o f losing his instinct, Fitzgibbons feels that the m ore data  he examines, the “less 

fleet o f foot” he becomes. He therefore tries to be “constantly on guard” against this.

7.4.2 D evelopm ent and Operational Issues

Lobster was a “ 100% business-driven idea,” according to Fitzgibbons, whose prim ary 

m otive was to start a niche business -  the channel for that business becam e apparen t to 

him  la te r.128 As the plans for the business took shape, Fitzgibbons consciously chose to 

fund the com pany with a private backer ra ther than through a venture capital com pany. 

Despite the distractions o f the m edia and the hype at the time, Fitzgibbons insists that he 

“always” saw Lobster as a “slow-growth, long-term ” business.129

T h a t Lobster was able to transform so rapidly and effectively from concept to realisation 

Fitzgibbons attribu tes to the fact that there was, from  the outset, a clear business 

proposition, a single investor, and — initially, at least -  a small group o f suppliers. After 

raising the initial £230,000 start-up funding, Fitzgibbons has been able to operate the 

business w ithout a further influx o f cash. Lobster’s financial backer is Rocco Forte (scion 

o f the T rusthouse Forte hotel chain). Forte provides corporate  credibility, w hich 

Fitzgibbons believes “helped to separate Lobster from other start-up dotcom s.” In return,

128 Opportunities for niche businesses operating e-business models are detailed in Chapter 3 and Appendices 
A and C (Coccia, 1997; Donckels and Lambrecht, 1997; Eden et al., 1997; Evans and Wurster, 1997; 
Lawrence, 1997; Poon and Swatman, 1997b; 1997c; Cobbenhagen and Nauwelares, 1999; Nilsson et al., 
1999; Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000; Reimenschneider and Mykytyn, 2000; Timmers, 2000; Turban et al., 
2000; Engsbo et al., 2001; Levy et al., 2001a; 2001b; Mullins et al., 2001; Raymond, 2001; Rayport and 
Jaworski, 2001; Porter, 2001; Sathye and Beal, 2001; Tetteh and Burn, 2001; Daniel and Wilson, 2002; 
Power and Sohal, 2002; Quayle, 2002a; 2002b; Windrum and Berrenger, 2003; Windrum, 2004).

129 Scalability and the flexibility to react to and change with market conditions as benefits of SMEs adopting 
and implementing e-business is addressed in Chapter 3 and Appendices A and B (Iocovou et al., 1995; Currie, 
1998; Chappell and Feindt, 1999; Hadjimonolis, 1999; Feinberg and Eastlick, 1997; Kalakota and Whinston, 
1997; Ghosh, 1998; Troye-Walker, 1998a; 1998b; Evans and Wurster, 1999; Fraser eZ al., 2000; Smallbone et 
al., 2000; Timmers, 2000; Vescovi, 2000; Porter, 2001; Rayport and Jaworski, 2001; Olave and Nato, 2001; 
Quayle, 2002a; 2002b).
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Forte “expects the discipline inherent in a m uch larger com pany.” Even so, Fitzgibbons 

adm its that he had  to “cut a lot o f  corners” ra ther than use “best practice procedures” 

w hen launching Lobster.

7.4.3 Networks and Alliances

P rio r to and during the research fieldwork period, Fitzgibbons claim ed that he had  not 

u n d e rtak en  any form al o r inform al netw orking. H ow ever, he adm its th a t the 

organisation’s financial backer had informally networked on Lobster’s behalf. Subsequent 

to the end o f the research fieldwork period, Fitzgibbons, on behalf o f Lobster, began an 

association with T he Guild o f Fine Food Retailers.

7.4.4 Perspectives on Government Policies and Initiatives

Fitzgibbons adm its that, during the research fieldwork period, he “d idn ’t hear, see or 

know anything” about EU  or U K  policies, initiatives and  program m es generated  to 

stim ulate SM Es generally, and to prom ote their adoption and im plem entation o f e- 

business specifically. They “weren’t apparent” to him  at the time he founded Lobster, and 

he claims to have rem ained “completely unaw are” o f such policies and initiatives since, 

excepting the researcher’s explanations o f them  during  their Dialogical AR-inspired 

“reflective dialogues.” 130

W hen the researcher suggested to Fitzgibbons th a t perhaps funds from a p art o f one 

(apparently  invisible) governm ent initiative could be spent on conducting either a 

w orkshop o r series o f workshops, from  w hich m ore in-depth  inform ation could be 

g a th e red  from  a n u m b er o f  SM E o w n e r/m a n ag e rs , he ag reed  th a t such a 

w o rk sh o p /se rie s  o f  w orkshops w ould  (likely) p lace SM E o w n e r/m a n a g e rs  in 

circum stances where they would be able to discuss the issues that concerned them  in a 

m ore wholeheartedly participative m anner than has previously been possible. As a result 

o f the inform ation that might come to light from such workshops, Fitzgibbons was “sure” 

that policy makers would likely be better inform ed -  and therefore better equipped -  to 

generate relevant and  visible policies to m eet the needs o f SM Es, and  to therefore 

encourage them  to adopt and implement e-business. “I f  all these resources are so invisible,

iso This issue is addressed in some detail in Chapter 4.3.
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they need to sort it out. No question,” he adam antly states. Fitzgibbons also felt th a t the 

workshop(s) have the potential to “really change things for the better.”

W hen  asked w hat would encourage him  to donate his tim e a n d /o r  resources to 

collaborate with the policy m akers who aim to serve his business, in order th a t m ore 

visible, appropriate and accessible policy initiatives can be generated for the benefit o f 

b o th  his business and  his industry, Fitzgibbons responded that only the prospect o f 

financial rem uneration would incentivise him  -  otherwise, he felt, there was “no reason” 

to spend time on som ething that, despite being “a m ore than  worthwhile endeavour,” 

would not directly benefit him on a  day-to-day basis — “and certainly no t in the short

term .”

7.4.5 Into the Future

Fitzgibbons expects that w hat he labels the “carnage” o f online com panies during  and 

since the 2000 technology shares crash resulted in m aking it “m uch m ore difficult” for 

entrepreneurs to acquire funding for their business ideas. H e admits to being surprised 

th a t the process o f converting a browser to a purchaser was m uch slower than  m edia 

reports had suggested, and he labels this “the gap between the hype and the actual.” If  

F itzgibbons was launching Lobster over again, he is sure that it would be a “m uch 

tigh te r” business with a m ore defined range. His advice for those launching  online 

retailing businesses is for them  to “stay niche,” to treat online businesses essentially the 

same as any other retail business, while approaching selling “from an e-tail point o f  view,” 

and to keep costs “within an absolutely comfortable m argin,” and he considers “time and 

access” to be the “great calls to purchase.”

F itzgibbons feels th a t L obster’s m ore trad itional, long-established g ourm et food 

com petitors (who include such retailing luminaries as H arro d ’s and Fortnum  & M ason’s) 

were handling online retailing “so badly” when Lobster launched that he was able to seize 

the opportunity “m uch more easily” than he had anticipated. Although these com petitors 

have to a great extent “caught up” during the fieldwork period, Fitzgibbons is sure that 

Lobster has entrenched itself in its niche m arket. T he U K  online gourm et and  luxury 

products m arket is “by no m eans closed,” but Fitzgibbons feels that he does not believe
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th a t it would be difficult for any similar new businesses to begin to com pete with Lobster, 

as it rem ains “firmly positioned” within its m arket niche, and despite the fact th a t the 

established gourm et food sellers do not yet have the m anagem ent in place to fully exploit 

their online potential, Fitzgibbons intends for Lobster to be “well established” in that 

m arket by the time that they do.

Fitzgibbons anticipates having to “continue to battle against the British apathy” about 

shopping online. H e aims for the business to becom e an “industry innovator in a very 

fragm ented m arket.” H e believes that he will continue to achieve this by:

• Efficient ordering systems.

• Efficient customer service.

• Providing very high quality products.

• Differentiating the business from mass-production retailers.

Fitzgibbons believes that the biggest challenges facing SMEs utilising e-business adoption 

and  implementation are:

• Form ulating a profitable business model.

• Moving quickly enough in order to get sufficient m arket share.131

• Finding the right balance between operational costs and revenues.

• Finding a m arket niche and deciding w hether to “go global” or to be constrained 

geographically.

7.4.6 Postscript

D uring the fieldwork period, Fitzgibbons discussed a num ber o f future opportunities for 

the com pany, including how one future possibility for Lobster was for it to align itself o r to 

m erge with another business. H e also stressed that he had “definite plans” to increase 

Lobster’s range o f organic foods and to extend its range to include “luxury gift products,” 

such as ham pers and cigars.

131 Over time, Fitzgibbons expects the “current plethora” of internet firms to consolidate into “a few large and 
some small specialist” businesses. He feels that online retailers need to avoid being caught in the mid-range of 
sizes, where “the costs are highest.”
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Indeed , although its initial specialisation was in gourm et provisions such as caviar, 

chocolates, cham pagne, lobsters and other delicacies, Lobster’s emphasis has now moved 

to focus on flowers, food gifts and ham pers for special occasions. It does so in conjunction 

w ith 0800-Blossom s Ltd. T his p a r tn e r organisation (which now owns a m ajority  

shareholding o f Lobster) was started in a house in Fulham  by Jam es Blake in 1997 as a 

telephone ordering service for floral gifts. T he business now operates from a warehouse in 

W andsworth, London.

T he partners are similarly dedicated to quality - even the floral bouquets they distribute 

“are m ade by florists, not production  line w orkers.” T he p artn e r com panies take 

advantage o f economies o f scale by ordering their flowers directly from T he Netherlands, 

which enables them  to offer “m uch better value and a  m uch fresher product.” O rders 

placed to go outside London are packaged in aqua packs and sent by courier in purpose- 

designed flower transporters, alongside the accom panying o rder for caviar, lobsters, 

chocolates a n d /o r  champagne.

7.5 SUMMARY

H aving investigated three o f the case study organisations (Berkeley Square Gallery, Davis 

& Co. and Lobster), in some narrative detail here, the next chapter presents overviews of 

the rem aining four U K  case studies. These organisations (Design Bridge, Foyles, G F-X  

and Toast) will be described in less detail than were the three case organisations featured 

in this chapter. Although the research procedures were equally com prehensive with all 

seven case studies, events subsequent to the fieldwork period resulted in the latter four no 

longer qualifying as SMEs, the reasons for which will be m ade clear in each individual 

case description. T he findings from these cases are no less valid, and  they are included in 

order to draw  out the salient points that will be presented in the discussion o f the case 

organisations that follows in C hap ter 9. T h e  m ajor points considered therein will be 

related no t only to the findings arising from  the case organisations, b u t also to the 

research featured in the earlier chapters o f the thesis. These m ajor issues include:

• T he drivers to e-business adoption.

• Development and operational issues.
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• Networks and alliances.

• Perspectives on government policies and initiatives.

All aspects of the research will be draw n together at the end o f C hapter 9, in preparation 

for the final chapter, which summarises and analyses the implications draw n from the 

research, and presents a “systemically desirable and culturally feasible” way forward.

Supplem entary inform ation referred to in this chap te r is located  in the following 

appendices:

• Appendix A -  T he Advantages o f e-Business Adoption and Im plem entation

• Appendix B -  SM E Characteristics

• Appendix C -  Drivers to e-Business Adoption by SMEs

• Appendix D — Interview Questionnaire

• Appendix E -  Barriers to e-Business Adoption by SMEs

• Appendix F -  The Disadvantages o f e-Business Adoption and Im plem entation

• Appendix G -  Collected Datasets -  A Classification o f the Case O rganisation

Documents

• Appendix I -  Incentivisation/W orkshops Questionnaire

• Appendix O  - Findings Arising From  the Case Studies Relating to the Literature 

Review
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C hapter 8

Four
Case O verview s

8.1 INTRODUCTION

H aving presented three case studies in detail in the previous chapter, this chap te r 

examines the rem aining four U K  case organisations (Foyles, G-FX, Design Bridge and 

Toast). T hey are presented in somewhat less detail than were the case organisations in 

the previous chap te r. A t the beginning  o f the research  period, these four case 

organisations could be classified as SM Es.132 However, by the time the researcher was 

writing up, they no longer fit the criteria o f an SM E in U K  a n d /o r  EU  definitions (due to 

either their grow th o r to their having been purchased  by a larger organisation). 

Nonetheless, their experiences are typical with high-growth or successful SMEs, and  the 

findings arising from them  are valid. T he full research procedures were undertaken with 

these case organisations th roughout the research period, and accordingly they are 

outlined here in order to accentuate and draw  out the salient points in the discussion o f 

the knowledge arising from the case studies (which are presented in C hapter 9).

As in the previous chapter, and in line with the Dialogical AR-inspired m ethodology, the 

individual “voices” o f each case study are som ewhat different, in order to accurately 

reflect the fact that, following the initial interview, the direction and  con ten t o f the 

“reflective dialogues” was to a great extent prescribed by the case organisation principals 

themselves. Accordingly, the “tone” individual to each case organisation arose as a 

natural result o f the employment o f Dialogical AR.

Findings that tie in with the literature are noted in the footnotes to the chapter. As in the 

previous chapter, there are so m any references (25 in this chapter, alone) that, had  they 

been incorporated into the main text, they would have interrupted the narrative flow.

132 The UK and EU definitions of SMEs are presented in Chapter 2.2.
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T hese four case overviews are presented in alphabetical order. T he first case overview 

presented in this chapter is therefore that o f Design Bridge. It is followed by Foyles, G F-X  

and  then Toast.

8.2 CASE STUDY OVERVIEW -  DESIGN BRIDGE

Design Bridge < www.designbridge.co.uk> , a privately owned group of four com panies, is 

one o f E u ro p e’s leading b rand  design com panies, with clients that include adidas, 

U nilever, Heineken, Coca-Cola, K raft Jacobs Suchard, LV M H , M cD onald’s and Nestle. 

Interview s and  Dialogical A R -inspired “reflective dialogues” took place du rin g  the 

fieldwork period with William G oodenough, the G roup’s Executive C hairm an and one o f 

the co-founders of Design Bridge.

Design Bridge was founded in Novem ber 1986. T he business was originally focussed on 

designing two-dimensional (2D) packaging, and operated from a single office in London. 

In  1992, in o rder to “capitalise on the success o f the organisation’s growing three- 

dim ensional (3D) packaging division,” Design Bridge Structure was formed. Following 

this, the C orporate Service Branding division o f the business was established in 1999 to 

work with “corporate clients and to assist existing packaging clients on the developm ent o f 

their brands outside o f the traditional packaging arena.” This division o f the business has 

since grown to become “one o f the most globally successful and respected nam es within 

three-dim ensional branding and packaging,” according to G oodenough. T his division 

also com plem ents the activities o f the business’s graphics business, and G oodenough 

believes that m any o f Design Bridge’s clients have benefited from “having a range o f skills 

located under one roof.” In 1995, Design Bridge opened an office in Am sterdam , and an 

office in Singapore was opened in m id-2003 in order to provide its Asian clients with 

m ore conveniently located consultancy and client services.133

133 In Chapter 2, it is explained that organisations categorised under the SME umbrella differ enormously, not 
only with respect to employee numbers and annual turnover, but also in their business activities, degree of 
international exposure, customer base(s), sector characteristics, and technological sophistication. As a result, a 
great variety of organisational structures exist, some of which resemble those of large businesses, and some of 
which resemble those of micro-businesses (Windrum and de Berranger, 2003; Windrum, 2004). Design 
Bridge has grown to resemble the former.

Windrum and Berranger (2004) also posit that, the organisational structures of larger SMEs are often more 
like the specialised, divisional hierarchies that are traditionally associated with large organisations, with 
specialist middle managers in control of an independent departmental budget (Windrum, 2004). These 
findings are in line with the international nature of Design Bridge’s operations.
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Given that the design industry is heavily dependent on com puter aided design (GAD) 

softw are, D esign Bridge has, since its inception , necessarily becom e increasingly 

technologically astute. In addition, given that the organisation has offices abroad  and 

clients based globally, it was inevitable th a t Design Bridge would “have to” adop t e- 

business in order to remain competitive.134

T he G roup’s website was developed in-house in 1999 (with three m ajor redesigns since), 

and is primarily used to:

• Promote the business.

• Inform clients o f press releases, upgrades in service packages, etc.

• Display the testimonials o f satisfied clients.

• Offer a  virtual sample o f Design Bridge’s designs to potential clients.133

Since 1999, Design Bridge has used a high-speed broadband line to access the in ternet in 

order to obtain design and technical information on clients and their products, and also to 

keep abreast o f  its com petitors’ developments. T he com pany’s intranet ensures that staff 

in “the various offices” can com m unicate “seamlessly,” not only with each other, bu t also 

with their clients.

Design Bridge’s website does not accept financial transactions. G oodenough feels that, 

given the nature o f developing bespoke 2D and 3D design services, there is “nearly always 

an ongoing dialogue” with clients. H e and his partners also “personally prefer” traditional 

paym ent systems. Consequently, he does not believe that online paym ent facilities are 

“particularly suitable” for the organisation.

U pon reflection, G oodenough was “sure” th a t Design Bridge did not engage in any 

formal networking. However, he believed that “every business, in order to prosper” had  

to engage in ongoing inform al netw orking, which he saw as taking the form  o f

134 This is in line with research presented in Chapters 2 and 3 and Appendices A, B and C.

135 These benefits are in line with findings of research presented in Chapters 2 and 3, and Appendices A, B 
and C.
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“generating positive P R ” through existing and former clients, and o f delivering unsolicited 

pitches to organisations that the business wanted to work w ith.136

A lthough Design Bridge engages consultants to “deal with red tape,” such as minimising 

taxes and  “taking care o f ’ copyright, contractual and other regulatory requirem ents, 

G oodenough adm itted that he was “not aw are” o f any EU  or U K  policies, initiatives and 

program m es generated to stimulate SMEs generally, and to prom ote their adoption and 

im plem entation o f e-business specifically. Although he concedes that “it would have been 

useful to have received some help - especially financial help - w hen the business was 

starting-up and  growing,” such policies and initiatives have “never been ap p a ren t” to 

G oodenough, except when they were outlined for him during the “reflective dialogues” 

with the researcher. H e and his co-founders have “never considered” governm ent support 

services. Goodenough feels, even now that the com pany is established and  successful, that 

“seeking ou t” such governm ent policies and initiatives, even if they ultimately proved to 

be “highly relevant,” would likely take so m uch time to locate as to constitute “a full-time 

jo b  in itself.” Consequently, they are “unaffordable.” 137

W hen the researcher suggested to G oodenough that perhaps funds from a p art o f one 

(apparently  invisible) governm ent initiative could be spent on conducting  e ither a 

w orkshop o r series o f workshops, from  which m ore in-depth inform ation could be 

generated from a num ber o f SM E ow ner/m anagers, he wholeheartedly agreed that such 

a  w o rk sh o p /series  o f w orkshops w ould (likely) place SM E o w n e r/m a n ag e rs  in 

circum stances w here they would be able to discuss the issues that concerned them  in a 

m ore participative m anner than has thus far been the case. As a result o f  the inform ation 

th a t m ight come to light from such workshops, G oodenough was “sure” th a t policy 

m akers would likely be better inform ed — and therefore better equipped -  to generate 

relevant and visible policies to m eet the needs o f SMEs, and to therefore encourage them  

to adopt and implement e-business.

136 The nature of (formal and informal) networking is described in Chapter 2 (Lei and Slocum, 1992; Moller, 
1992; Golden and Dollinger, 1993; Gibb, 1993; Gronroos, 1994; Ozcan, 1995; Webster, 1995; Mowery etal., 
1996; Raymond and Bergeron, 1996; Rosenfeld, 1996; Auger and Gallaugher, 1997; Gummeson, 1997; 
Dean et al., 1997; Gimeno etal., 1997; Tikkanen, 1998; Achrol and Kotler, 1999; Jeal and Wroe, 1999; 
Keeble et al., 1999; Miles et al., 1999; Dennis, 2000; Overby and Min, 2000; 2001; Engsbo et al., 2001; 
Premaratne, 2001; O ’Donnell et al., 2001; Bar Nir and Smith, 2002).

137 This issue is addressed in some detail in Chapter 4.3.
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G oodenough  was asked w hat would be likely to encourage him  (or a  designated 

representative o f Design Bridge) to donate time a n d /o r  resources to collaborate with 

policy makers, in order that m ore visible, appropriate and accessible policy initiatives can 

be generated for the benefit o f his business a n d /o r  industry. H e replied th a t “m oney” or 

“direct, easily accessible grants” would incentivise him to do so. H e considered the 

concept o f  the workshop(s) a “fantastic” idea and felt that, if  the workshop(s) were 

undertaken, they “could really change the way things currently work.”

Design Bridge employs approxim ately 145 people, which keeps the organisation within 

the definition o f a “medium-sized business” as far as the U K ’s D T I employee num ber 

reckoning goes. However, since the beginning o f the fieldwork period, the G roup’s annual 

turnover has risen to exceed £ 1 2  million. This m eans that, in accordance with Section 

248 o f  the (U K ’s) C om pany’s Act o f 1985 (whereby a medium-sized business must not 

have a turnover o f m ore than £ 11 .2  million), Design Bridge can no longer be classified as 

an  SM E. Consequently, the case has been presented here in less narrative detail than 

were the three case organisations in the previous chapter, despite the fact that Design 

Bridge underw ent an equally comprehensive research process during and subsequent to 

the research fieldwork period.

H aving reviewed Design Bridge, the first o f the four case organisation overviews, we now 

tu rn  to Foyles, which was founded in 1906, and considered for some tim e to be the 

worlds’ most famous purveyor o f books.

8.3 CASE STUDY OVERVIEW -  FOYLES

Tw o brothers, W illiam and G ilbert Foyle, founded Foyles < www.foyles.co.uk> in 1903. 

W hen they failed their Civil Service examinations, the Foyle brothers decided to sell their 

textbooks. Such was the response to their advertisem ent that they could have sold them  

m any times over. As a result, they consequently determ ined to start up a bookshop, and 

those unw anted textbooks becam e the m odest foundation stone o f w hat was to become, 

according to C hristopher Foyle (the grandson o f  William Foyle), “the w orld’s greatest 

bookshop.” T h e  “warren-like, ram bling, sham bling landm ark,” with its m yriad room s 

over three floors, and “arcane specialities and dusty am bience” has been in C haring Cross
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R o ad  since 1906, b u t has only recently em braced the m ost fundam ental aspects o f 

technology.

W h en  the fieldw ork period  began , Foyles was u ndergo ing  an extensive IG T  

im plem entation process. T he bookstore was “hopelessly out o f date” w hen C hristopher 

Foyle took over control (he inherited a percentage share o f the store from his aunt when 

she died in 1999).138 Foyle adm its that this was because the store was “dreadfully 

m ism anaged” throughout the decades that it was under the watch o f his aunt, C hristina 

Foyle, who took over when her father retired, and ran the store for over 50 years. Foyle 

adm its that during that period the business was “eclipsed totally” by “the rush to swamp 

British high streets with inviting book chains.” 139

F o r m uch  o f  th a t half-cen tu ry , desp ite w hat Foyle describes as its “hapless 

organisation” 140 and  “non-existent custom er service,” the store “proved a lure for 

bibliophiles and  tourists alike, draw n by the vast stock.” T he shop had, adm its Foyle, 

becom e “a byword for bisarre signing and layout, for an  aversion to technology and 

m odern  sales techniques (the store had a notorious “three queue” m ethod for buying 

books141), for roughshod trea tm en t o f staff,142 for frau d ,” 143 an d  for the “haughty

138 The business is still privately owned. The demise of Christina Foyle enabled the store to be taken over by 
her nephews Christopher Foyle, as Chairman, and Bill Samuel, as Co-Director. They brought in professional 
retail management, led by ex-Our Price boss Mike McGinley as Chief Executive.

139 In Chapter 3 and Appendix E the issue of knowledge-based innovation being often market-dependent is 
addressed (Davenport, 1992; Cobbenhagen and Nauwelares, 1999). An organisation with a knowledge 
challenge (such as Foyles during this period) could be blindsided by competitors exploiting opportunities of 
which it is not even aware: it may simply miss the boat strategically (Haynes et al., 1998).

140 Chaotic organisational structure as a result of SME owner/manager influence is explored in Chapter 2 
and in Appendices B and E (Kirby and Turner, 1993; Benjamin and Levinson, 1993; Iacovou et al., 1995; 
Poon and Swatman, 1996a; 1996b; Zimmerman and Mathiesen, 1998; Chappell and Feindt, 1999; Nilsson et 
a l,  1999; Chau and Pederson, 2000; Van Doren et al., 2000; Levy and Powell, 2000; 2002; Levy et al., 2001a).

111 These three stages constituted:

• Finding a book, taking it to a counter, then swapping it for a chit.
• Paying for it (in cash) at another desk.
• Returning to the original counter with the receipt to collect the book.

This procedure had to be repeated in each department.

142 “Christina had a very bad relationship with the staff. She was always hiring and firing like mad. The union 
tried to get in, but she found out who was behind it and she fired them as well. There was once a strike that 
went on for three months!” exclaims Foyle.

143 Approximately £10 million was lost over nearly 20 years due to an “extraordinary, long-running invoice 
fraud” perpetrated by the shop’s own managers.
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eccen tric ity” [of C hristina Foyle].” 144 Before 1999, there  was little investm ent in 

technology, as C hristina Foyle hated  it (to the extent that she even banned  the use o f 

calculators in the store).145

“The trouble was, the service wasn’t very good. Staff were very often foreign students. 

English wasn’t their first language -  a problem in an English bookshop -  and there 

was no career structure. They were paid peanuts and, because she didn’t trust them, she 

insisted on a crazy chit system: customers had to leave their purchase at one counter, pay 

at the cashier and take a copy o f the receipt back to the counter to collect the book. They 

couldn’t use credit cards either -  she only let plastic in toward the end. ”

Christopher Foyle.

“I w anted to make it a m ore pleasurable and inform ed experience to shop here,” Foyle 

says. Accordingly, Foyles has undergone “a top-to-toe transform ation,” he claims proudly. 

Foyle in troduced  com puterisation and  a “bo tto m -u p /to p -d o w n ” m anagem ent style. 

However, he had to set this growth “against a background o f tales o f woe from the rest o f 

the sector - complaints o f being squeezed by supermarkets and strangled by the in ternet,” 

he admits.

“T he entire shop has been refitted and, while our unparalleled range o f books will always 

rem ain at the heart o f Foyles, we’ve introduced extra elements to make our custom ers’ 

visits m ore enjoyable. T here are five floors of books with 56 specialist subjects. In response

144 The strong owner influence and centralised management prevalent in many SMEs is examined in Chapter 
2 and Appendix B (Dandridge, 1971; Nelson and Winter, 1977; 1982; Welch and White, 1981; Oakey, 1985; 
Raymond, 1985; Miller and Droge, 1986; Miller and Toulouse, 1986; Bekker and Staude, 1988; Blili and 
Raymond, 1993; Kirby and Turner, 1993; Harrison, 1994; Reynolds et al., 1994; Iacovou et at., 1995; 
Mulhern, 1995; Murphy, 1996; Spender, 1996; Julien etal., 1997; Yap and Thong, 1997; Bolisani and 
Scarco, 1999; Bunker and MacGregor, 2000; Dennis, 2000; Smallbone et.al., 2000; Olave and Nato, 2001).

145 A lack of investment in technology as a result of an SME owner/manager not understanding the 
advantage of adopting and implementing it is explored in Chapters 2 and 3 and Appendices A, E and F (Ein- 
Dor and Segev, 1978; Roberts and Berry, 1985; Cheney et al., 1986; Runge and Earl, 1988; Raymond, 
1990b; 1992; 2001; Rothwell, 1991; Davenport, 1992; Kirby and Turner, 1993; Lefebvre and Lefebvre, 
1993; Harrison, 1994; Iacovou et al., 1995; Poon and Swatman, 1996b; 1997b; 1997c; Auger and Gallaugher, 
1997; Tidd et al., 1997; Yap and Thong, 1997; Westhead and Storey, 1996; Giaglis et al., 1998; Pollard and 
Hayne, 1998; Purao and Campbell, 1998; Berg and Karttunen, 1998; Zimmerman and Mathiesen, 1998; 
Cobbenhagen and Nauwelares, 1999; Lefebvre et al., 1999; Pitt et al., 1999; Bunker and MacGregor, 2000; 
Chau and Pederson, 2000; Farhoomand etal, 2000; Hill and Stewart, 2000; Jeffcoate et al., 2000; 2002; 
Stauber, 2000; Chau and Hui, 2001; Lee, 2001; Lee and Runge, 2001; Levy et al., 2001b; Mirchandani and 
Motwani, 2001; Porter, 2001; Sathye and Beal, 2001; Tetteh and Bum, 2001; Dixon et al., 2002; Barry and 
Milner, 2002; Dixon et al., 2002; Roberts and Wood, 2002).
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to  custom er dem and, we’ve introduced a selection o f second-hand books. W e’ve installed 

new  lifts and  air conditioning. T here’s an art gallery, a cafe, R ay’s Jazz  Shop, and in the 

children’s departm ent we’ve even installed a p iranha tank,” says Foyle.

Foyle “spent millions” on the store, installing new systems, new working practices, and 

conducting a complete refurbishm ent. “T he  stock is now catalogued on com puter, sales 

are up, and the shop is in the black for the first time in ages,” he says. T he corruption has 

long since ended. Forfend, Foyles has opened a new branch at the Royal Festival Hall. It 

has “knowledgeable staff, a huge range o f titles, and a wide spread o f languages, including 

French, Spanish, G erm an, U rdu, H indi, K ashm iri, Japanese and Punjabi. W e also offer 

mail order, business and personal accounts, and sell online, too,” states Foyle proudly.

T h e  process has, though, been “like dragging an organisation through 20 years o f changes 

in 24 m onths,” adm its Foyle. Nonetheless, there were already benefits visible in 2001. 

T rad ing  perform ance for the first six m onths o f 2001 was “up 25% ” on the previous year. 

“Gash flow is positive, we have no debt, and we have around £ 3 m  in hand in the bank ... 

W e aim to break even by the end o f 2002 and trade profitably thereafter,” says Foyle.

In  1963, Foyle claims that the store was turning over £ 4  million, the equivalent o f £ 8 0  

million today. In 2001, Foyles turned over £ 1 4  million. “See how it declined?” exclaims 

Foyle. “In the 1960s, we had five times the people com ing into the shop that we have 

now.” U nder his watch, the slippage has steadied, however. “O u r customers aren’t moved 

by price. Sure, I see them  come in, take notes and then go and order off the internet, and 

that annoys me. But there’s nothing we can do about that. Amazon has 4-8%  of the U K  

book trade, but its growth is plateauing. T he  logical conclusion is that Amazon will go to 

100%, bu t that will never happen -  people will always like bookshops like Foyles,” he 

believes.

Foyle “does not differentiate” between form al and inform al netw orking and  “simply 

doing business.” H e considers netw orking to be “absolutely fundam ental to success.” 

A lthough Foyles is not a m em ber as such o f any formal networking group, the business 

generates a great deal o f positive P R  and  “gravitas” from  its literary lunches, book 

signings and alliances with literary prizes. Although the bookstore does not sponsor any
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prizes directly, Foyle attends awards ceremonies and participates “w herever possible, as 

m uch as possible.” 146

A lthough Foyle adm its that during and since the research fieldwork period he was not 

aw are o f any EU  or U K  policies, initiatives and program m es generated  to stim ulate 

SM Es generally, and  to prom ote their adoption and  im plem entation o f e-business 

specifically, he feels that this may have been because “there was simply so m uch else that 

h ad  to be done” that he d idn’t focus in that direction. Such policies and initiatives have 

“never been apparen t” to Foyle, except when they were outlined for him  during  the 

“ reflective dialogues” with the researcher. H e has “never considered” seeking out 

governm ent support services. Foyle admits that perhaps this is because he assumes that 

seeking out such governm ent policies and  initiatives, even if they were to be ultim ately 

beneficial, “would take too m uch time,” and because such an endeavour was “simply not 

th a t high on a very long list o f priorities.” 147

W hen the researcher suggested to Foyle that perhaps funds from a part o f one (apparently 

invisible) governm ent initiative could be spent on conducting either a workshop o r series 

o f  workshops, from which m ore in-depth information could be generated from a num ber 

o f SM E ow ner/m anagers, he enthusiastically agreed that such a w orkshop/series o f 

workshops would (likely) place SM E ow ner/m anagers in circumstances where they would 

be able to discuss the issues that concerned them  in a m ore participative m anner than has 

thus far been the case. As a  result o f the inform ation that m ight com e to light from  such 

workshops, Foyle felt sure that policy m akers would likely be better inform ed — and 

therefore better equipped -  to generate relevant and visible policies to m eet the needs o f 

SM Es, and to therefore encourage them  to adopt and im plem ent e-business. Foyle was 

em phatic th a t he would prefer to see governm ent m oney spent on such a “tangible, 

practical program m e” than “drowned in an ocean o f yet more red tape.”

116 The nature of (formal and informal) networking is described in Chapter 2 (Lei and Slocum, 1992; Moller, 
1992; Golden and Dollinger, 1993; Gibb, 1993; Gronroos, 1994; Ozcan, 1995; Webster, 1995; Mowery et al., 
1996; Raymond and Bergeron, 1996; Rosenfeld, 1996; Auger and Gallaugher, 1997; Gummeson, 1997; 
Dean et al., 1997; Gimeno etal., 1997; Tikkanen, 1998; Achrol and Kotler, 1999; Jeal and Wroe, 1999; 
Keeble et al., 1999; Miles et al., 1999; Dennis, 2000; Overby and Min, 2000; 2001; Engsbo et al., 2001; 
Premaratne, 2001; O ’Donnell et al., 2001; Bar Nir and Smith, 2002).

117 This issue is addressed in some detail in Chapter 4.3.
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Foyle was asked w hat would be likely to encourage him to donate his time a n d /o r  

resources to collaborate with the policy makers who aim to facilitate his business, in order 

th a t m ore visible, appropriate and accessible policy initiatives can be generated for the 

benefit o f his business a n d /o r  industry. H e replied that he felt that “m oney” would be the 

d irect benefit that would make either him  or a “switched-on, trusted representative” o f 

Foyles to dedicate the time to participate in such a process. However, Foyle considered 

the workshop(s) to be a “good idea,” and  felt that, if undertaken, they could stimulate 

“positive, worthwhile” change.

Since the beginning o f the fieldwork period, as a result o f the changes that Foyle has 

overseen (including obtaining a warehouse, an integrated stock control system, a second 

store, and  a transactional website), Foyles can no longer be classified as an SM E. T he 

n u m b er o f employees in the business now exceeds the definitions o f “m edium -sized 

business” th a t the U K ’s D T I and  C om panies Act o f 1985 and  the E U  official 

recom m endation use. In addition, Foyles’ turnover now exceeds the £  \ 1.2 million figure 

th a t the (U K ’s) Com panies Act defines as a “m edium -sized” business. C onsequently, 

Foyles is presented here in an outline rather than as a comprehensive narrative case study, 

despite the fact that all the research procedures were comprehensively undertaken on the 

organisation throughout the fieldwork period.

H aving  exam ined first Design Bridge and then Foyles, we now turn  to the next case 

organisation overview, that of GF-X, an online airline cargo bookings business.

8.4 CASE STUDY OVERVIEW -  GF-X

Global Freight Exchange (GF-X) < www.gf-x.com> developed a b2b-trading platform  for 

airfreight carriers and forwarders in o rder to “exploit the $50bn airfreight sector.” 

According to Demetrios Zoppos, the business’s M anaging D irector, G F-X  is “the global 

leader in electronic bookings for the air cargo industry.” M ore than one th ird  o f  the 

w orld ’s carriers and forwarders use G F -X ’s products in all m ajor airfreight m arkets 

worldw ide, and  G F -X ’s client list includes 27 carrier organisations representing  53 

airlines, in addition to “m any regional and global forwarders.”
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G F-X  has integrated its system with the carrier systems’ controlling operational schedules, 

capacity control systems and booking engines, enabling it to receive real-time d a ta  feeds. 

V ia  an  online interface, which enables forw arders and  carriers to secure capacity  

“quickly, simply and cost-effectively,” 148 G F-X ’s clients are able to:

• M anage their entire portfolio online.

• Determ ine which carriers can m eet their booking requirements.

• Book capacity.

• M anage all bookings (including amendments).

T h e  G F-X  Platform , which has been in continuous use since its launch in 2000, is the 

basis for all G F-X  products, which consist of:

• GF-X Exchange — T he “w orld’s m ost com prehensive” m ulti-carrier online cargo 

reservation system.

• GF-X Host to Host -  An “innovative interface” enabling forw arders to m ake 

bookings directly from their own systems. This removes the need for forw arders 

to key-in inform ation twice, guaran tees booking responses an d  m axim ises 

booking confirmations.

• GF-X Private Label -  A “fully custom isable, ow n-branded electronic booking 

solution for airlines,” it enables carriers to reach their partners whilst leveraging 

existing investments and utilising the current integration solution with GF-X.

Zoppos explains that the GF-X Platform offers the following technological advantages:

• Performance, capacity and scalability — Designed and constructed to be easily scalable, 

the com ponentised architecture enables each sub-system to be deployed and

148 The benefits of the new business models e-business enables include:

• Creating new sources of advantage.
• Enabling businesses with information capacity to treat mass clients as individuals.
• Convergence between products and services.
• Global production networks and simultaneous co-operation.

These benefits are explored in Chapters 2 and 3 and in Appendices A and C (Bekker and Staude, 1988; 
Goldman et at., 1995; Currie, 1998; Ghosh, 1998; Drucker, 1998; Evans and Wurster, 1999; APEC, 1999; 
Porter, 2001).
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tu n ed  to  m eet the requ irem ents o f increasing system load. C apacity  and  

scalability are not constrained by individual carrier systems - this delivers superior 

perform ance when com pared to a pure rem ote transactions paradigm , as data is 

held centrally rather than on individual carrier systems.

• Security — Uses SSL encryption for all online traffic to and from its servers and 

Public /P rivate  key encryption for the transfer o f data  files to and  from carrier 

systems, coupled with a comprehensive access control model.

• Resilience and availability -  Runs on dedicated hardware, with a dedicated support 

team , and is not dependent on the resilience o f carrier systems.

• Flexible integration with remote systems -  A flexible m ethodology th a t enables

integration with any remote system using a “layered” integration framework.

T he  G F-X  Platform delivers “the required autom ation benefits” to the air cargo industry. 

It offers a scalable and  resilient foundation , built upon a “com ponentised system 

arch itectu re with a num ber o f sub-systems” th a t allow for the system to be “easily 

extended with additional functionality.” 149 G F-X  also provides a num ber o f additional 

services to com plem ent its products in order to “facilitate the smooth im plem entation o f 

autom ated processes” for both carriers and forwarders. These consist of:

• Implementation support — Assists carriers and forwarders to integrate their systems 

with GF-X, and provides assistance in im plementing process changes.

• User support -  Provides training, helpdesk support, and expert support to carrier 

helpdesks for monitoring transactions to all users.

G F-X  has “an arm y” of technicians responsible for the daily m onitoring and m aintenance

of the system.

Zoppos admits th a t the success o f G F-X  can largely be attributed to its “partnerships” 

and  alliances.150 In  fact, the organisation is so dedicated to its alliances th a t it has

149 The benefits of the new business models e-business facilitates are examined in Chapters 2 and 3 and in 
Appendices A and C.

150 The nature of (formal and informal) networking is described in Chapter 2 (Lei and Slocum, 1992; Moller, 
1992; Golden and Dollinger, 1993; Gibb, 1993; Gronroos, 1994; Ozcan, 1995; Webster, 1995; Mowery et al., 
1996; Raymond and Bergeron, 1996; Rosenfeld, 1996; Auger and Gallaugher, 1997; Gummeson, 1997;
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established an Advisory Council to represent the views o f the airfreight industry. T h e  

C ouncil includes senior executives o f G F-X  and  its m em ber clients. It aims to prom ote 

electronic transactions and electronic commerce in general, and to act as a forum  for the 

business to receive feedback from  its clients and  to listen to their suggestions for 

o perational im provem ents and  innovations. A num ber o f the o ther “partn ersh ip s” 

fundam ental to G F-X ’s operations are:

• Air Forwarders Association -  A non-profit organisation formed in 1990 to “safeguard 

and  fu rther the in terests” o f air forw arders, the Association believes th a t 

partnership and co-operation are “imperative.” Accordingly, it aims to:

o Help members maintain and increase m arket share, 

o Improve systems and operating conditions, 

o Increase profits, 

o C reate marketing opportunities, 

o Im pact legislation affecting the air industry.

• Azertia -  G F-X  has an exclusive agreem ent with Azertia (a Spanish m ulti-national 

com pany which provides IT  services and solutions) for the distribution o f  its 

products and services in the Spanish market.

• International Freight Logistics Network (IFLN) -  A  global alliance o f independen t 

transportation and logistics providers offering shippers and consignees a cohesive, 

personal and  cost-effective one-stop service for all their shipm ents worldwide. 

IFLN , which launched in m id-2000, is a global netw ork com posed o f  127 

com panies with consolidated sales o f US$1.7 billion. Its m em bers operate over 

260 offices in 90 countries, with a total staff o f  6,500 employees. G F-X  has a 

global agreem ent with the IFLN  network to offer its m em bers access to G F-X  

products and services.

• TIACA — A  worldwide air logistics organisation, TIAGA’s mission is “to advance 

the interests” o f the air cargo industry. Pledged “to support and assist progressive

Dean et al., 1997; Gimeno etal., 1997; Tikkanen, 1998; Achrol and Kotler, 1999; Jeal and Wroe, 1999; 
Keeble et al., 1999; Miles et al., 1999; Dennis, 2000; Overby and Min, 2000; 2001; Engsbo et al., 2001; 
Premaratne, 2001; O ’Donnell et al., 2001; Bar Nir and Smith, 2002).
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liberalisation o f the global m arket and easier, enhanced trade between developing 

and  developed economies,” TIA GA works to develop world trade by reducing 

costs th ro u g h  enhanced  com petition  and  the “elim ination  o f regu la to ry  

constraints.”

• Mercator — T he IT  subsidiary o f the Em irates G roup, based in D ubai, M ercator 

has developed a com prehensive portfolio o f airline financial systems, air cargo 

systems and  passenger services systems, including a custom er re la tionsh ip  

m anagem ent system.

A lthough G F-X  employs “an arm y” o f consultants to deal with regulatory requirem ents, 

Zoppos adm its to being “unaw are” o f any EU  or U K  policies, initiatives or program m es 

generated to stimulate SMEs generally, or to prom ote their adoption and im plem entation 

o f e-business specifically, except when they were outlined to him by the researcher during 

the Dialogical AR-inspired “reflective dialogues.” As far as Zoppos is aw are, neither he 

nor any o f his board has ever considered government support services to that effect.151

Zoppos was enthusiastic when the researcher suggested to him that perhaps funds from  a 

p art o f  one (apparently invisible) governm ent initiative could be spent on conducting 

either a workshop or series o f workshops, from which m ore in-depth information could be 

g en e ra ted  from  a n u m b er o f  SM E o w n er/m an ag ers . H e agreed  th a t such a 

w o rk sh o p /se r ie s  o f  w orkshops w ould  (likely) p lace SM E o w n e r/m a n a g e rs  in 

circum stances w here they would be able to discuss the issues that concerned them  in a 

m ore participative m anner than has thus far been the case. As a result o f the inform ation 

that m ight come to light from such workshops, Zoppos felt sure that policy makers would 

likely be better informed - and therefore better equipped - to generate relevant and  visible 

policies to m eet the needs o f SMEs, and  to therefore encourage them  to adop t and  

im plem ent e-business.

Zoppos, when asked w hat would be likely to encourage him to donate his time a n d /o r  

resources to collaborate with the policy makers, in order that m ore visible, appropriate 

and  accessible policy initiatives can be generated for the benefit o f  his business a n d /o r

151 This issue is addressed in some detail in Chapter 4.3.
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industry, replied that only financial incentives would motivate him “or people like [him]” 

to donate their tim e a n d /o r  resources. H ow ever, he viewed the concept o f  the 

workshop(s) extremely positively.

Although the full research process was carried out on GF-X, for the reasons recounted 

here, it is presented as an overview, and not as an in-depth case. W hen the fieldwork 

began, G F-X  had  80 employees and 75 contract technologists, with bases in London, 

New York, D ubai and Tokyo. D uring the fieldwork period, G F-X ’s annual turnover grew 

to “well in excess” o f the £11 .2  million figure that the (U K’s) Com panies Act defines as a 

“m edium -sized” business. T he business now also exceeds the EU  C om m unica tion  

recom m endation o f a m axim um  annual balance sheet total o f 40 million euros. In  

addition , G F-X  no longer fulfils the E U  C om m unication  m axim um  percen tage 

recom m endation o f a business’s ownership not exceeding 25% being owned by one, or 

jointly by several, enterprise(s). Finally, G F-X ’s staff num bers now exceed 250, once long

term IT  contractors are factored in.

Founded in 1998, G F-X  initially raised US$85m  in venture capital. Consolidated Press 

Holdings and  M organ Stanley D ean W itter held the m ajority o f equity at th a t tim e. 

Equity stakes have subsequently been taken by A m erican Airlines, British Airways, 

Deutsche Post W orld Net, Lufthansa Com m ercial Holding, Panalpina W orld T ransport 

(Holdings) and SAirLogistics.

Having studied Design Bridge, Foyles and G F-X , the fourth and final case overview is 

presented next. Toast is a mail order clothing and accessories business.

8.5 CASE STUDY OVERVIEW -  TOAST

T oast < www.toastbypost.co.uk> is a successful mail order catalogue business retailing 

“chic and stylish, yet offbeat and quirky” clothes and accessories. T he  business was 

founded in Septem ber 1997 by the husband and wife team Jam ie and Jessica Seaton in 

their (Llandeilo, Carm arthenshire, Wales) kitchen to sell pyjamas m anufactured in Ind ia 

by mail o rder in the U K . T he successful com pany was, over the course o f the fieldwork

298

http://www.toastbypost.co.uk


Chapter 8 -  Four Case Overviews

period, transform ed from a family-run affair into a nationwide business with an annual 

turnover o f around jQ8 million.

Soon after its launch, T oast started selling “other things” that the Seatons believed their 

custom ers would like. Capitalising on the “cocooning” tendencies o f those who work from 

hom e, T oast exploits the concept o f coveting a certain lifestyle. The com pany’s message is 

clear, according to Jessica Seaton, co-founder and G eneral M anager o f Toast: “buy the 

product, and you buy into the lifestyle.”

“T he idea was always to keep things simple bu t good quality, using the best fabrics we 

could afford,” Seaton says. “W hen I design, I imagine our friends w earing the clothes, 

people like us. W e sell to people aged from 20 to 75.” T he vast m ajority o f T oast 

devotees are likely to be in the 30-50 age group, however. “A nd people w ear T oast in the 

arts, the m edia, advertising.” T he clothes are “understated, vaguely ethnically inspired 

separates in warm  colours,” Seaton explains.

Seaton believes that the secret o f T oast’s success is down to “combining reasonable prices 

-  by no m eans cheap, but less expensive than the big designer names -  with desirable raw 

m aterials and a thoughtful but never overw rought approach to design that appeals to 

m any and can be easily adapted to suit the w earer’s personal style.”

“W e like clothes that are anti-fashion, clothes that are unpretentious b u t still lovely,” 

Seaton claims, going on to explain that Toast makes “high-end, coolly simple clothes and 

hom e accessories” and sells them  from a “beautiful mail o rder catalogue” that is shot “in 

far-out and exotic locations the world over and  brought to life by Jam ie ’s poetic travel 

observations.” F u rther, T oast has an “excellent m edia profile” in m agazines and  

broadsheet newspapers. Seaton proudly claims that T oast “gets m ore m oney from  each 

catalogue mailed than almost any other similar U K  com pany” because “the products are 

so desirable, and because they are exclusive to Toast.” 152

152 This is in line with the findings of research presented in Chapters 2 and 3 and in Appendices A and C 
regarding e-business enabling small operators to operate a niche business whilst obtaining access to a wider 
customer pool than would otherwise be the case (Sterne, 1996; Abell and Lim, 1996; Coccia, 1997; Kalakota 
and Whinston, 1997; Lawrence, 1997; Bennett, 1997; 1998; Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1999a; 1999b; 
Puhakainen and Brannback, 1998; Kalakota and Robinson, 1999; Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000; 
Reimenschneider and Mykytyn, 2000; Turban et al., 2000; Lee, 2001; Phan, 2001; Wilson, 2001; Daniel and
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T h e  Seatons still live in the “rustic idyll” o f Llandeilo, Carm arthenshire. T h ere ’s a Toast 

sale shop there and, Seaton claims, people travel “from far and w ide” to pick up  the 

com pany’s “carefully considered” clothing and accessories line. Toast also has concessions 

in  Selfridges and  H arvey Nichols and (sales shop aside) the first T oast store recently 

opened in H arrogate. Located in Yorkshire, H arrogate holds the U K ’s largest fashion 

wholesale and distribution trade fairs. As a result o f the sheer num bers o f wholesalers and 

retail buyers who regularly pass through, H arrogate was considered both a cost-effective 

an d  strategically astute choice for the first T oast store, as well as being “an incredibly 

lovely tow n,” according to Seaton. M ore stores are planned to open in the near future, 

b u t Seaton does not w ant them  to appear in the country’s m ore obviously glam orous 

locations. “O u r approach to opening shops is a guerrilla one,” she argues. “W e’ll try to 

avoid the expected, show up here and there where we like the town and there is a  good 

space, surprise people and then, hopefully, please them .”

T he Seatons m et while studying archaeology at Birmingham University. W ith m oney that 

they received as a w edding present, they bought a knitting m achine and  a book o f 

patterns, and  created  their first com pany, the J& J Seaton knitw ear business, which 

produced  “incredibly elaborate” sweaters. A lthough soon defunct, it “w het [their] 

appetite .” T hey  w ent on to work in (separate) advertising agencies, bu t the idea o f 

running their own successful m ail-order clothing business “someday” rem ained with the 

couple.

T he  Seaton’s astute utilisation o f the internet as a m arketing tool helped turn their “m om  

and pop shop” into a multi-million pound enterprise. In 2001, they sold a 75% holding 

in T oast to the French C onnection G roup, w hich operates a num ber o f additional 

b rands, including: French C o n n ec tio n /F C U K , Nicole Farhi and  G rea t Plains. T he  

French C onnection /F C U K  brand  accounts for about 90%  o f the business. T oast is still 

operated by the Seatons, however, and remains based in Wales.

T he French Connection G roup m erged the fulfillment o f its own mail o rder business, Buy 

M ail, into T oast’s operation, in order to provide “an economic and custom er focused

Wilson, 2002; Power and Sohal, 2002; Windrum et al., 2003; Windrum, 2004; Windrum and Berrenger, 
2004).
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back-office fulfillment service.” Toast already had its own w arehouse and call centre. 

"They am algam ated their mail o rder business with us, so we can grow together m uch 

m ore cost-effectively," says Seaton.153 Together with the potential for growth o f the Toast 

business itself, this represented a significant benefit of the acquisition for the G roup.

T he capital raised from the sale to the G roup has provided equity to develop the potential 

and  the strength o f the Toast brand. Seaton wants to grow the b rand  “as big as it can 

get,” through a  combination o f mail order, retail and e-com m erce.154

Seaton does not consider the networking that Toast undertook, “which was all about 

garnering positive PR  to save us having to pay to advertise!” to be “really about either 

forging networks or striking alliances.” However, she concedes that the “operational and 

infrastructure partnerships” that T oast has gained since its m ajority sharehold purchase 

by the French Connection G roup have been “wonderful.” 155

Seaton adm its th a t she has been “com pletely unaw are” o f any E U  or U K  policies, 

initiatives and program m es generated to stimulate SMEs generally, and  to prom ote their 

adoption and im plem entation o f e-business specifically. She considers that such policies 

and initiatives were “never apparent,” except when they were described to her during the 

“reflective dialogues” with the researcher. Although she did look for technical assistance 

and  investm ent in order to grow the brand, it “never occurred” to  her to research or

153 Scalability and the flexibility to streamline operations and customer fulfilment as benefits of SMEs 
adopting and implementing e-business is addressed in Chapter 3 and Appendices A and B (Iocovou et al., 
1995; Currie, 1998; Chappell and Feindt, 1999; Hadjimonolis, 1999; Feinberg and Eastlick, 1997; Kalakota 
and Whinston, 1997; Ghosh, 1998; Troye-Walker, 1998a; 1998b; Evans and Wurster, 1999; Fraser et al., 
2000; Smallbone etal., 2000; Timmers, 2000; Vescovi, 2000; Porter, 2001; Rayport andjaworski, 2001; 
Olave and Nato, 2001; Quayle, 2002a; 2002b).

154 SME growth hindered by a lack of financial (and other) resources is addressed in Chapters 2 and 3, and in 
Appendices B, E and F (Dandridge, 1979; Welch and White, 1981; DeLone, 1988; Blili and Raymond, 1993; 
Cragg and King, 1993; Gaskill et al., 1993; Thong et al., 1993; Gaskill and Gibbs, 1994; Reynolds et al., 1994; 
Tidd et al., 1997; Thong, 1999; 2001; Raymond, 2001).

155 The nature of (formal and informal) networking is described in Chapter 2 (Lei and Slocum, 1992; Moller, 
1992; Golden and Dollinger, 1993; Gibb, 1993; Gronroos, 1994; Ozcan, 1995; Webster, 1995; Mowery et al., 
1996; Raymond and Bergeron, 1996; Rosenfeld, 1996; Auger and Gallaugher, 1997; Gummeson, 1997; 
Dean et al., 1997; Gimeno etal., 1997; Tikkanen, 1998; Achrol and Kotler, 1999;Jeal and Wroe, 1999; 
Keeble et al., 1999; Miles et al., 1999; Dennis, 2000; Overby and Min, 2000; 2001; Engsbo et al., 2001; 
Premaratne, 2001; O ’Donnell et al., 2001; Bar Nir and Smith, 2002).
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approach  governm ent services and  initiatives a t any stage o f T o ast’s inception and 

developm ent.156

W hen the researcher suggested to Seaton th a t perhaps funds from  a p a rt o f one 

(apparently  invisible) governm ent initiative could be spent on conducting  e ither a 

workshop o r series o f workshops, from  which m ore in-depth  inform ation could be 

generated from a num ber o f SM E ow ner/m anagers, she wholeheartedly agreed that such 

a w orkshop /series o f  w orkshops w ould (likely) place SM E o w n e r/m a n ag ers  in 

circum stances where they would be able to discuss the issues that concerned them  in a 

m ore participative m anner than has thus far been the case. As a result o f the inform ation 

th a t m ight come to light from such workshops, Seaton was “sure” th a t policy m akers 

would likely be better informed, and thereby better equipped, to generate relevant and 

visible policies to m eet the needs o f SMEs, and thereby to encourage them  to adopt and 

im plement e-business.

W hen asked w hat would be likely to encourage her to donate time a n d /o r  resources to 

collaborate with the policy makers who aim to facilitate businesses such as hers, in order 

th a t m ore visible, appropriate and accessible policy initiatives can be generated for the 

benefit o f her business a n d /o r  industry, Seaton replied, “m oney, loans or grants.” She 

indicated that she would also be prepared to participate in the workshop(s) because it 

“m ight be another way to raise the profile o f the b rand .” She considers, however, that for 

m any o ther smaller businesses w ithout the benefits o f T oast’s equity (provided by the 

French C onnection Group) that “money, or the prospect o f it, would be the m ost likely 

incentive.” She felt that the concept o f such workshops was “a fantastic idea” and  felt 

that, if undertaken, the workshop(s) “could really change things for the better, as it seems 

that so m uch money is wasted.”

T oast operates with “only 14 em ployees.” All clothing m anufacture is outsourced to 

factories overseas. T he staff working in the T oast concessions (such as the one in 

Selfridges, Oxford Street, London and in Harvey Nichols in both London and Leeds), are 

em ployed and paid by the host retailer. Although (still) not yet profitable, the turnover o f 

T oast was over £ 8  million at the end o f 2002. However, as the French C onnection

156 This issue is addressed in some detail in Chapter 4.3.
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G roup now owns 75% of Toast, the business no longer qualifies as either a “small-” or 

“m edium -sized” enterprise under the EU  C om m unication recom m endation. A lthough 

the complete research protocol was undertaken on Toast throughout the fieldwork period 

and subsequently, it is accordingly presented here as an overview.

8.6 SUMMARY

W e have seen that a significant num ber o f  governm ent projects and policy initiatives 

directed at SM Es have been introduced in recent years, yet the evidence arising from this 

and other research strongly indicates that such policies and initiatives are failing to reach 

their target audience. Designed as a prelim inary study, this research has ascertained the 

recognition levels and practical im pact o f such policy initiatives on SMEs, based on the 

experiences o f the seven U K  case organisations presented  in this and  the previous 

chapter, with a view to instruct constructive and feasible changes to policy making. This 

has been achieved thus far through a narrative research approach inform ed by A G R  and 

Dialogical AR. SSM conceptual modelling will be employed in the forthcom ing chapters 

(9 and 10), in order to draw together and reconcile the seemingly disparate worlds o f the 

research.

As has been explained throughout, the thesis explores a com plex and  ill-structured 

problem  situation with multiple owners and that can be viewed from a variety o f stances. 

The opportunistic selection o f the research sites was recounted in C hapter 6, as were the 

research procedures, and the reflections on the researcher’s skills and  background 

(provided as evidence o f her understanding o f the organisational setting). Building on this, 

the previous chapter (Chapter 7) described three o f the seven U K  SM E case organisations 

(Berkeley Square Gallery, Davis & Go. and  Lobster) in detail. Developing the research 

further, this chapter overviewed the rem aining four case studies (Design Bridge, Foyles, 

GF-X  and Toast).

C hap ter 9, w hich follows, discusses the research issues th a t arose from  the case 

organisations, paying particular attention to the following:

• Drivers to e-business adoption.
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• Development and implementation.

• Networks and alliances.

• Perspectives on government policies and initiatives.

T h e  theoretical developm ents outlined in the earlier chapters com bined to form  the 

framework for SSM modelling that will be utilised in the next chapter to resolve the policy 

generation issue. SSM conceptual modelling will not only be used for sense-making and 

inform ation analysis purposes, but also for the provision o f strategies for resolving the 

identified problem s in the context o f this research work. C hapter 5 explained that SSM is 

well established as a m anagem ent problem-solving tool, following an interpretive ontology 

an d  an epistem ology th a t employs systems theory  in the construction o f intellectual 

devices to learn about the world. T he use o f SSM  conceptual modelling in the research 

has been shown to be conventional and well understood.157

T he theoretical framework was selected to support data collection. It was intentional that 

the data  and case study materials were separated from the analysis (as far as possible) in 

the writing, in order that the researcher could present her analysis and  show that her 

conclusions are valid. It has been shown th a t the research was overt and conducted in 

collaboration w ith the case organisation principals. T he  end product o f this research 

process has been described by the researcher as proffering specific im plications in a 

particular dom ain. Whilst the theoretical foundations o f the research have been explained 

in detail, the outcom e, or resolution o f these concepts could not be fully developed until 

after the fieldwork data  on the case organisations was presented. Therefore, elaboration 

was necessarily deferred until the analysis o f  fieldwork d a ta  in the two concluding 

chapters o f the thesis.

In the chapter that follows (Chapter 9), the analysis will provide insight into the complex 

political and cultural situation o f the case study organisations, and the endem ic multiple 

interlinking problem s. T he relationships betw een concepts central to the thesis will be 

aligned, and a model o f the situation proposed which is consistent with the interpretive 

philosophy of the research, and able to be supported by SSM tools.

157 Chapter 5 explains the SSM methodology and modelling process.
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K eeping in m ind that this research was intended from  the outset to be a prelim inary 

study, the next, penultimate, chapter draws together the different strands o f the research, 

in preparation for the conclusion and suggestions for future research that are presented in 

C hap ter 10. In  C hapter 9, these key areas o f the research are presented in the following 

order, m irroring the presentation o f the case study findings in this chapter and  the one 

that preceded it:

• Drivers to e-Business Adoption

• Development and O perational Issues

• Networks and Alliances

• Perspectives on Governm ent Policies and Initiatives

• Case Organisations Overview

Supplem entary  inform ation referred  to in this chap te r is located in the following 

appendices:

• Appendix A -  The Advantages o f e-Business Adoption and Im plem entation

• Appendix B -  SM E Characteristics

• Appendix C -  Drivers to e-Business Adoption by SMEs

• Appendix E -  Barriers to e-Business Adoption by SMEs

• Appendix F -  The Disadvantages o f e-Business Adoption and Im plem entation

• Appendix O  - Findings Arising From  the Case Studies Relating to the L iterature 

Review

• A ppendix P  - Findings Arising From  the Case Studies N ot R elating  to the 

Literature Review
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C hapter 9

D iscussion  o f  the 
Seven Case O rganisations

9.1 INTRODUCTION

By m eans o f a thorough exam ination o f the literature and the case studies, it has been 

shown th a t change and  dynam ism  characterise the SM E sector. T he researcher was 

fortunate  that none o f the participating SM E case organisations went out o f  business 

d u rin g  the fieldwork and  subsequent w riting up periods -  absorption by a larger 

organisation or conglomerate (which occurred in the cases o f Lobster and Toast), does not 

equal dissolution. This level o f prosperity and  growth experienced by these seven case 

organisations would seem to be, however, statistically uncharacteristic o f the SM E sector 

as a  whole.158

In  this chapter, the drivers o f and the inhibitors to the adoption o f e-business by these 

seven U K  case organisations are exam ined against -  and com pared with — the findings o f 

the research em erging from the literature review presented in Chapters 2, 3 and  4. This 

exam ination is followed by a consideration o f the im plem entation issues and the benefits 

(or otherwise) o f networks and alliances for SMEs as experienced by the case organisation 

principals. T hese considerations are also presented in com parison w ith the earlier 

research  p resen ted  in C hap ters  2, 3 and  4. T h e  discussion scrutinises the case 

organisation principals’ perspectives on governm ent policies and initiatives, before the 

concluding section o f the chapter draws together and synthesises the research, therein  

presenting the rich understandings that have arisen.

158 This is in line with the explanation tendered in Chapter 2 that SMEs are less likely to expand than large 
businesses (Churchill and Lewis, 1983; Disney et al, 2000; Dale and Morgan, 2001; SBS, 2004b). It was also 
presented in that chapter that most job creation in the UK SME sector comes from start-ups rather than from 
the expansion of existing businesses (DeLone, 1981; 1988; Cooley et al., 1987; Martin, 1989; DTI, 1993a; 
1993b). However, it was noted that some researchers (among them: Kim and Lee, 1998; Kennedy and 
Healy, 1985) found that the “greater volatility” of SMEs translates to higher gains, losses and closures than for 
larger organisations -  this volatility is evidenced by small businesses being responsible for around 66% of UK 
job losses (SBS, 2004b).
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Haw kins et al. (1995) and H yland and M atlay (1997) found that SMEs with fewer than  10 

employees were less likely to adopt e-business than were larger small businesses. However, 

the findings from  the seven U K  case organisations, who show that e-business can be 

successfully devised, adopted and im plemented by smaller SMEs to develop new m arkets, 

contrad ict the findings o f these researchers. T h a t several o f the case organisations were 

p u re -p lay er in te rn e t start-ups (Davis & C o., G F-X  and  Lobster) inev itab ly  an d  

fundam entally  affected their propensity to  adopt e-business, in line with the findings o f 

Donckels and L am brecht (1997, as presented in C hapter 3), who offered “m arket focus” 

as a  prim ary m otivator to e-business adoption and im plem entation. Poon and Sw atm an 

(1997a; 1997b; 1997c), APEC (1999) and Porter (2001), am ong others (in findings also 

p resen ted  in C h ap ter 3), suggest th a t SM Es tend  to adopt e-business to reach  new  

m arkets. T h e  d a ta  arising from each o f these case organisations supports their view. 

C onfirm ation, however, requires further investigation w ith a b roader variety o f  case 

organisations. Certainly, the cases presented here, individually and collectively, seem to 

provide excellent examples o f how online business models can be used successfully in 

tandem  with offline business activities, and  o f how a com bination o f tactical objectives 

(such as efficiency and cost reduction, with em ergent business/IT  strategy models) can 

successfully be executed. These case organisations illustrate the successful im plem entation 

o f seven U K  SMEs trading online, albeit with strikingly different business ventures, goals 

and  achievem ents. These findings are in line with a num ber o f researchers w ho have 

observed that interest in e-business and the in ternet grows as participants start gaining 

hands-on experience and realise its potential.159

W e have seen that a significant num ber o f governm ent projects and policy initiatives 

directed at SMEs have been introduced in recent years, yet the evidence arising from this 

and other research strongly indicates that such policies and initiatives are failing to reach 

their target audience. Designed as a prelim inary study, this research has ascertained the

159 Comprehensive references for these findings are presented in Chapter 3 and in Appendices B, C and E. 
(The comprehensive reference list includes: Cragg and King, 1993; Venkatraman, 1994; Lefebvre and 
Lefebvre, 1993; Geroski, 1995; Iacovou et al., 1995; Rogers, 1995; Abell and Lim, 1996; Coccia, 1997; 
Donckels and Lambrecht, 1997; Eden et al., 1997; Evans and Wurster, 1997; Lawrence, 1997; Poon and 
Swatman, 1997b; 1997c; Cobbenhagen and Nauwelares, 1999; Nilsson et al., 1999; Kaplan and Sawhney, 
2000; Reimenschneider and Mykytyn, 2000; Timmers, 2000; Turban et al., 2000; Engsbo et al, 2001; Levy et 
al., 2001a; 2001b; Mullins et al., 2001; Porter, 2001; Raymond, 2001; Rayport andjaworski, 2001; Sathye 
and Beal, 2001; Tetteh and Burn, 2001; Daniel and Wilson, 2002; Power and Sohal, 2002; Quayle, 2002a; 
2002b; Windrum and Berrenger, 2003; Windrum, 2004).
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recognition levels and  practical im pact o f such policy initiatives on SMEs, based on the 

experiences o f the seven U K  case organisations, with a view to instruct constructive and 

feasible changes to policy making. This has been achieved thus far through a narrative 

research approach informed by A C R  and Dialogical AR.

T he thesis explores a complex and ill-structured problem  situation with multiple owners 

and  that can be viewed from  a variety o f stances. T he opportunistic selection o f the 

research sites was recounted in C hap ter 6, as were the research procedures, and the 

reflections on the researcher’s skills and  background (provided as evidence o f h er 

understanding o f the organisational setting). Building on this, C hap ter 7 described three 

o f the seven U K  SM E case organisations (Berkeley Square Gallery, Davis & Co. and 

Lobster) in detail. Developing the research further, C hapter 8 overviewed the rem aining 

four case studies (Design Bridge, Foyles, G F-X  and Toast).

T he theoretical framework was selected to support data  collection. T he researcher m ade 

an intentional decision to separate the data  and case study m aterials from the analysis as 

far as possible in the writing, in order that the researcher could (attem pt to) judge the 

validity o f the analysis and conclusions. T he end product o f the research process can be 

characterised  as proffering specific im plications in a particu lar dom ain. W hilst the 

theoretical foundations o f the research have been explained in earlier chapters in some 

detail, the outcome, or resolution o f these concepts could not be fully developed until after 

the fieldwork data  on the case organisations was presented. Therefore, elaboration was 

necessarily deferred until the analysis o f fieldwork data in these two concluding chapters 

o f the thesis.

T he theoretical developm ents outlined in the earlier chapters com bined to form  the 

framework for SSM modelling that will be utilised in this chapter and the next to resolve 

the policy generation issue. SSM conceptual modelling is not only used for sense-making 

and inform ation analysis purposes, but also for the provision of strategies for resolving the 

identified problems in the context o f this research work. C hapter 5 explained that SSM  is 

well established as a m anagem ent problem-solving tool, following an interpretive ontology 

and an epistem ology th a t employs systems theory in the construction o f intellectual
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devices to learn about the world. A comprehensive sum m ary o f the findings arising from 

the case studies, in light o f the Literature Review, is presented in Appendices O  and  P.

In this, the thesis’ penultim ate chapter, the analysis will provide insight into the complex 

political and cultural situation of the case study organisations, and the endem ic multiple 

interlinking problem s. T he relationships between concepts central to the thesis will be 

aligned, and a model o f the situation proposed which is consistent with the interpretive 

philosophy o f the research, and able to be supported by SSM tools. T he  use o f SSM 

conceptual m odelling in the research has been shown to be conventional and  well 

understood .160 SSM  conceptual modelling will be employed here and in the concluding 

chapter in order to draw  together and  reconcile the seemingly disparate worlds o f the 

research.

T he issues arising throughout the literature review have been summarised in tables: Table

2.3 — T he Key Issues Arising from the SMEs L iterature Review, Table 3.1 -  T he Key 

Issues Arising from the e-Business Literature Review, and Table 4.4 -  T he  K ey Issues 

Arising from the Policy Initiatives L itera ture Review. T able 5.1 drew  these issues 

together, and Figure 6.1 built on this synthesis with a sum m ary of how these issues will be 

investigated. Figure 9.1 shows the development o f the thesis to date:

160 Chapter 5 explains the SSM methodology and modelling process.
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THE K E Y ISSUES ARISING FR O M  THE U TERA TU R E REVIEWI
C h ap ter 2  -  SMEs

T here is a elcar and 
unam biguous need for 
comprehensive studies of 
SMEs adoption of e-busincss 
in the EU and the UK 
There is no one definition of 
an SME
SMEs differ from large 
organisations
The SME sector is the 
cornerstone of the economic 
prosperity of the EU and the 
UK
Entrepreneurial attributes 
arc associated with the SME 
sector
SME owner/managers have 
a very haphazard approach 
to human resources 
F am ilia l and so c ia l 
structures affect SMEs 
Engagement in formal and 
informal networks and 
alliances can have profound

I

benefits

C h ap ter 3  -  e-B usiness
c-Busincss in the UK 
Much e-business research 
conducted to date has been 
insufficient
c-Busincss has profound 
consequences for business 
practise and research 
c-Busincss can help SMEs 
develop and promote growth 
in regional areas 
e-Busincss adoption can be 
beneficial to SMEs 
e-Business adoption can pose 
challenges to SMEs 
Drivers to e-business adoption 
by SMEs
Barriers to e-busincss adoption 
by SMEs
e-Busincss is innovation 
Why and how does innovation 
happen?

C h ap ter 4 - 
P olicy  In itia tiv e s

A scries o f  long-term EU 
and UK SME policies have 
been introduced to create a 
favourable com p etitive  
business environment in 
which SMEs can flourish 
EU policy initiatives 
UK policy initiatives 
SMEs aren’t accessing the 
help that’s available 
How might government 
policies that are currently 
failing to be v isible to and to 
facilitate SMEs have more 
relevance?

C h ap ter 5 - M ULTI-M ETHODOLOGIES
The selection and use of multiple data collection methods by combining a range of methods and/or parts of 

methodologies in order to meet the needs of a particular situation.

T T T I
A ction

R e search
Applied research 
where there is an 
attempt to obtain 
results of practical 

value to groups 
with whom the 

researcher is 
allied, while at the 
same time adding 

to theoretical 
knowledge.

v  ; " v
D talog ica l 

A ction  
R esearch

A form of Action 
Research 

consisting of a 
series or reflective 

one-on-one 
dialogues between 

a ease 
organisation 

principal and a 
researcher/ 
researchers.

S .

C ase S tu dy  
R esearch

An attempt at 
describing the 

relationships that 
exist in reality, 
usually within a 

single 
organisation or 
organisational 

grouping.

A ction  C ase  
R esearch

An amalgam 
between 

intervention and 
interpretation. 

Case studies 
contain an 
clement of 

intervention, but 
not to the scale of 

change in full- 
scale Action 

Research.

I

Soft S y s te m s  
M ethodo logy

Research applied 
to learn about 

complex human 
situations through 
making deliberate 

interventions to 
achieve positive 

and desirable 
change whilst 
simultaneously 

adding to 
theoretical 
knowledge.I

C h apters 7 &  8 -  THE CASE ORGANISATIONS

i r~ I TT ~ T
B erkeley  Square  

G allery
D a v is  
& Co.

D esign
Bridge

F oyles G-FX L o b s te r T oast

F ig u re  9 .1  -  T h e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  th e  r e s e a r c h  th u s  fa r
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T he following two tables serve to illustrate aspects of the case organisations’ business 

activities. Table 9.1 provides an overview o f the nature o f the case organisations’ 

operations, while Table 9.2 shows to what extent the products and services the case 

organisations purvey are available online.

Case B usiness

Add-on (A) 
or new  (N) 
b u sin ess

N iche (N) or  
m ass-m arket 

com m odity (C)

U ser (U) or  
provider (P) 

o f
technology

Berkeley Square 
Gallery

Art gallery A N U

Davis & Co. Law firm N C U + P
Design Bridge Design agency A C u
Foyles Book store A N u
G-FX

Air cargo 
bookings system

N N U + P

Lobster Fine foods N N u
Toast

Mail-order
clothing A N u

Table 9.1 -  Overview o f cases (adapted from  Tim m ers, 2000: 48)

C ase B usiness

Sells (S) or 
creates (C) 

goods or  
serv ices

O rders 
com pleted  on  

w ebsite
T ran saction a l 

W ebsite
Berkeley Square 
Gallery Art gallery S N N

Davis & Go. Law firm G +S N N
Design Bridge Design agency G +S N N
Foyles Book store S Y Y

G-FX Air cargo 
bookings system

G +S Y Y

Lobster Fine foods S Y Y

Toast
M ail-order
clothing s Y Y

Table 9.2 -  Case organisation w ebsite transaction levels

Informed by the literature review, and with the above issues in mind, the next section of 

this chapter analyses the drivers to e-business adoption that were pertinent to the case 

study organisations. This discussion is followed by a recount of the developm ent and 

operational issues that arose as a result o f their adopting and implementing e-business. 

T he case organisation principals’ attitudes and experiences of formal and inform al
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networks and alliances are recounted. Subsequent to this presentation, the perspectives o f 

the case organisation principals on governm ent policies and initiatives are tendered. 

Building on these, the different aspects o f the research are drawn together.

K eeping in m ind that this research was intended from  the outset to be a prelim inary 

study, this chapter draws together the different strands o f the research, in preparation for 

the conclusion and suggestions for future research that are presented in C hap ter 10. 

T hese key areas o f the research are presented in the following order, m irroring the 

presentation o f the case study findings in the previous two chapters:

• Drivers to e-Business Adoption

• Development and Operational Issues

• Networks and Alliances

• Perspectives on G overnm ent Policies and Initiatives

• Case Organisations Overview

Findings that tie in with the literature are noted in the footnotes to the chapter. As in the 

previous two chapters, there are so m any extensive references (50 in this chapter, alone) 

that, had  they been incorporated into the m ain text, they would have in terrupted the 

narrative flow.

9.2 DRIVERS TO E-BUSINESS ADOPTION

T he participating case organisations all recognised the potential strategic opportunities 

offered by em bracing  e-business, and  they each sought to realise them . These 

opportunities included:

• Growing their m arket share (eg. Berkeley Square Gallery, Design Bridge, Foyles, 

Toast).161

161 In line with the explanation provided in Chapter 3, and references listed in Appendices A and C 
(including: Bekker and Staude, 1988; Devins, 1994; Abell and Limm, 1996; Guthrie and Austin, 1996; 
Quelch and Klein, 1996; Sterne, 1996; Raymond and Bergeron, 1996; Angehm, 1997; Bennett, 1997; 1998; 
Caimcross, 1997; Hamill and Gregory, 1997;Julien et al., 1997; Kalakota and Whinston, 1997; Lawrence, 
1997; Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997b; 1997c; Poon and Strom, 1997; Currie, 1998; O ’Keefe and 
McEachern, 1998; Puhakainen and Brannback, 1998; Watson et al., 1998; Peypoch, 1998; APEC, 1999; 
Kalakota and Robinson, 1999; Leidner, 1999a; 1999b; Shapiro and Varian, 1999; Hawkins and Prencipe,
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• Surpassing com petitors (eg. Berkeley Square G allery, Davis & C o., G F-X , 

Lobster, Toast).162

• T ransform ing their organisations (eg. Davis & Co. and  G -FX  have au tom ated  

their procedures to the extent that the bulk of them  are conducted online -  in 

effect, enabling the companies to outsource m uch o f their administrative work to 

their customers).163

• Personalising customer relationships.164

These organisations recognised:

• How  to identify and retain their most profitable customers.

• How  to find their most valuable customer segments.

• H ow  to understand their custom ers’ specific needs by co-ordinating off- and 

online channels to their greatest strategic advantage.

T he seven case organisation principals all reported the following “significantly greater 

benefits” as a  result of e-business adoption and implementation:

• Costs.

• Relationships with business partners.

• Internal efficiency.

2000; Turban et al., 2000; Vescovi, 2000; Martin and Matlay, 2001; Raymond, 2001; Ritchie and Brindley, 
2001; Sparkes and Thomas, 2001; Trappey and Trappey, 2001; Quayle, 2002a; Vrazalic et al., 2002).

162 In line with Chapter 3, and references listed in Appendices A and C on improved competitiveness and 
customer services (including: Porter and Millar, 1985; Abell and Lim, 1996; Guthrie and Austin, 1996; 
Sterne, 1996; Auger and Gallaugher, 1997; Goccia, 1997; Feinberg and Easdick, 1997; Poon and Swatman, 
1997a; 1997b; 1997c; 1997d; 1999a; 1999b; Kalakota and Whinston, 1997; McKenna, 1997; Currie, 1998; 
Ghosh, 1998; Radstaak and Ketelaar, 1998; Watson etal., 1998; Evans and Wurster, 1999; Fraser et al., 2000; 
Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000; Timmers, 2000; Vescovi, 2000; Porter, 2001; Rayport andjaworski, 2001; DTI, 
2002a; 2002c; Daniel and Grimshaw, 2002; Power and Sohal, 2002).

163 In line with research presented in Chapter 3, and references listed in Appendices A and C.

164 In line with research presented in Chapter 3 and references in Appendices A and C on improved relations 
with business partners and customers (including: Blattberg and Deighton, 1991; McWilliams, 1995; Abell and 
Lim, 1996; Quelch and Klein, 1996; Stern, 1996; Kalakota and Whinston, 1996; 1997; Auger and 
Gallaugher, 1997; Cairncross, 1997; Feinberg and Eastlick, 1997; McKenna, 1997; Peppers and Rogers, 
1997; Poon and Strom, 1997; Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997b; 1997c; Brannback and Puhakainen, 1998a; 
1998b; Currie, 1998; Gulledge and Sommer, 1998; O ’Keefe and McEachem, 1998; Palumbo and Herbig, 
1998; Puhakainen and Brannback, 1998; APEC, 1999; Kalakota and Robinson, 1999; Shapiro and Varian, 
1999; Hawkins and Prencipe, 2000; Vescovi, 2000; Porter, 2001; Sparkes and Thomas, 2001; Quayle, 2002a; 
2002b).
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• Increased quality o f information.

T his would tend to support the findings o f advocates for e-business adoption by SM Es.l6:> 

O n  the basis o f the experiences com m unicated  by the principals o f these case 

organisations, it would seem that the following attributes are crucial to successful e- 

business SM E adoption and implementation:

• R ecognition o f -  and support from  -  senior m anagem ent for the strategic 

implications o f e-business (otherwise the necessary funds and  o ther resources 

would not be m ade available).

• R ecognition  and  em ploym ent o f  effective strategies to launch, ad a p t and 

m aintain online operations.

• Relevant analysis o f the strategic opportunities e-business facilitates.

• Com prehensive integration o f e-business into the organisations’ core activities 

(which in turn provide opportunities for further transform ation).106

O nly  one o f the seven case organisation principals involved in this research was 

(seemingly) prim arily motivated by a purely pioneering spirit o f enthusiasm  ra ther than 

conscious strategising (Berkeley Square Gallery). T he principals o f the o ther six case 

organisations had  at least some elem ent o f strategising before they adopted e-business. 

These latter case organisation principals all felt that the process o f incorporating  an 

elem ent o f strategy had resulted in a positive im pact on their subsequent success, had 

enabled them  to better serve their customers with a more focused approach, and had lent 

a sense o f purpose to their online operations.167 The principals o f these organisations all 

felt th a t they had  learn t from the experience o f planning. H ow ever, the process o f 

“p lann ing” took very different forms for the case organisations. T h e  m ore form al 

planning process that took place (in Foyles, G F-X  and Toast) resulted in a  m ore focused 

approach being adopted in a num ber of areas:

165 As detailed comprehensively in Chapters 2 and 3 and in Appendices A, B and C (Fuller, 1992; 2000; 
Goldman et al., 1995; Mouggayer, 1998; Currie, 1998; Drucker, 1998; Ghosh, 1998; Evens and Wurster, 
1999; Violino, 2000; Porter, 2001).

166 These attributes are mentioned in greater detail in Chapters 2 and 3 and in Appendix C.

167 As detailed in Chapter 3 and Appendices A and C.
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• These organisations gained competitive intelligence and ideas by investigating 

formally their competitors’ websites.

• The planning process provided a “roadm ap.”

• It enabled them  to better exploit their e-business potential, as p lanning had  

enabled them to feel that they “knew what to do .” 168

T h e  principals in these organisations felt th a t e-business was an  ideal sales and 

distribution network, and that it would also be an efficient way o f utilising their existing 

technology (except for Lobster, G -FX  and Davis & Co., which were start-ups -  as such, 

their business models were enabled by e-business). These case study principals also felt 

that m any o f  the systems and practices they needed to operate effectively online were 

already in place before making the decision to launch online operations. T hey believed 

that, as a result, they would be subject to fewer operating costs than their com petitors 

(this, however, has not proved to be the case in any o f the case organisations).169 In 

addition , each o f the case organisations viewed the adoption o f e-business as an 

opportunity  to extend their m arket reach, at the same time fulfilling their custom ers’ 

expectations and keeping their brands relevant.170

Tactically, when the case organisations examined in this research looked to begin trading 

online, they aimed to achieve at least one of the following benefits:

168 This is in line with findings regarding strategic organisational and management attributes presented in 
Chapters 2 and 3 and in Appendices A, C, E and F.

169 This outcome of adopting and implementing e-business is featured in Appendix F (Murphy, 1996; 
MacGregor et al., 1998; Ritchie et al., 1999; Stauber, 2000; Lee, 2001; Porter, 2001; Sparkes and Thomas, 
2001).

170 In line with the findings of a large number of researchers, as presented in Chapter 2 and in Appendices A 
and C (among them: Blattberg and Deighton, 1991; Devins, 1994; McWilliams, 1995; Abell and Limm, 1996; 
Guthrie and Austin, 1996; Raymond and Bergeron, 1996; Stem, 1996; Kalakota and Whinston, 1996; 1997; 
Bennett, 1997; 1998; Quelch and Klein, 1996; Angehrn, 1997; Auger and Gallaugher, 1997; Cairncross, 
1997; Feinberg and Easdick, 1997; Hamill and Gregory, 1997; Julien et al., 1997; McKenna, 1997; Peppers 
and Rogers, 1997; Poon and Strom, 1997; Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997b; 1997c; Bennett, 1998; 
Brannback and Puhakainen, 1998a; 1998b; Currie, 1998; Gulledge and Sommer, 1998; O ’Keefe and 
McEachem, 1998; Peypoch, 1998; Palumbo and Herbig, 1998; Puhakainen and Brannback, 1998; APEC, 
1999; Kalakota and Robinson, 1999; Leidner, 1999a; 1999b; Shapiro and Varian, 1999; Hawkins and 
Prencipe, 2000; Ritchie and Brindley, 2000; Turban et al., 2000; Vescovi, 2000; Martin and Matlay, 2001; 
Porter, 2001; Raymond, 2001; Sparkes and Thomas, 2001; Trappey and Trappey, 2001; Quayle, 2002a; 
2002b; Vrazalic et al., 2002).
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• Provide additional channels to m arket.171

• Increase agility, responsiveness, a n d /o r  the ability to react to changing m arket 

conditions (which would in turn increase m arket share).172

• Achieve competitive advantage .173

• Transform  relationships with customers, suppliers and business partners .174

• Redesign their business operations through innovating their organisations.175

• Reduce overheads and costs per transaction .176

T he data  arising from these case organisations indicates that financial resources are not 

the leading factor in motivating or inhibiting an SM E’s adoption o f e-business.177 W hen 

the principals o f  these case organisations felt th a t some new  technology w ould be 

beneficial to their organisation, they had enough financial freedom to be able to acquire

171 In line with findings presented in Chapter 2 and in Appendices A and C (Devins, 1994; Guthrie and 
Austin, 1996; Quelch and Klein, 1996; Sterne, 1996; Hamill and Gregory, 1997; Julien et al., 1997; Bennett, 
1997; 1998; Caimcross, 1997; Kalakota and Whinston, 1997; Lawrence, 1997; Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 
1997b; Currie, 1998; O ’Keefe and McEachem, 1998; Puhakainen and Brannback, 1998; Watson et al., 1998; 
Kalakota and Robinson, 1999; Turban et al., 2000; Vescovi, 2000; Raymond, 2001; Ritchie and Brindley, 
2001; Sparkes and Thomas, 2001; Quayle, 2002a).

172 In line with findings presented in Chapter 3 and in Appendices A and C (Porter and Millar, 1985; Guthrie 
and Austin, 1996; Sterne, 1996; Feinberg and Eastlick, 1997; Kalakota and Whinston, 1997; McKenna, 
1997; Currie, 1998; Ghosh, 1998; Radstaak and Ketelaar, 1998; Watson, et al., 1998; Evans and Wurster, 
1999; Fraser et al., 2000; Timmers, 2000; Vescovi, 2000; Porter, 2001; Rayport and Jaworski, 2001).

173 In line with findings presented in Chapter 3 and in Appendices A and C.

174 In line with findings presented in Chapter 3 and in Appendices A and C (Blattberg and Deighton, 1991; 
McWilliams, 1995; Abell and Lim, 1996; Kalakota and Whinston, 1996; 1997; Quelch and Klein, 1996; 
Stern, 1996; Auger and Gallaugher, 1997; Caimcross, 1997; Feinberg and Eastlick, 1997; McKenna, 1997; 
Peppers and Rogers, 1997; Poon and Strom, 1997; Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997b; 1997c; O ’Keefe and 
McEachern, 1998; Palumbo and Herbig, 1998; Brannback and Puhakainen, 1998a; 1998b; Puhakainen and 
Brannback, 1998; Currie, 1998; Gulledge and Sommer, 1998; APEC, 1999; Kalakota and Robinson, 1999; 
Shapiro and Varian, 1999; Hawkins and Prencipe, 2000; Vescovi, 2000; Porter, 2001; Sparkes and Thomas, 
2001; Quayle, 2002a; 2002b).

175 In line with findings presented in Chapter 3 and in Appendices A and C (among them: Timmers, 2000; 
Rayport and Jaworski, 2001).

176 In line with findings presented in Chapter 3 and in Appendices A and C (McWilliams, 1995; Abell and 
Limm, 1996; Raymond and Bergeron, 1996; Angehm, 1997; Kalakota and Whinston, 1997; Auger and 
Gallaugher, 1997; Coccia, 1997; O ’Connor and O ’Keefe, 1997; Berg and Karttunen, 1998; Currie, 1998; 
Radstaak and Ketelaar, 1998; Gulledge and Sommer, 1998; Shapiro and Varian, 1998; MacGregor et al., 
1998; APEC, 1999; Hawkins and Prencipe, 2000; Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997b; 1997c; Palumbo and 
Herbig, 1998; APEC, 1999; Fraser et al., 2000; Turban et al., 2000; Hawkins and Prencipe, 2000; Kaplan and 
Sawhney, 2000; Porter, 2001; Europmedia, 2001; Porter, 2001; Tetteh and Burn, 2000; 2001; Quayle, 
2002a; 2002b; Raymond, 2001; Howarth, 2002; Chaston and Mangles, 2002).

177 In line with findings presented in Appendix C (Howard, 1977; Geroski, 1995; Iacovou et al., 1995; Eden et 
al., 1997; Coccia, 1997; O ’Connor and O ’Keefe, 1997; Tidd et al., 1997; Drucker, 1998; Poon and Swatman, 
1998a; 1998b; Nilsson, 1999; Premkumar and Roberts, 1999; Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000; Turban et al., 
2000; Porter, 2001; Quayle. 2002a; 2002b; Chaston and Mangles, 2002; Raisinghani and Frank, 2003).
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it, but all required that either a formal (Design Bridge, Foyles, G-FX, Lobster and Toast) 

o r informal (Berkeley Square Gallery and Davis & Co.) valid business case be presented to 

ensure re tu rned  value from investment. The requisite technology was no t considered 

expensive to acquire except by G -FX  (the nature o f their product dictated that they had 

to build  its specialised technology from the ground up). At the end o f the research 

fieldwork period, the principals o f the case studies (excepting Davis & Co., Foyles and 

Toast), suspected that their organisations were not fully utilising the technology they had 

available.

F or Berkeley Square Gallery, Foyles, Lobster an d  G -FX , e-business adoption and 

implementation reduced their time-to-market and streamlined their internal operations,178 

benefits that substantially contributed to the ability o f these organisations to increase their 

sales and  to grow their m arket share. H ow ever, for all seven case organisations, 

technology acquisition was custom er oriented, in that they each sought a custom er 

relationship m anagem ent solution that consolidated inform ation for b etter custom er 

support and future sales growth .179

T he case organisations received information about the internet and its perceived benefits 

from  peers a n d /o r  the press.180 Foyles and T oast adopted  the in ternet because o ther 

businesses in its sector had already wholeheartedly em braced -  and  profited from  -  

technology, while the other case organisations (Berkeley Square Gallery, Davis & Co., 

Design Bridge, G -FX and Lobster) decided to successfully adopt and integrate e-business 

into their businesses in order to utilise the in terne t m ainly as a cost reduction  and  

com m unication tool to a set target audience. For G F-X , Foyles and  T oast, online 

transactions were a logical extension o f their existing selling techniques.

T he case organisations all m easured business benefits from their e-business initiatives in 

terms of:

178 In line with findings presented in Chapter 3 and Appendices A and C (Porter and Millar, 1985; Guthrie 
and Austin, 1996; Sterne, 1996; Feinberg and Eastlick, 1997; Kalakota and Whinston, 1997; McKenna, 
1997; Currie, 1998; Ghosh, 1998; Radstaak and Ketelaar, 1998; Watson, et al., 1998; Evans and Wurster, 
1999; Fraser et al., 2000; Timmers, 2000; Vescovi, 2000; Porter, 2001; Rayport and Jaworski, 2001).

179 In line with findings presented in Chapter 3 and Appendices A, B and C.

180 Chapters 1-4 present evidence regarding SMEs seeking out and taking advice from informal, often 
unprofessional, sources.
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• Custom er satisfaction.

• Revenue preservation.

• Revenue generation.

• Cost savings.

T h e  seven case organisation principals each recognised th a t cu rren t com petitive 

advantages were likely to be short-lived, and they all therefore in tended  to keep 

innovating, in the belief that e-business would play an increasingly im portant role in their 

businesses in the future, and in their industries as a whole.

T he findings arising from the Dialogical AR-inspired “reflective dialogues” with the case 

organisation principals show that while the case organisations encountered challenges 

such as:

• e-Business did not fit (seamlessly) with their products/services.

• A lack o f appropriate business models.

• Problems/issues with obtaining approval for the investment and adoption costs.

• Recognising, sourcing and allocating the relevant resources and skills.

• Clashes with the culture o f the company.

• C hannel conflict issues.

• Lack o f technical, operational an d /o r business m anagem ent skills.

• U ncertainty about adequate levels of acceptance by suppliers a n d /o r  consumers.

• e-Business didn’t fit with the way their customers perceived their business.

• They couldn’t see the advantage(s) of using e-business.

• C ustom er education.

these barriers did not “define” their situations.181

Pre- or post-implementation security risks were not cited as inhibitors by any o f the case 

organisations, save for Lobster, whose principal, Alex Fitzgibbons, was concerned about 

the risk o f exposure to credit card fraud .182

181 A comprehensive list of references of barriers to e-business adoption by SMEs is presented in Appendix E. 
A similarly comprehensive list of references of the disadvantages of adopting and implementing e-business is 
presented in Appendix F.
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9.3 DEVELOPMENT AND OPERATIONAL ISSUES

Problems arising after e-business adoption and im plementation operations com m enced in 

the case organisations were:

• Disinterm ediation.183

• Resistance at various levels (such as suppliers declining to provide products to 

purely online operations, supplier scepticism and reluctance to deliver directly to 

customers, a general lack o f acceptance by suppliers a n d /o r  existing or potential 

customers, and channel conflicts).184

• Difficulties with the im plementation o f business strategies (a lack o f clear linkage 

betw een the organisation’s business skills w ith the o rgan isa tion ’s business 

strategies and the technology adopted).185

• Lack o f breadth in business skills and a lack o f awareness o f the range o f o ther 

skills necessary to run an e-business.186

• O p e ra tio n a l issues, which varied  accord ing  to  each case o rg an isa tio n ’s 

circumstances (eg. Lobster outsourced core functions to obtain best practice levels 

o f perform ance, while G -FX  considered it essential to keep core functions in- 

house). Technical difficulties arose in developing, im plem enting and  operating 

the websites and systems. As a result, some of the case organisations (eg. Berkeley

182 In line with research findings presented in Appendices E and F (Aldridge et al., 1997; Purao and Campbell, 
1998; Ritchie and Brindley, 2000; Oxley and Yeung, 2001; Dixon et al., 2002; Quayle 2002a; 2002b; 
MacGregor et al., 2004).

183 In line with the findings of research presented in Appendices E and F (Blattberg and Deighton, 1991; 
Webster, 1995; Lawrence, 1997; Peppers and Rogers, 1997; Poon and Swatman, 1997b; 1997c; Puhakainen 
and Brannback, 1998; Kalakota and Robinson, 1999; Stauber, 2000; Lee, 2001; Levy et al., 2001a; 2001b; 
Porter, 2001; Raymond, 2001; Tetteh and Bum, 2001).

184 In line with references presented in Appendix E (Clarke, 2000; Engsbo et al., 2001; Kotha et al., 2001; 
Porter, 2001; Drew, 2002)

185 In line with the findings of research presented in Chapter 2 and in Appendices E and F (Iacovou et al., 
1995; Poon and Swatman, 1996b; Tidd et al., 1997; Eden et al., 1997; Auger and Gallaugher, 1997; Chappell 
and Feindt, 1999; DFAT, 1999; Drucker, 1998; 1999a; 1999b; Purao and Campbell, 1998; Thong, 1999; 
Golden and Griffin, 1999; 2000; Chau and Pederson, 2000; Ratnasingam, 2000; Owens and Beynon-Davies, 
2001; Porter, 2001; Barry and Milner, 2002; Dixon et al., 2002; Roberts and Wood, 2002; SETEL, 2002; 
Quayle, 2002a; 2002b; 2003).

186 In line with the list of research references presented in Appendices E and F (Iacovou et al., 1995; Poon and 
Swatman, 1996b; 1997a; 1997b; Auger and Gallaugher, 1997; Tidd et al., 1997; Yap and Thong, 1997; Berg 
and Karttunen, 1998; Purao and Campbell, 1998; Zimmerman and Mathiesen, 1998; Chau and Pederson, 
2000; Farhoomand et al., 2000; Mirchandani and Motwani, 2001; Barry and Milner, 2002; Dixon et al., 2002; 
Roberts and Wood, 2002).
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Square Gallery and Lobster) failed to m aintain a continual program  o f website 

and system integration/innovation .187

• T he costs required to exceed customers’ expectations.188

• T he requirem ent for ongoing funding for m aintenance, expansion, and to cover

operational losses.189

• T he necessity to revise and expand the initial business models and  strategies 

em ployed.190

• Unreliable strategic partners.191

• O perating  costs (although m any o f these costs were not technology investm ent 

costs per se, bu t ra ther hum an resource issues, such as staff train ing/re-train ing , 

and the costs o f acquiring employees with new skills).192

• The lack o f assessment methodologies to gauge the costs o f e-business relative to 

its perform ance.193

• D eterm ining ways to add value as margins grow slimmer.194

• The emergence of new forms of delivery.195

187 In line with research findings presented in Chapter 3 and the list of references presented in Appendices E 
and F (Murphy, 1996; Lawrence, 1997; MacGregor et al., 1998; 2004; Zimmerman and Mathiesen, 1998; 
Berg and Karttunen, 1998; Ritchie et al., 1999; Stauber, 2000; Tetteh and Bum, 2000; 2001; Lee, 2001; 
Porter, 2001; Sparkes and Thomas, 2001).

188 In line with research findings presented in Chapter 3 and the list of references presented in Appendices E 
and F (Murphy, 1996; MacGregor et al., 1998; Ritchie et al., 1999; Stauber, 2000; Lee, 2001; Porter, 2001; 
Sparkes and Thomas, 2001).

189 In line with research findings presented in Chapter 3 and the list of references presented in Appendices E 
and F (Berg and Karttunen, 1998; MacGregor et al., 1998; 2004; Sparkes and Thomas, 2001).

19(1 In line with findings presented in Chapter 3 and in Appendices E and F (Giaglis et al., 1998; Pollard and 
Hayne, 1998; Jeffcoate and Robinson, 1999; Bunker and MacGregor, 2000; Evens and Wurster, 2000).

191 In line with findings presented in Chapter 3 and in Appendices E and F (Blattberg and Deighton, 1991; 
Peppers and Rogers, 1997; Brannback and Puhakainen, 1998a; 1998b; Kalakota and Robinson, 1999; 
Shapiro and Vaian, 1999; Stauber, 2000; Raymond, 2001).

192 In line with findings presented in Chapter 3 and in Appendices E and F (Murphy, 1996; MacGregor et al., 
1998; Ritchie et al., 1999; Stauber, 2000; Lee, 2001; Porter, 2001; Sparkes and Thomas, 2001).

193 In line with findings presented in Chapter 3 and in Appendices E and F (Poon and Swatman, 1996b; 
1997b; 1997c; Giaglis et al., 1998; Pollard and Hayne, 1998; Purao and Campbell, 1998; Cobbenhagen and 
Nauwelares, 1999; Lefebvre et al., 1999; Pitt et al., 1999; Stauber, 2000; Bunker and MacGregor, 2000; Chau 
and Pederson, 2000; Hill and Stewart, 2000; Jeffcoate et al., 2000; 2002; Chau and Hui, 2001; Lee, 2001; Lee 
and Runge, 2001; Levy et al., 2001b; Porter, 2001; Sathye and Beal, 2001; Tetteh and Burn, 2001; Raymond, 
2001; Dixon et al., 2002).

194 In line with findings presented in Chapter 3 and in Appendices E and F (Murphy, 1996; MacGregor et al., 
1998; Ritchie et al., 1999; Stauber, 2000; Lee, 2001; Sparkes and Thomas, 2001; Porter, 2001).

195 In line with findings presented in Chapter 3 and in Appendices E and F (Coombs et al., 1987; Yap et al., 
1992; Cragg and King, 1993; Kirby and Turner, 1993; Rogers, 1995; Abell and Limm, 1996; Yap and
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• Com placency.196

• Staff resistance to change.197

W ith the exception of Design Bridge, the speed o f access to website pages was courted by 

the case organisations by means o f avoiding the gratuitous use o f Flash and large graphics. 

Inform ation content was considered to be a critical com ponent in the im plem entation o f 

site design -  indeed, a num ber o f the case organisations (Berkeley Square Gallery, Foyles, 

G -FX  and Lobster) believed that the information contained therein was essentially m ore 

im portan t than  the design o f the site. All o f  the case organisation principals, however, 

w anted their sites to project a certain image o f the com pany and, in particu lar, to 

emphasise that there was a “real business” behind the site, with “real people” operating it.

T he case organisation principals all agreed that the key com ponents o f “good” site-design 

include:

• Ease o f use.

• Speed o f access.

• Inform ation content.

• Intuitive navigation.

• Appealing design.

• Site interactivity.

A num ber o f the case organisation principals initially experienced difficulty locating IT  

providers they felt they could trust to help them translate their businesses online. Several 

case organisations that outsourced have since elected to take back in-house the site design 

and m aintenance to some extent, because their site and  online operations had  becam e

Thong, 1997; Bakos and Brynjolfsson, 2000; Caldiera and Ward, 2001; 2002; Dixon et al., 2002; Kulmala et 
al., 2002).

196 In line with research findings presented in Chapter 3 and the list of references presented in Appendices E 
and F (Poon and Swatman, 1996b; 1997b; 1997c; Westhead and Storey, 1996; Yap and Thong, 1997; Pollard 
and Hayne, 1998; Giaglis et al., 1998; Purao and Campbell, 1998; Purao and Campbell, 1998; Cobbenhagen 
and Nauwelares, 1999; Lefebvre et al., 1999; Pitt et al., 1999; Bunker and MacGregor, 2000; Chau and 
Pederson, 2000; Hill and Stewart, 2000; Stauber, 2000; Jeffcoate et al., 2000; 2002; Lee, 2001; Lee and 
Runge, 2001; Levy etal., 2001b; Chau and Hui, 2001; Porter, 2001; Raymond, 2001; Sathye and Beal, 2001; 
Tetteh and Bum, 2001; Dixon et al., 2002).

197 In line with research findings presented in Chapter 3 and the list of references presented in Appendices E 
and F (Lee, 2001; MacGregor et al., 2004).
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such an integral part o f their business that they felt they needed to take on dedicated full

time staff (as was the case with Berkeley Square Gallery, G -FX  and Davis & Co. during 

the fieldwork period). This finding is consistent with those o f Ballintine et al. (1998) and 

Blili and Raym ond (1993), as presented in Chapter 2.

Nonetheless, outsourcing not only provides access to expertise, but is also cost-effective, 

and  has enabled these organisations to benefit from  the support and reliability o f the 

outsourcing company. T he initial decision to outsource design and m aintenance taken by 

these case organisations (mostly) occurred either because they had no in-house expertise 

in that area, or because o f the cost benefit(s) o f doing so (as was the case with all o f  the 

case organisations, save Toast). These case organisations developed a  good working 

relationship with their outsourcing partner. For the majority, however, this was achieved 

after changing the original outsourcing partner, due to dissatisfaction concerning some or 

other aspect(s) o f the relationship. Outsourcing was perceived by all the case organisation 

principals (except G F-X ’s) as being less expensive than either the cost o f hiring or training 

staff, or o f  making potentially costly mistakes by trying to (re)build the site in-house.

9.4 NETWORKS AND ALLIANCES

Fallon and M oran (2000) and Smith et al. (2002) have suggested that smaller SMEs were 

m ore likely to engage in some type of formal netw ork than  were larger SMEs. It is 

interesting to note that of the seven case organisations participating in this study, four 

(Design Bridge, Foyles, Lobster and Toast) indicated that they did not consider their 

business to be part o f a formal network during the fieldwork period. This m ay be because 

their dealings were informal and did not fall under any form of enforced governance, and 

thus were no t considered to be either networks o r alliances.198 O f  the th ree  case 

organisations that did network through formal alliances (Berkeley Square Gallery, Davis 

& C o., and  GF-X), only two could be considered to be “small” businesses (Berkeley 

Square and Davis & Co.), and o f these two, Berkeley Square Gallery could be defined as a 

“micro-business.”

198 In Chapter 2 research was presented that showed that informal alliances and networks provide SMEs with 
a higher and more stable flow of information and resources (Rosenfeld, 1996; Miles et al., 1999; Overby and 
Min, 2001; Premaratne, 2001), and that informal but long-lasting, stable collaborations between organisations 
can significandy increase their competitiveness (Buratti and Penco, 2001).
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As was explained in C hap ter 2, some researchers (Miles et al., 1999; M archew ka and 

Towell, 2000; Dennis, 2000) have suggested that formal networks provide a num ber o f 

advantages over self-directed SMEs. These advantages (which particularly relate to the 

case organisation GF-X), include:

• Technical knowledge.

• Assistance in product/service adjustment to suit a  larger market.

• Assistance in business methods to suit e-business techniques.199

In  addition to participating in off-line alliances, Berkeley Square Gallery also used links 

(to ArtNet, the H enry M oore Foundation and SLAD) on their website to consolidate and 

ex tend  th e ir services. T h e  o w n e r/m an ag er o f the gallery felt th a t links to  these 

organisations had  benefitted the gallery on several fronts, as they not only gave existing 

and  potential customers alike greater access to relevant content, bu t also im bued the 

gallery with greater credibility, making it seem more “authentic” and “trustw orthy” than 

it m ight otherwise appear to be to potential customers who chanced upon the site.

In  C h ap te r 2, it was explained th a t geographic proxim ity  is “essential” for the 

developm ent an d  m ain tenance o f netw orks am ongst SM Es (D ah lstrand , 1999). 

Additional research has shown that the adoption o f e-business is facilitated when it occurs 

in a formal networking environm ent (Tetteh and Burn, 2001; Papazafeiropoulou et al., 

2002; R iquelm e, 2002). However, the results arising from this study do not appear to 

support that view.

T here were no significant differences in terms o f benefits arising from e-business adoption 

(in line with their original goals) between the formally networked and non-networked case

199 In Chapter 2, research was presented on how formal networks can provide a number of advantages over 
stand-alone organisations, such as:

• The sharing of financial risk (Jorde and Teece, 1989).
• Technical knowledge (Marchewka and Towell, 2000).
• Market penetration (Achrol and Kotler, 1999).
• Internal efficiency (Datta, 1988).

Other researchers have claimed that the SMEs that collaborate with business partners gain more benefit from 
technology adoption and implementation (Moller, 1992; Gronroos, 1994; Raymond and Bergeron, 1996; 
Gummeson, 1997), as networks, alliances and mentoring can provide SMEs with the assistance many need in 
order to adopt innovative ideas and practices, as well as to increase the availability of, and enable access to, 
specific skills and tools (Jeal and Wroe, 1999; Leo and Booth, 2001).
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organisations. O ne possible explanation is that in both the formally networked and non

netw orked case organisations, the principals expected even greater benefits from e- 

business adoption than was apparent. W hen taking into account the disadvantages o f e- 

business adoption and implementation that the case organisation principals did not expect 

(such as higher costs, com puter m aintenance, doubling o f work, reduced flexibility o f 

work, and security fears), there would seem to be no significant difference between the 

formally networked and non-netw orked case organisations. This is in opposition to the 

findings o f A chrol and K otler (1999), O verby and  M in (2001) and M archew ka and 

Towell (2000), as presented in C hapter 2, that difficulties dissipate through a network 

m ore readily than  they m ight in a single organisation. T he lack o f any significant 

difference between the formal networking and non-networking case organisations in this 

research m ay also be explained by the fact that the decision to en ter into a formal 

networking arrangem ent may not be prom pted by the desire to adopt e-business. Indeed, 

except for G F-X , this was the situation with each o f the case organisations th a t undertook 

form al networking. This finding would tend to bring into question the view o f Dennis 

(2000, presented in C hap ter 2), who suggests th a t a prim e m otivation for SM Es to 

network is the desire to extend their market coverage through e-business adoption.

M archewka and Towell (2000), Achrol and Kotler (1999) and Dennis (2000) also suggest 

th a t form al networks “soften” barriers to new m arket penetration  an d  technology 

acquisition by providing expertise and know-how to m em ber businesses. However, as the 

case organisations participating in this research were all enthusiastic e-business adopters, 

it was not possible to test this hypothesis.

A num ber o f researchers (among them  Poon and Swatm an, 1997a; 1997b; Lawrence, 

1997; Reim enschneider and Mykytyn, 2000; Power and Sohal, 2002) have suggested that 

one o f the m any mechanisms SMEs use to reach new m arkets is the developm ent o f 

formal networks. W hile the data arising from this research do not directly support this 

view (save for the case organisation GF-X), it is interesting to note that m em bership o f a 

formal network does not seem to significantly alter perceptions o f barriers for those SMEs 

seeking a larger m arket share through e-business adoption and im plementation.
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Four factors were considered by all of the case organisation principals to be both possible 

benefits a n d /o r  possible disadvantages o f the adoption and im plem entation o f e-business. 

These factors were:

• Cost.

• Relationships with business partners.

• Internal efficiency.

• Quality o f information.

In  both the formally networked and non-netw orked case organisations involved in this 

research, the benefits in each o f these four categories were considered to be significantly 

higher than the possible disadvantages. Correspondingly, the case organisation principals 

reported significantly greater benefits than disadvantages in term s o f these factors. This 

finding implies that none o f the barriers to adoption and im plem entation o f e-business 

was significant enough to be reasons to avoid adopting  e-business for these case 

organisations. This would tend to support the m any advocates for e-business adoption in 

SM Es.200

H aving discussed the seven case organisation principals’ experience o f network alliances, 

we turn  now to examine their perspectives on government policies and initiatives, an issue 

that lies at the heart o f this research.

9.5 PERSPECTIVES ON GOVERNMENT POLICIES AND INITIATIVES

A com m on experience for all seven of the case organisation principals participating in this 

research was a  feeling o f apprehension about losing control o f their businesses as a result 

o f increasing government regulation. Powerful trading partners seemed to be accepted as 

technology leaders m ore readily than were governments. This is perhaps because SMEs 

grow accustomed to the requirements o f larger, m ore powerful trading partners on m any 

o ther trad ing  issues.201 This issue is especially noticeable in the case o f  G F-X , where

200 Presented in Chapters 2 and 3 and in Appendices A and C.

201 In Chapter 3, examples of EDI and VAN platforms were offered as examples of this scenario. EDI was 
widely implemented by SMEs, but was usually facilitated, accessed and utilised by larger organisations due to 
its high implementation costs. Many e-business solutions that connect to the system(s) of larger organisations
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considerably less antagonism  was voiced towards the large corporate and  custom er 

organisations (that wielded substantial power over their specific trading terms) than to the 

governm ent regulations (such as taxation and VAT) they were obliged to adhere to. 

These requirem ents were (for the most part) accepted with varying degrees o f resignation 

by all o f the case organisation principals.

O n e  prim ary concern identified by all of the principals o f the case organisations was 

uncertainty as to how the taxation and legal environm ent for e-business would eventually 

evolve. These concerns were connected to more general worries about policy regarding 

individual sectors. Some industries (ie. airlines, which affects G-FX) are subject to specific 

regulatory regimes, and the linkages between these and e-business policy are not clear. 

Concerns were also expressed by all of the case organisation principals w hether and how 

com petition policy would affect the vertical integration that was already evident in their 

em erging e-business relationships.

Several o f  the case organisation principals voiced opinions about how  governm ent 

leadership, program  initiatives and substantial investment in e-business support activities 

could be better undertaken (although on a num ber o f occasions the case organisation 

principal was unaw are that both the U K  an d /o r EU  governments had already innovated 

or was undertaking a program m e in exactly the area they mentioned). D ual views (both 

for an d  against governm ent intervention) were often held sim ultaneously. Few er 

governm ent interventions were recommended by the case organisation principals in the e- 

business area than  in o ther areas where governm ent provided different forms o f U K  

business support.202 However, research has identified the tendency o f SM Es to prefer 

existing and often informal sources o f advice rather than  government-sponsored advisors.

occur as a result of pressure from the larger (and often more powerful) corporate partner to do so (Webster, 
1995; Parker and Swatman, 1997). In some cases, SMEs are forced to become interdependent (eg. an SME 
supplier to a major corporation is pressured to install EDI in order to maintain its business with that 
organisation) (Webster, 1995). SMEs are typically in a poor power position in relation to their larger 
counterparts (Webster, 1995).

202 This is consistent with the findings presented in Chapters 2, 3 and 4 and in Appendices A, C, E and F, 
possibly because they were unfamiliar with government e-business initiatives and contributions (Ein-Dor and 
Segev, 1978; Welch and White, 1981; Pahl, 1984; Weber, 1985; Oakey, 1985; Raymond, 1985; 1989; 1990b; 
Cheney et al., 1986; Clegg, 1990; Comford et al., 1991; Granovetter, 1992; Reynolds et al., 1994; Mulhem, 
1995; Thompson and McHugh, 1995; Murphy, 1996; Westhead and Storey, 1996; Chen and Williams, 1998; 
Bunker and MacGregor, 2000; Gibb, 2000; Smallbone et al., 2000; Castleman et al., 2000; Castleman and 
Coulthard, 2001; Curran and Blackburn, 2001; Thong, 2001; Tatnall and Burgess, 2002).
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T h is  suggests th a t even considerab le  specific SM E e-business ad o p tio n  and  

im plem entation support efforts will not (necessarily) gain great adherence from time- 

strapped SMEs who are in the process o f adoption and implementation o f e-business and 

— at the very least -  are somewhat mistrustful o f governm ent.203

All the principals o f the case organisations had  am bivalent views towards governm ent 

in itiatives, an d  articu la ted  unam biguous independence  from  an d  resistance to 

governm ent intervention in their business affairs. Paradoxically perhaps, they also saw 

the governm ent as an effective agency to offer protection from the unscrupulous or 

incom petent practices o f some IT  vendors. T h a t all o f the case organisation principals 

were oblivious to the measures introduced by the EU  and U K  governments to specifically 

target and  benefit them  in their adoption an d  im plem entation o f e-business would 

therefore indicate that the significant num ber of projects and policies initiated to motivate 

SMEs to adopt and im plement e-business/technological innovation were and are neither 

accessible, coherent nor, therefore, relevant to their intended target audience. N o direct, 

m eaningful dialogue between policy m akers and  SMEs seems to currently exist. This 

observation is, in itself, a m ajor contribution o f this research. A m eans o f rectifying this 

situation is suggested in the directions for future research section of the next chapter.

It is possible, from  a close exam ination o f these case organisations, to  com e to the 

conclusion that they are operating, m uch as Porter (2001) suggests that they should -  

making their e-business strategy their business strategy, ensuring that their online activities 

are central to their off-line operations, and moving closer to full integration o f off- and 

online business operations. This is a key lesson to be gleaned from the study.

9.6 DRAWING TOGETHER ALL THE STRANDS OF THE RESEARCH

Building on the debates em erging from the literature presented in C hapters 2, 3 and 4, 

C hapter 5 explored the research methodology choice. The research approach is a central 

concern o f IS researchers, and key characteristics o f the research areas o f debate were 

considered in relation to the topic area and in relation to the methodological implications

203 Section 4.3 of Chapter 4, entitled Why Aren’t SMEs Accessing the Help that’s Available? explains this issue in 
some detail.
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o f studying the general integration o f new  technologies into SMEs. T he theoretical 

position adopted in this research was set out, along with the theoretical foundations o f the 

analytical concepts. H ow ever, as these concepts em erged from  the research as it 

progressed, they therefore could not be developed in full until the case studies had  been 

presented.

T h e  thesis has established that SMEs, e-business and policy initiatives are -  quite literally 

— worlds apart. The Galliers et al. (1981) study, introduced in C hapter 1, is a multi-agency 

situation which presents a way forward, showing a m eans by which these worlds apart can 

be drawn together. T he evidence arising from the literature review, and  the experience 

an d  views o f the case organisation principals has been presented in the previous two 

chapters, C hap ter 7 and C hap ter 8 . It was suggested to each o f the case organisation 

principals th a t (perhaps) funds from  a p art o f one (currently apparen tly  invisible) 

governm ent initiative could be redirected for the purpose o f conducting either a workshop 

o r series o f workshops, from which m ore in-depth inform ation could be generated from 

SMEs themselves.204

204 These discussions are presented in Chapters 7 and 8 and in Appendix I.
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Im plem entation
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F ig u re  9 .2  -  A s y s te m s  a p p r o a c h  to p o lic y  fo r m u la t io n  (b a se d  o n  G a ll ie r s  et 

al., 1981: 111)205

Figure 9.2 (above) illustrates an idealised systems approach to formulating policy. This 

dissertation has provided a coherent argument that collaboratively-generated policies are 

needed. However, the process is stymied when it reaches Stage 6 of the diagram , as in the 

“Real W orld” there is no debate between the involved parties.

Figure 9.3, is employed as a visual device to illustrate the proposed debate in Stage 6 of 

the systems model is missing. This research has also shown that the debate is missing in 

the real world. There would seem to be a very real need for a more in-depth, meaningful 

dialogue between SMEs and policy makers to take place in order that more appurtenant 

policies can be engendered. According to the (emphatic and unanimous) response of the 

case organisation principals, the participation rate of SM E ow ner/m anagers in the 

suggested workshop(s) would (likely) be h igher than the ra te o f respondents to 

questionnaires, and the information obtained m ore substantial and dialogical in nature.

205 This figure also featured in Chapter 1, as Figure 1.6.
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W e have seen in C hapters 1 and 4 that government departm ents and agencies employ a 

range o f feedback techniques to ascertain the needs o f the SM E com m unity. Such 

feedback is obtained m ainly from large-scale m ultiple-choice surveys. These have a 

num ber o f disadvantages.206 For instance, checkbox ticks determ ine the SBS and Business 

Link service satisfaction levels. This approach is likely to bring about skewed results, as on 

the one hand, these agencies serve only those SMEs that approach them  (statistically a 

very small proportion); on the other, the SME ow ner/m anager m ight be being polite and 

m arking up -  customers cannot always gauge w hat a service should be delivering (and 

therefore w hat they should expect), and respondents in such scenarios tend to m ark up, 

ra th e r than  down. M ultiple choice questionnaire responses also have a num ber o f 

additional disadvantages:

• A very low response rate.

• Answers that are shaped by the multiple-choice format.

An additional problem  with multiple-choice questionnaires is that the questions are often 

form ulated by governm ent (or their agencies) to m eet targets and satisfaction objectives 

(SBS, 2004a; 2004b).

As has been shown in C hapters 2, 3 and 4, although vast resources are allocated in the 

EU  and U K  — and elsewhere — on formulating policies and  initiatives to prom ote and 

enable the adoption o f e-business by SMEs, few of these policies and initiatives seem to be 

visible to SMEs, let alone relevant or accessible to them.

206 These were described in Chapter 4.
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F ig u re  9 .3  -  B r in g in g  to g e th e r  th e  d is p a r a te  w o r ld s  o f  th e  r e s e a r c h

Keeping in mind that the researcher has employed SSM conceptually as a tool to join 

together the disparate worlds by means of the SSM Seven Stage Model,207 the literature 

review set the scene for the research and is featured as Stages 1 and 2.208 T he research 

goes from Stages 1-2-5  in order to stress that these “worlds” are apart. T he systems 

model shows the process then progressing to Stages 4^5, then on to Stage 7, in order to 

show what purposeful action can be taken. Stage 6 is missing from the model, because 

the debate between the “problem situation” owners, the SMEs and the policy makers, is 

non-existent.

The SSM “journey” is a flexible process, wherein it is not required that the researcher go 

around the 7 stages in a spiral. As was explained in C hapter 5, SSM is a flexible 

methodology with an organisational problem-solving focus, usually resulting in several 

ambiguous organisational outcomes, providing a suitable framework for challenging issues 

that are difficult to define, and for which a clear set of generally agreed objectives cannot 

be established (Checkland, 1981; Wilson, 1984; Holwell, 1992; Barry and Fourie, 2001).

SSM is flexible enough to be m anipulated to fit any situation (Wilson, 1992; Checkland, 

1995; Stowell, 1995; Mingers, 2001a; O rm erod , 2001). The m ethodology is not a 

sequential process, and a researcher can start anywhere and proceed in any direction.

207 As shown in Figure 5.11.

As described in detail in section 5.3.3 of Chapter 5.
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T hro u g h  various cycles o f iterative intervention, models o f purposeful activity are 

developed and adapted (Checkland, 1981; Venters etal., 2002).

SSM  has been shown to be a methodology, not a m ethod. As such, its inherent flexibility 

allows for “creative, innovative use” o f its principles, specific to a particu lar situation 

(Checkland and Holwell, 1998: 171). Although “no two users” use SSM in the same way, 

this does not result in its “dissolution” because at its core lies the idea o f m aking sense o f 

problem atical situations by using systems models o f purposeful activity (Checkland and 

Holwell, 1998: 162). SSM can be com fortably integrated into a research program m e 

containing other methods, and works best “not as a prescription to be followed, but as an 

explicit framework o f guidance for sense making, leading to processes which can be both 

described and  recovered” (Checkland and  Holwell, 1998: 169). C heckland further 

suggests that, as researchers gain experience o f SSM, they retain the early seven-stage 

process “not as a prescription” but as an “aide memoire” (Checkland, 2001a: 70).

SSM  m odels “will not in general precisely m ap the observed real w orld ac tion” 

(Checkland, 2001a: 71). T he purpose o f com paring systems models with the real world is 

to instigate a  debate about possible changes. T he debate informs possible implementable 

changes to im prove the problem  situation. These im plem entable changes m ust be 

“systemically desirable and culturally feasible” for all involved, and  will represent an 

accom m odation between the different conflicting views, m aking “purposeful action” 

possible. T he  purpose o f the debate, therefore, is to find the way to take action 

(Checkland, 2001a: 71-2).

As was described in C hap ter 5.2, the “real w orld” is socially constructed (Berger & 

Luckm an, 1966). W ithin it, “participants” negotiate and re-negotiate their perceptions 

and interpretations with others (Checkland, 1981). Accordingly, the researcher is also a 

participant in that process. T he “real world” o f C heckland’s seven-stage m odel is a non

conceptualised  perception  o f the problem  dom ain , and “systems th ink ing” is an 

epistemological set o f principles that enables a richer and m ore insightful understanding 

o f the dom ain (Checkland, 1999b).
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T he investigative force o f SSM is derived from the epistemological pow er o f  a set of 

systems concepts that structures thinking about the world. These concepts derive their 

investigative pow er from  being appropriate expressions o f the ways in w hich the 

complexity o f the world is structured in order to derive m eaning from  it (Checkland, 

1981). The outcome of the SSM research process is knowledge.

T he  relationship between the SSM com ponent and other com ponents o f this research 

program m e was therefore considered by the researcher in o rder to ensure th a t the 

ontological, epistemological and reasoning strategy approaches were appropriate to the 

needs o f the m ajor stakeholders.

T he thesis has started a debate with but a few players. The “real” Action Research would 

now start with these players, leading them to debate w hat is “systemically desirable and 

culturally feasible.” T he various different attitudes between those involved need to work 

in concert, in order to enable them  to be brought together into a  coherent and workable 

whole. It is necessary, therefore, to include SME ow ner/m anagers in a dialogue regarding 

the generation o f appropriate policies intended for their benefit. T he  systems m odel 

borrow ed from the literature has considerable impact, as it illustrates w hat m ight be (able 

to be) done. Having obtained responses from the case organisation principals regarding 

the researcher’s proposed “solution,” the scene is set for future work.

O ne option could be to divert funds from a part o f an existing initiative to conduct either 

a  workshop (or series o f workshops), from which m ore in-depth inform ation could be 

generated directly from a num ber o f SM E ow ner/m anagers. Such a w orkshop/series o f 

workshops would place SM E ow ner/m anagers in an arena where they will likely be able 

to discuss the issues that concern them  in a much m ore detailed and participative m anner 

than has previously been possible. As a result o f the information that comes to light from 

these discussions, policy makers would likely be better inform ed -  and therefore better 

equipped -  to m eet the needs o f SMEs than they currently are.

At best, SMEs are vaguely aware o f the many government policies and initiatives th a t are 

generated for their benefit. This research has dem onstrated conclusively th a t w hat is 

being done currently isn’t working. Therefore, carrying on in the curren t m anner has a
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finite chance o f success. W ith the literature review inform ing her research, the researcher 

has seen the resources, financial and otherwise, that are wasted, and has considered w hat 

m ight be done.

T he  process o f having dem onstrated the current situation through the experience o f the 

case organisations, having provided supporting evidence in the literature review chapters, 

and  having tested the reactions o f the case organisation principals to her proposals 

thereby dem onstrated the validity o f the researcher’s hypothesis. T he systems model sets 

the stage for the debate between SM E ow ner/m anagers and policy m akers to begin. 

T here is a real possibility that the researcher’s suggested workshop(s) m ight work, whereas 

the current situation clearly does not.

9.7 SUMMARY

It has been shown that m any SMEs are working out business models that enable them  to 

use online and  traditional business channels (in concert) to their greatest strategic 

advantage. Certainly, this is the case for the seven U K  case organisations exam ined in this 

study. In general, the research conducted on these case organisations yielded significant 

indications that the source o f motivation to engage in e-business is moving upwards in the 

m anagem ent structure, resulting in m ore top-down pressure within firms for e-business 

im plem entation. Nevertheless, m ost o f the e-business activities described in the study 

appear to have been driven prim arily by tactical objectives (such as efficiency, extending 

m arket reach or cost reduction), with the em ergent business/IT  strategy models envisaged 

by C ib o rra  an d  others (C iborra, 1994) such as “tinkering” and  “synchronicity ,” 

developing subsequently.

T h e  next ch ap te r consolidates the discussion th a t was presented  in this chap ter, 

sum m arising and analysing the im plications draw n from the research, and bringing 

together all o f the problem areas the thesis explored. This is done in order to ascertain -  

in a “systemically desirable and culturally feasible” way — how the asynchronous “worlds” 

o f SMEs, e-business and policy makers can be reconciled.

Supplem entary  inform ation referred to in this chap te r is located in the following 

appendices:
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• Appendix A -  T he Advantages o f e-Business Adoption and Im plem entation

• Appendix B -  SM E Characteristics

• Appendix C -  Drivers to e-Business Adoption by SMEs

• Appendix E  -  Barriers to e-Business Adoption by SMEs

• Appendix F  -  T he Disadvantages o f e-Business Adoption and Im plem entation

• Appendix I -  Incentivisation/W orkshops Questionnaire
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C hapter 10 

Reconciling W orlds A part

10.1 INTRODUCTION

T his concluding chapter presents an overview o f the research, which has attem pted to 

find a way to bring together and  reconcile the dichotom ous worlds o f SM Es, e-business 

and  governm ent policy making. An initiatory study aiming to inform subsequent research 

and practical work, the research sets an agenda for w hat needs to be done.

D raw ing together the significant aspects of the research design, the literature review, the 

case studies and the evidence arising from the analysis o f the outcomes o f the empirical 

research, this chapter also provides a synthesis o f the research’s aims and objectives, and 

explains to w hat extent they have been met. Essentially, the chapter forms a narrative 

sum m ary o f the entire research project.

Figure 10.1 illustrates an overview o f the research.
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THE K E Y  ISSUES ARISING FR O M  THE U T E R A TU R E  REVIEW
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F ig u re  10 .1  -  An o v e r v ie w  o f  th e  r e s e a r c h

Taking account o f the distinctive context within which the research was conducted was an 

im portant part of the process o f understanding why certain issues had achieved such 

prominence. The researcher made the decision not to set aside this context to focus on 

purely theoretical-related concerns. This decision enabled her to draw upon dense and 

complex bodies o f work. M apping out theoretical distinctions between these areas of 

research and forging a basis for developing grounds for inter-textual coherence was a 

difficult but unavoidable task, as these issues had to be addressed in order that the
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subsequent findings o f the thesis could be situated within the concerns o f existing IS 

studies.

T he  next section o f the chapter provides a sum m ary o f the research. T his sum m ary is 

divided into four segments. These are, respectively:

• First, the research “problem situation.”

• Second, the research methodology.

• Third, the research procedures.

• Finally, the outcomes o f the research are relayed.

T he  im plications arising from the research are far-reaching. T hey are presented in the 

th ird  section o f the chapter, which suggests directions for future research. T h e  core 

analytical concepts suggest their relevance to the study of further examples o f cross-sector 

research. T he issues raised concerning the potential o f com bining the research m ethods 

A C R , Dialogical AR and SSM deserve proper treatm ent, and engaging with these issues 

suggests key areas for further exploration. These areas for future research have been 

suggested throughout the thesis within the IS research area and beyond, to the arenas o f 

m anagem ent practice and  governm ent policy m aking: they no t only support the 

scrutinisation o f organisational and technical arrangem ents surrounding SM E e-business 

adoption and implementation, but also of policy generation.

Following this, an outline o f the thesis’ core contributions is provided. T h e  research 

findings and  their implications are reviewed here, in order that the theoretical exposition 

o f the early chapters can be linked to concerns raised in the analysis. Relating the findings 

arising from  the seven case organisations back to the issues raised in the L itera ture 

Review o f C hapters 2, 3 and 4 is particularly im portant, as the precedents that had  been 

set in the course o f the research dealt with a num ber o f concerns that were distinctly in 

and o f their time. The core contributions of the research fall into three m ain areas:

• The contribution to the literature.

• The contribution to theory -  founded on a unique com bination o f A C R , Dialogical 

A R and SSM conceptual modelling, the concepts explored in this dissertation
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contribute to the term s and vocabulary o f those theoretical approaches. The 

contribution to methodology is attributable primarily to the theoretical approach 

adopted, to the design o f fieldwork, and to the distinctive perspective that was 

taken.

• The contribution to practice — taking into account not only the problem atisation o f the 

tim e period ,209 b u t also the com prehensive details o f  the technical and 

organisational SM E e-business adoption and im plem entation they provide, the 

case studies stand as a valuable contribution to research. T here are im portant 

practical implications to be drawn from the case studies and the policy generation 

analysis.

A discussion o f the limitations o f the research design outcomes, and the implications these 

hold for the treatm ent o f the case studies research results follows, in the fifth section o f the 

chapter. T he chapter, and thereby the thesis, then draws to a conclusion.

Figure 10.2 shows the layout o f this concluding chapter.

•209 Following the 2000 technology shares stockmarket crash.
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10.1 -  INTRODUCTION
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10.4.3 -  Contributions to 

Practice

10.5 -  LIMITATIONS OF THE 
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10.6-CONCLUSION

F ig u re  1 0 .2  -  T h e  la y o u t o f  th e  c o n c lu d in g  c h a p te r

10 .2  SU M M A R Y  O F T H E  RESEARCH

This section o f the chapter presents a summary of the research, divided into four sections:

First an outline of the research problem situation is presented.
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• Second, the research methodology is considered.

• T hird, the research procedures are explained.

• Finally, the research outcomes are described.

10.2.1 The Research “Problem  Situation” Outlined

Inform ed by the literature review in Chapters 2, 3 and 4, the research has shown that it is 

not only the canons o f literature bu t also the “literal worlds” o f SMEs, e-business and 

policy initiatives th a t are separated . T he thesis has exam ined  the  adoption  and 

im plem entation o f e-business by seven U K -based SM E case organisations with regard to 

the E U  and  U K  policy initiatives form ulated  for the purpose o f m otivating  such 

organisations to do so. In this situation, both SMEs and the policy makers who aim to 

serve them  are the jo in t owners o f the “problem ” or activity system. T he “problem ” at the 

core o f this situation was both complex and ill-structured. Particular attention needed to 

be paid to ascertaining problem  ownership, and  to considering the variety o f potential 

stances from which the problem  could be viewed. It has been shown that situations such 

as this are ripe for SSM analysis, but have rarely been explored in the literature (Galliers 

etal., 1981; Checkland and Scholes, 1990b).

T he  natu re  and  context o f SM Es was explained in some detail in C h ap ter 2 (and 

Appendix B). O ften very different to larger organisations in term s o f their environm ent, 

structure, psycho-sociological climate, m anagem ent, and technology usage, SMEs often 

lack the internal resources and external networks necessary to adopt, utilise and m anage 

new technology — to innovate.210 Nonetheless, SM Es are crucial to the success o f a 

governm ent’s econom ic and  productivity agenda.2"  A ccordingly, the EU  an d  U K  

governments have introduced a significant num ber o f actions in recent years in order to 

stimulate SMEs and to foster SME adoption and im plementation o f e-business.212

210 The nature and context of innovation is addressed in Chapter 3.3.

211 The contribution of SMEs to the dynamism of the economy in which they operate is explained in 
Chapters 1 and 2.

212 The most prominent of these policies and initiatives were explored in Chapter 4 and Appendices K and L.
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While government departments and agencies employ a range o f feedback techniques to 

ascertain the needs of the SME community, the research found that feedback to existing 

government is obtained mainly from large-scale multiple choice surveys, which have a 

num ber o f disadvantages, including:

• A (very) low response rate.

• Answers shaped by the multiple-choice format.

• Questions formulated to meet targets and satisfaction objectives (SBS, 2004).

A more direct means of assessing the needs of SMEs is therefore needed. This need is 

expressed in Figure 10.3.

Very low response 
rate

Questions 
formulated to meet 
targets & objectives

Answers shaped by 
the format

A more direct means of assessing the 
needs of SMEs is needed

Feedback to existing government 
SME policies and initiatives is 

obtained mainly from large scale 
multiple-choice surveys

F ig u re  10 .3  -  A m o r e  d ir e c t  m e a n s  o f  a s s e s s in g  th e  n e e d s  o f  S M E s is  n e e d e d

Dialogical AR-informed “reflective dialogues” with the case organisation principals 

proved very useful in drawing out the contrasts. The researcher was able to show how, 

constitutionally and organisationally, SMEs generally -  and several o f the case 

organisation principals specifically -  more often than not sought to serve different ends 

than those of purely economic benefit.213 SMEs were under pressure to “act fast” in order 

to take advantage of potentially short-lived m arket conditions. The critical timeframes 

that were imposed upon them by market conditions were counter-intuitive to many of the

213 T his is explained in m ore detail in C hapters 7, 8 and 9.
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fundam ental ways in which SMEs operate.214 W orking with limited funds, SM E case 

organisation principals needed to be provided with substantial evidence that a suggested 

approach to technology requirements represented the best way forward before they were 

p rep ared  to invest in it. Alternatively, they “ju m p ed  on the bandw agon” w ithout 

considering their strategic goals, and made (some) disastrous decisions. These factors, in 

com bination with their limited resources, resulted in a seeming reluctance by (many) 

SMEs to adopt and im plement e-business.215 This reluctance manifested itself in low e- 

business take-up rates in comparison with those o f larger organisations.216

Background research and  interviews with the case organisation principals enabled the 

researcher to form the following tentative conclusions about the problem situation:

• T here are a num ber of different agencies at national, regional and local levels.

• T he level o f  inter-agency com m unication and co-operation generating  and  

sponsoring programmes designed to assist SMEs could be improved.

• T here is a broad range of attitudes towards the way in which services should be 

provided for SMEs in general, and towards their adopting and  im plem enting e- 

business, in particular.

• There is an absence o f a commonly held policy with respect to the adoption and 

implementation of e-business by SMEs amongst all the agencies involved.

• Com paratively little direct interaction and  dialogue between SM Es and policy 

makers seems to take place.

• U K  SM Es are often oblivious about these policies an d  initiatives (except 

regarding their having to comply with tax and VAT-related regulations).

214 The nature and context of the operations of SMEs are particularly addressed in Chapter 2 and Appendix 
B.

215 Various perspectives on this issue are discussed in Chapters 1-4, Chapters 7-9 and Appendices A, C, E, F.

216 Various perspectives on this issue are discussed in Chapters 1-4, Chapters 7-9 and Appendices A, C, E, F.
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Figure 10.4 illustrates the researcher’s initial tentative conclusions about the research 

“problem situation.”

Interviews with the case organisation 
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F ig u r e  1 0 .4  — I n it ia l  t e n t a t iv e  c o n c lu s io n s  d r a w n  a b o u t  th e  r e s e a r c h  

“ p r o b le m  s itu a t io n ”

Arising from these initial conclusions, in line with Galliers et al. (1981: 102), the researcher 

form ed the opinion that a m ore appropriate allocation o f resources is integral to 

understanding  the inter-related problem s o f attitudes, policies, inform ation and
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communication related to the issue. A collaborative dialogue would go some way towards 

establishing what a more appropriate allocation o f resources would be. Figure 10.5 

illustrates the contributing factors culminating in the low rates of e-business adoption and 

im plementation by SMEs as a result of a lack of dialogue between the relevant parties 

leading to inadequate government policies and initiatives.
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Expectations 
re: SME Adoption 

and
Implementation 

of e-business

Difficulty in 
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Feasibility 
of Possible 

Policies

Complex
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Agency Role 
ConfusionLack of 

Co-ordination
Breakdown 

of
ommunication

Ineffective
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Low Rates of e-business Adoption and implementation by SMEs

F ig u re  1 0 .5  -  R e la te d  p r o b le m s  le a d in g  to  lo w  r a te s  o f  e -b u s in e s s  a d o p t io n  

a n d  im p le m e n ta t io n  b y  SM E s (b a se d  o n  G a llie r s  et a l . , 1981: 103 )217

Following this stage of the research process, the researcher concentrated her focus on 

policy form ation and attitude identification. She aimed to establish a “systemically 

desirable and culturally feasible” policy approach for governments to motivate SMEs to

217 This figure also features in C hapter 1.3, as Figure 1.3.
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adopt and im plem ent e-business. H er goal was to achieve a systems perspective in line 

w ith G alliers et <z/.’s (1981: 102) suggested policy “identification , selection and  

im plementation system.” This outlook clarified the subsequent stages o f her research.

According to Galliers et al. (1981), it is essential, when considering the problem-solving 

activities o f a soft systems study such as this, to: -

• Identify activities:

o  Know the problem content situation.

o  Define the basic param eters o f the system to be served by the policy,

o  Identify options in the situation.

• Select activities:

o Define activities implied by the options,

o  Identify the resource requirements o f the activities,

o Identify the implications o f the options in the situation,

o Know the resource constraints,

o  Know the decision-makers’ requirements,

o  Select a feasible policy,

o  Appreciate the culture o f the situation.

• Im plem ent Activities:

o Identify policy implementation options,

o Identify actors’ attitudes,

o Assess support for policy,

o Select implementation strategy,

o Implement.

Galliers et al. (1981) proposed the utilisation o f a generalised model in order to rationalise 

such debates. This model (Figure 1.4, featured in C hap ter 1.3) provided a conceptual 

model o f the problem-solving activities o f this soft systems study, and served as a roadm ap 

for the researcher.
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The case organisations were selected for a variety o f reasons, not least on account o f the 

contrasts they stood to offer with respect to the overall experience o f U K  SMEs in the 

adoption and im plementation o f e-business.218 Ultimately, though, it was shown that these 

case organisations took similar approaches to the adoption and im plem entation o f e- 

business. Certainly, they were all voluntary and enthusiastic e-business adopters.219

At the time the case organisations were selected, they appeared to be taking very different 

organisational approaches from one another in the adoption and im plem entation o f e- 

business. However, ultimately these organisations procured very similar technologies and 

went about integration in very similar ways. Adoption and im plementation was (as is to be 

expected) handled differently at each organisation, although they each had  similar issues 

to contend with. O n close exam ination o f the case organisations, there was not m uch to 

separate them  in either technical or pedagogic terms. T he configuration o f their internet 

sites and databases, and the emphasis they placed on business generated online, created 

im portant concerns at all the case organisations. Learning to recognise these concerns -  

and to understand their relative status -  seemed to be a universally im portant part o f the 

im plem entation process. T he  approach that the case organisation principals took to 

adoption served to shape the course that the im plem entation process would take in their 

business. T heir ambitions in this regard were realised slowly: it took a m ixture o f time, 

dialogue and patience for their adopted e-business technologies to eventually arrive at a 

po in t w here they could be positioned w ithin existing flows and  organ isational 

arrangem ents. T he practices and routines put in place by adoption and im plem entation 

activities would eventually come to bear on administrative and other business practices in 

the case organisations. These activities formed part o f the invisible “underside” to the 

research.

T he volatile nature o f the market, especially following the 2000 technology shares crash, 

and the em ergent character o f the various e-business technologies on offer, m eant that the 

research terminology had to be permitted to shift. C apturing these sweeping changes and 

the various reinventions o f e-business technologies that they brought with them  required a

218 The relevant issues in this statement are specifically addressed in Chapters 1-4 and Appendices A, B, D 
and E.

219 This is explained in some detail in Chapters 7, 8 and 9.
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carefully conceived research design. After careful consideration o f all the options, it 

seemed to the researcher that only a  longitudinal approach to research could take account 

o f the unsettled character of the time.

T he way in which “dotcom ” companies appeared -  only to subsequently dissolve -  in the 

wake o f the 2000 crash in technology shares was a clear manifestation o f the kind o f risks 

those businesses were prepared to take. Such risks were inconceivable to (many) SMEs.220 

T he research was able to account for the diverse ends organisations seek to serve -  and 

the implications these diverse ends hold -  for priority setting. The research was also able 

to highlight the kind(s) o f critical differences that can be overlooked when a totalising 

explanatory frame (such as m arket economics or managerialism) is imposed on SMEs.221

In fact, the researcher aim ed to capture these distinctive conditions that surrounded the 

time period in question, in order to draw  out a sense o f the hype that cam e to bear on 

businesses engaging in e-business during this time -  a topic th a t achieved significant 

coverage in the press and in government policy docum ents and speeches. T he seven U K  

SM E case studies formed a  particularly useful and insightful basis from which to view the 

conditions that allowed the divergent interests and priorities o f those involved in creating 

this distinctive climate to come to the fore. These case organisations also provided a basis 

from  which to analyse governm ent hype and  the relevance o f governm ent policy 

initiatives. T he disparity between the claims to transform ation being m ade and the actual 

levels o f e-business adoption and im plem entation by SMEs could thereby be observed 

with some clarity. In terms o f research design, the purpose o f underlining these events was 

to em phasise the distinctive conditions th a t confronted  the seven U K  SM E case 

organisations during the fieldwork period. This is illustrated in Figure 10.6.

220 The barriers to adoption of technological innovation by SMEs is specifically addressed in Chapters 2 and 
3, and also in Appendix E.

221 The unique nature and context of the operations of SMEs are particularly addressed in Chapter 2 and 
Appendix B.
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F ig u re  1 0 .6  -  I llu s tr a t io n  o f  th e  e m p h a s is  o n  th e  d is t in c t iv e  c o n d it io n s  o f  th e  

r e s e a r c h  p e r io d

The volatile market conditions were also reflected in the design of research questions, 

which had to be open enough to deal with fast-changing events, but specific enough to 

generate an empirical focus on technology. The research questions were:

• How can government policies and initiatives motivate SMEs to adopt and 

implement e-business?

• In the case o f U K  SMEs, how and  why is e-business adoption and 

implementation taking place?
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• W hat are the debates, activities and concerns arising from U K  SM E adoption 

and implementation o f e-business, and w hat do these debates suggest about EU  

and U K  policy initiatives?222

T he issues discussed here outlined the “problem  situation” and placed the research in 

focus. T hroughout the thesis, the conceptual framework synergising the key issues that are 

under-researched in the separate canons is articulated. These issues are developed in the 

next sub-section o f the chapter, wherein the research methodology is contextualised.

10.2.2 The Research M ethodology

In C hap ter 5, it was explained how combining research m ethods can be justified due to 

the increased relevance o f the results. ACR and Dialogical AR provided the focus for the 

research on the seven U K  SM E case studies, while SSM was utilised to resolve policy 

developm ent with SM E needs. T hree case organisations (Berkeley Square Gallery, Davis 

& Co. and Lobster) were analysed in detail, while the rem aining four o f  the seven case 

organisations (Design Bridge, Foyles, G-FX and Toast) were drawn on to highlight the 

salient points and place the relevant issues in context.223

W ithin the field o f IS, a num ber o f research approaches are legitimate and (in ontological 

and epistemological terms) a wide variety of assumptions are acceptable. However (as was 

explained in C hapter 5), the norm  is to distinguish between positivist and  interpretivist 

positions. Because o f the focus on the social aspect o f ISD , this research adopts an 

interpretive stance. This choice is consistent with the research procedures adopted (Action 

Research and interpretive case study research taking the form of A C R  and  Dialogical 

AR), with the theoretical focus (SSM), and with the data  collection and generalising-to-

222 The genesis of the research questions is described in Chapter 6.2.

223 Berkeley Square Gallery, Davis & Co. and Lobster are examined in detail in Chapter 7. The remaining 
four case studies investigated in the course of the research (Foyles, G-FX, Design Bridge and Toast) are 
oudined in somewhat less detail in Chapter 8. At the beginning of the research period, the latter four case 
organisations could all be classified as SMEs. However, by the time the researcher was writing up, due to 
either organisational growth or to having been purchased by a conglomerate, the case organisations in the 
latter group no longer fit the criteria of an SME in UK and /o r EU official government terms. The full 
research procedures were undertaken with these case organisations, however, and accordingly these cases are 
presented in Chapter 8 in order to accentuate and draw out the salient points in the discussion of the case 
studies in situ, which are presented in Chapter 9.
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theory approach. R ather than follow positivist criteria for evaluating the research (such as 

statistical rigour, validity and generalisability, none o f which would have been appropriate 

for this research), an alternative set o f evaluation criteria was adopted  from  recent 

literature. R igorous reflective thinking and docum entation o f the research  process 

overcame conflicts that may have arisen.

Choosing which policies should be explored by capturing them  in R oot Definitions and 

then m odelling their respective systems is a com plicated process, as it m ust take into 

consideration  the various problem  situation “ow ners” operating  in the relevant 

environment(s) embodying any num ber o f plausible values and attitudes. T he utilisation 

o f a  generalised model rationalised the debate. A large num ber o f policy options existed, 

but ra ther than attem pt to select a single policy to be pursued, the researcher realised, in 

line with Galliers et al. (1981: 107), that the formulation o f policy was an ongoing activity, 

and that those responsible for the provision of policies are better equipped to assess the 

feasibility and desirability o f them .224 In this way, the organisational, resource and cultural 

implications o f each potential policy could be identified, and policy makers would thereby 

be enabled to make inform ed decisions on the basis o f assessing the im plications o f the 

activities im plied by their decisions. The problem-solving system thus becom es one of 

policy “identification, selection and implementation.”225

Therefore, the various differing attitudes between agencies need to be better inform ed, 

and then “orchestrated,” as per Galliers et al. (1981), in order to come together into a 

coherent whole, so that the decision takers in the different agencies are in a position to 

decide on relevant, cohesive and accessible policies. It is desirable and  appropriate, 

therefore, to include SMEs in the dialogue regarding the generation o f the policies 

intended for their own benefit.

T he theoretical developments com bined to form the fram ework for SSM  conceptual 

modelling to resolve the policy generation issue. SSM was not only used for sense-making 

and  inform ation analysis purposes, but also to provide strategies for resolving the 

identified problem s in the context o f this research work. T he literature analysis showed

224 In line with Galliers et al. (1981: 107) and as explained in the thesis’ introduction, Chapter 1.

225 In line with Galliers et al. (1981: 107) and as explained in the thesis’ introduction, Chapter 1.
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th a t SSM is well established as a m anagem ent problem -solving tool, following an 

in terp re tive  ontology and an epistem ology th a t em ploys systems theory  in the 

construction o f intellectual devices to learn about the world. T he use o f SSM conceptual 

modelling in the research was shown to be conventional and well understood. In  C hapter 

9, the analysis allowed insight not only into the complex political and cultural situation o f 

the case study organisations, bu t also into the endem ic multiple interlinking problems. 

T he  relationships between concepts central to the thesis were thereby aligned, in a 

m anner that is consistent with the interpretive philosophy o f the research, and able to be 

supported by SSM tools.

SSM conceptual modelling is a tool for understanding and working through complex real- 

life situations.226 In C hapter 1 it was claimed that “problem  situations” such as the one 

addressed by this research are ripe for SSM analysis, but have rarely been explored in the 

literature.227 G iven that this dissertation attem pts to reconcile th ree  anachronous, 

asynchronous areas (that o f understanding the policy arena, that o f understanding SMEs, 

and that o f understanding technological innovation), and given that SM Es would seem to 

be often oblivious to policy initiatives,228 the researcher faced the challenge o f how to 

construct appropriate  SSM models th a t cap tured , linked, and  then reconciled the 

problem  situation. Borrowing the modelling process featured in the Galliers et al. (1981) 

study (which had similarly complicated issues with which to contend) m ade it possible to 

illustrate the problem  situation, and to draw  conclusions about ways to structure a 

meaningful dialogue between the problem owners.

T he next sub-section o f this chapter develops the theoretical concerns o f the research 

presented here in order to explain the practical research design -  the collection and 

analysis o f valid empirical data.

10.2.3 The Research Procedures

226 Section 5.3.3 of Chapter 5 comprehensively describes this benefit, among others, of SSM, demonstrating 
its appropriateness for this research.

227 In line with the findings of Galliers et al. (1981) and Checkland and Scholes (1990b).

228 Evidenced by the findings of other research presented in Chapter 5, and by the experience of the case 
organisations as recounted in Chapters 7-9. These findings are summarised in Appendices O and P.
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T he research was conducted in the following three m ain phases:

• First, the literature relative to the fields o f SMEs, e-Business and  then E U  and 

U K  governm ent services and initiatives generated for the. benefit o f SM Es was 

reviewed. T he researcher placed considerable em phasis on hard  d a ta  and  

substantive analysis. She utilised detailed tables and charts for each critical area, 

including national data  produced by in ternational organisations, unclassified 

government data, and the results o f other original research projects.229

• Second, she employed a novel mix of methodologies: A C R  and Dialogical AR 

were applied to the seven U K  SME case studies during the fieldwork period. 

Considering the dual imperatives of problem solving and research in two separate 

but interconnected and  interacting cycles enabled the researcher to be m ore 

explicit about the reflection and learning process, and  allowed for b e tte r 

“planning, evaluation and m onitoring” o f the Action R esearch process (M cKay 

and Marshall, 2001: 52).230

• Finally, these disparate “worlds” were draw n together and an approach  to 

reconciliation was attem pted. The SSM conceptual modelling process borrow ed 

from the Galliers et al. (1981) soft systems study provided the researcher with the 

means for doing so.

In C hapter 1.5, it was explained how these three m ain phases were further broken down 

into a num ber o f steps, which were illustrated in Figure 1.7.

Discussions in the form of “reflective dialogues” with the case organisation principals 

about the requirem ents o f SMEs within the context o f their organisational and  cultural 

situation occurred periodically, in line with the suggestions o f  M artensson and Lee (2004) 

(as explained in C hapter 5). Inform ation was initially obtained through sem i-structured

229 Chapter 2 describes the nature and context of SMEs. This description is supplemented by Appendix B. 
Chapter 3 examines e-business and the nature of innovation. This examination is supplemented by 
Appendices A, C, E and F. Chapter 4 reviews EU and UK policy intiatiatives intended for SMEs with 
relation to their adoption and implementation of e-business. This review is supplemented by Appendices K 
and L.

230 Chapter 5 describes in detail the research methodologies employed in this research.
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interview s, in line with W alsham ’s (1995) “soft” case in terpretiv ist a rgum ent that 

interviews can “grasp” the interviewees’ enactm ents o f their actions and  events, beliefs 

and  aspirations. T he relevant aspects of interpretive research were also presented in 

C hap ter 5. This explanation dem onstrated that the research fulfils the criteria set out for 

com petent interpretive research, and that those criteria have been borne in m ind during 

the conduct o f the research.

T he  “reflective dialogues” with the case organisation principals b rought the m ultiple 

concerns a t stake to the fore.231 They drew  attention to the way in which (what is 

considered to be) sensible, rational or practical depends (to some extent) on standpoint. By 

attributing rationale to specific actors, and by drawing out the different ways in which 

priorities can be constructed, this inform ation proved extremely useful to the analysis o f 

com plex im plem entation work. T he case organisation principals’ acceptance o f  broad 

aims, the absence o f forced (externally imposed) tim efram es, and  an em phasis on 

discussion allowed the multiple agendas o f the seven different case organisations to be 

shown in high relief. It also pointed to a spectrum  o f possibilities for further research, 

which is described in the next section o f this chapter.

10.2.4 O utcom es o f the Research

T he literature review (in Chapters 2, 3 and 4) m ade it clear that SMEs were less likely to 

adopt e-business than were larger small businesses. However, the findings from  this 

study’s seven U K  case organisations, who show th a t e-business can be successfully 

devised, adopted and implemented by smaller SMEs to develop new markets, contradict 

such research. T hat several o f the case organisations were pure-player internet start-ups 

(Davis & Co., G F-X  and Lobster) inevitably and  fundamentally affected their propensity 

to adopt e-business, in line with the findings o f  Donckels and L am brecht (1997, as 

presented in C hapter 3), who offered “m arket focus” as a prim ary m otivator to e-business 

adoption and im plementation. Poon and Swatm an (1997a; 1997b; 1997c), APEC (1999) 

and Porter (2001), am ong others (in findings also presented in C hap ter 3), suggest that 

SMEs tend to adopt e-business to reach new markets. The data arising from each o f these

231 “Reflective dialogues,” as they occur in the Dialogical AR, are explained in Chapter 5.3.4.
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case organisations supports th e ir view. C onfirm ation , how ever, requ ires fu rth e r 

investigation with a broader variety o f case organisations. Certainly, the cases presented 

in this research, individually and collectively, seem to provide excellent examples o f how 

online business models can be used successfully in tandem  with offline business activities, 

and  o f how a com bination o f tactical objectives (such as efficiency and  cost reduction, 

with em ergent business/IT  strategy models) can successfully be executed. T hese case 

organisations illustrate the successful im plem entation o f online operations in to  the 

business operations o f seven U K  SMEs (albeit with strikingly different business ventures, 

goals and achievements). These findings are in line with a num ber o f researchers who 

have observed that interest in e-business and  the in ternet grows as partic ipants start 

gaining hands-on experience and realise its potential.232

In C hapter 5.3.3, SSM was described as an “explicit, organised and defensible” m eans of 

reconciling different perspectives in a way that is appropriate to all parties involved 

(Wilson, 2001). T he process culminates with the construction o f a “Rich Picture” o f the 

problem  situation (Checkland an d  Scholes, 1990a; 1990b; Wilson, 2 0 0 1).233 This “Rich 

Picture” identifies the factors relevant to the research, and illustrates the inform ation and 

resources o f the situation. W ith this information in mind, Figure 10.7 illustrates a  “Rich 

Picture” o f the “problem  situation,” incorporating the potential resolution she hoped  the 

research contributed to.

232 This finding is relayed in a number of research findings in Chapters 1-4 and Appendices A and C.

233 As described in Chapter 5.3.3.
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Irrelevant/inaccessible policies Low take-up of e-business by SMEs

The Problem Situation

InteractionAttitudes
Inter-related

problems

Policies Communication

Information

Leads to

Increased Understanding

More relevant policies More appropriate allocation 
of resources

Greater take-up of e- 
business by SMEs

More dynamic economy

F ig u re  10 .7  -  A “ R ic h  P ic tu r e ”  o f  th e  “ p r o b le m  s itu a t io n ”

By adopting methodological techniques to allow dynamic characteristics o f the case 

studies to emerge, im portant insights into the SM Es’ experience o f adopting and 

implementing e-business became accessible. These events, informed by the experience of 

the case organisations, revealed the situation of organisations attem pting to assess the 

implications of new technology adoption and implementation during the aforementioned
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volatile m arket conditions. For these SMEs, the priority was to ascertain w hat these 

technologies could contribute to their businesses with some specificity, and to make their 

selection as responsibly as possible given the limited resources -  time, m oney and other -  

that they had  available. At the same time, SMEs were criticised for failing to “keep up .” 

T h e  hype in the press and the rhetoric o f governm ents served the im peratives o f  the 

m arket well, but were unhelpful to those SMEs who had other imperatives -  and limited 

resources -  to contend with. As the analysis o f the case organisations showed, the 

orientation o f SMEs and their govemment(s) in this regard often stood in stark contrast to 

one another.

This soft systems research serves as both a rem inder and an example th a t relationships 

within and between technical systems have to be constructed in order for inform ation to 

flow around an organisation in a “systemically desirable and culturally feasible” way. In 

draw ing em pirical and analytical attention to the processes o f jo in ing  these systems 

together, fu rther insight is gained into the distinctive priorities and ra tionales th a t 

technologies enact in SMEs.

In  this real-world m anifestation o f a complex hum an activity system concerned  with 

policy generation, a commonly agreed policy is needed that takes into account the values 

an d  attitudes o f all the various “actors” in the problem  situation. T h e  p roposed  

workshop(s) could focus discussion on the subject in an open  an d  co llaborative 

environm ent th a t would increase aw areness and  understanding  betw een an d  bring  

together these “actors” -  the SM E ow ner/m anagers and the policy makers — so that they 

would be able to actively participate with each other in the policy-making process.

Incentivising SM E ow ner/m anagers to attend workshops set up in order to begin an in- 

depth and meaningful dialogue between SMEs and policy makers could result in a higher 

participation rate than is the typical response rate achieved currently with questionnaires. 

Figure 10.8 illustrates the potential outcom e following the partic ipa tion  o f  SM E 

ow ner/m anagers in workshops.
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More SMEs adopting & 
implementing e-business

Draw out attitudes & issues that 
have been previously 

unexpressed

Incentivisation of SME 
owner /managers to participate 
in workshops with policymakers

Higher particpation rate than 
currently achieved with 

questionnaires

Enable policy makers to develop 
& advertise more appropriate & 

accessible policies for SMEs

F ig u re  1 0 .8  -  T h e  d e s ir e d  o u tc o m e  o f  in c e n t iv is in g  SM E o w n e r /m a n a g e r s  to  

p a r t ic ip a te  in  w o r k sh o p s  w ith  p o lic y  m a k e r s

This arena could be the perfect opportunity to draw out attitudes and issues previously 

unexpressed, and policy makers would be able to build on the subsequent findings in 

order to better develop and advertise policies for SMEs generally, and SMEs adopting 

and implementing e-business specifically, in addition to pointing out directions for future 

research. Figure 10.9 illustrates how inform ation gained in workshops that SM E 

ow ner/m anagers participate in could lead to the formulation of m ore appropriate 

government policies, and suggest directions for future research. Figure 10.10, which 

follows it, shows how this desired outcome can occur.
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F ig u r e  1 0 .9  -  O u tc o m e s  o f  th e  c o l la b o r a t iv e  w o r k s h o p s  b e t w e e n  SM E  
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F ig u re  10 .10  -  H o w  th e  d e s ir e d  r e s e a r c h  o u tc o m e  c a n  o c c u r
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Serving as a prelim inary study drawing together all the diverse areas o f  this research, 

then, the thesis suggests a rationalisation o f schemes and a co-ordination o f  effort and 

inform ation between governm ent departm ents in order to generate m ore relevant and 

accessible government policies. This inform ation can be gained through the workshop(s) 

m entioned  throughout the thesis and described in detail in the next section o f this 

chapter.

Developing the explanation o f the research methodology and procedural framework here 

has dem onstrated how the relevant theoretical considerations were com m uted into valid 

em pirical data  collection and analysis. These considerations provided the subtext for the 

researcher’s interactions with the seven case organisations. T he directions for future 

research arising from the am algam  of this research’s literature review, m ethodology, 

empirical research and outcomes is described in the next section o f this chapter.

10.3 DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Ideas for future research that have suggested themselves over the course o f this study are 

presented here. Although it is not possible to include all the issues th a t have arisen, a 

selection o f inter-related areas for future research is introduced. This selection has been 

chosen — and is intended -  to create a sense o f how these issues might cohere to form an 

integrated plan for future research.

T he aims o f this research have been achieved to the extent that SSM  has now been 

applied to a multiple agency, multi-owner situation, and that the reconciliation o f the 

asynchronous worlds therein have been successfully m odelled. How ever, it has been 

shown th a t m ore inform ation is needed  on w hat the b ro ad  spectrum  o f SM E 

ow ner/m anagers really think and feel will affect them . This, the researcher posits, can be 

achieved through governm ent departm ents holding a  w orkshop/series o f  collaborative 

workshops attended by SME ow ner/m anagers and policy makers alike, in an attem pt to 

generate m ore appropriate policies for SMEs — a goal directly in line with those stated by 

the EU , the SBS, the FSB, the D T I and the OofE. T he desired changes would be both 

culturally appropriate and systemically realisable if relevant, cohesive, accessible and 

visible policies were introduced and targeted towards SMEs.
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T he researcher wanted to produce an ongoing contribution to IS studies. W ithin this 

field, a num ber o f areas for future research suggested themselves. At the point where the 

fieldwork with the case organisations cam e to an end, some particularly  interesting 

com parisons were beginning to em erge from developm ents across the diverse subject 

disciplines that formed part o f each case organisation’s experience. It has been shown how 

the nature o f SM E e-business adoption and im plem entation can offer a basis for a very 

rich and  tex tured  account o f technological innovation in pedagogic and  epistem ic 

practice. In  particular, it has the capacity to draw out further implications concerning 

nuances involved with technologies in social environments. U nderstanding if, how and to 

w hat extent SMEs have developed relationships with technology, and in w hat ways those 

technologies affect them  also, forms an interesting area o f study. T he diverse relationships 

-  and  the new possibilities -  that online resources afford SMEs is yet another highly 

interesting area that merits further attention.

T he  researcher considers that this thesis has but begun to start a  debate with a few 

players: the real Action Research would now truly begin with these players, leading them  

to debate w hat is systemically desirable and culturally feasible. W hat is missing from this 

research is the debate between the actors.

T he researcher has suggested that one way to enable this debate to take place could be to 

divert funds from an existing initiative (ideally one that is not visible/prom inent and that 

has achieved little-to-no tangible success) to conduct either a w orkshop/series o f 

workshops, from which more in-depth inform ation could be generated directly from a 

num ber o f SM E ow ner/m anagers. Such a w orkshop/series o f workshops would place 

SM E ow ner/m anagers in an arena where they would likely be able to discuss the issues 

that concern them  in a much more detailed and participative m anner than has previously 

been possible. As a result o f the inform ation that comes to light from  these discussions, 

policy makers would likely be better informed -  and therefore better equipped to m eet 

the needs o f SM Es than  they currently  are. Such collaboration could provide an 

unparalleled opportunity to “tease out” and make explicit the various attitudes held by 

people in the different agencies concerned. Such attitudes, though strongly held, would 

(likely) be verbalised, discussed and questioned for the first time in such an arena (Galliers 

et al., 1981). This might engender a  discussion and partnership between SMEs and policy
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makers that currently does not exist in a meaningful way. At the very least, the dialogue 

betw een SM Es and  policy m akers is likely to be m ore authentic as a result o f  the 

workshop(s) taking place.

T he organising government departm ent an d /o r agency could invite (say) 1 in 100 SM E 

ow ner/m anagers to contribute to the relevant discussion(s), and to incentivise them  to 

attend by offering not only a paym ent for the day, but also the prospect o f w inning a prize 

(of, say, £50,000).

Several additional methods could be employed to maximise the positive response rates to 

the workshop invitations:

• SM E o w ner/m anagers could be m ade aw are that, by partic ipa ting  in the 

workshop, their views would reach government and would have a direct effect on 

policy relating to entrepreneurs and SMEs. *

• Evening a n d /o r  weekend workshops could be offered for those who are unable to 

attend during traditional business hours.

• Letters could accompany the workshop invitation from the SBS and D T I setting 

out the importance o f participation.

A series o f workshops o f this kind could be set up relatively quickly and could proceed in 

tandem  with the current policies and initiatives in place. However, the orchestration o f 

these workshops would entail a considerable am ount o f subsequent work for the agencies 

operating the workshops, and also for those responsible for compiling and  analysing the 

details.

Potential positive outcomes that may arise from these workshops could include:

• A dialogue begun with a view to im proving co-ordination, co-operation and 

communication between SMEs and policy makers.
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• A clarification o f what policy makers can actually offer -  on a practical, tangible 

and m easurable level -  to SMEs throughout all tiers o f governm ent, thereby 

enabling resources to be allocated to the areas where they would have m axim um  

impact.

• T h e  gen era tio n  o f co -o rd in a ted  policies reg ard in g  the ad o p tio n  an d  

im plementation o f e-business by SMEs.

• T he developm ent o f m ore cohesive, accessible and  relevant policies for SM Es 

(Galliers etal., 1981).234

T he problem -solving system suggested by the researcher is a policy identification , 

selection and  im plem entation system encapsulating the implicit understanding th a t the 

policy form ulation process requires the identification o f options, an assessment o f  their 

im plem entations, and a consideration of the implementation procedure. Such iterations 

can inform and improve appreciation o f the options available, decisions to be m ade, and 

alternatives.

F urther research is needed in order to test the hypothesis o f  these workshop(s) in an 

attem pt to generate more appropriate policies for SMEs.235 T he process o f setting up the 

suggested workshops could make the relevant actors’ Weltanschauung even m ore explicit, 

and  would enable discussion in an open and collaborative environm ent. In  this way, 

SMEs and policy makers could actively participate in a m utually beneficial collaboration 

with each other in the policy-making process where the ownership o f the problem  and  the 

resultant policy would be explicitly shared.

T he outcomes o f this research points to a need for policy makers to:

234 This is explained in some detail in Chapter 5.3.3.

233 According to evidence presented in Chapter 5, and also to the following relevant references: SBS, 2003c; 
FSB, 2002a; DTI, 1999; 2001; 2002c; European Commission, 2002a; 2002b.
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• Devote time and resources to establishing w here evidence exists (such as in 

research already undertaken by governm ent departm ents, agencies, academics 

and consultants).

• U ndertake new research (possibly jointly  commissioned by several EU  and U K  

governm ent departm ents) to obtain a fuller understanding o f how  to define 

SM Es’ experience o f governm ent, and  w hat and w here the m ain  areas o f 

im provem ent should be.

• Focus efforts to im prove the SM E experience o f governm ent services on the 

specific characteristics associated with each type of delivery channel.

• U ndertake research that asks sufficiently in-depth questions abou t custom er 

experience to be o f value in improving government service delivery process(es).

T he need for further research is illustrated in Figure 10.11.
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for policy makers to undertake 
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F ig u re  10 .11  — T h e  n e e d  fo r  fu r th er  r e s e a r c h

In many instances, the objectives of government policies are not clearly specified, and it is 

therefore often difficult to determine or to measure the outcome of policy instruments. 

Further research on this issue is therefore needed.

It would also seem that more sophisticated approaches in the literature are needed to 

im plement strategy and measure performance, as the research has shown that purely 

financial evaluations o f performance no longer suffice, and intangible assets such as 

relationships and capabilities increasingly determ ine the prospects for SM E e-business 

success.

This research explores a complex and ill-structured problem  situation with multiple 

owners and that can be viewed from a variety o f stances. A sum m ary o f the entire
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research project has been explored in the previous section o f the chapter, and the 

directions for future research were presented here. W ith these overviews in m ind, the 

next section o f the chapter concentrates on the core contributions o f the research.

10.4 CORE CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE RESEARCH

T his thesis makes a num ber o f crucial contributions to  several im portan t areas o f 

research. It takes an interpretive approach to the study o f a domain about which we know 

relatively little. T he theoretical concepts that have been utilised over the course o f the 

dissertation are foremost am ong these.236 Developed from the Action Research theoretical 

foundations provided by the use of ACR, Dialogical A R and the conceptual analytical 

techniques o f SSM borrow ed from the Galliers et al. (1981) study, these concepts were 

chosen because they offer theoretical density and  coherence to the study. Ideas 

incorporated from the distinctive methodological combination employed in the research 

allowed the focus to rest on the task at hand, drawing out priorities and rationales that 

m ay (potentially) transgress traditional organisational a n d /o r  disciplinary boundaries. 

Detailed analysis supported the multiple priorities and rationales that emerged. T hrough 

d a ta  provided by the seven U K  case organisations, the scope o f  analysis situates 

technological innovation within the context in which it takes place. By extending the 

rem it o f the research to include m arket conditions, the contrasting (and sometimes 

conflicting) priorities o f SMEs are accounted for.

T he relevance o f this contribution is particularly m arked when considered in relation to 

the existing IS literature. In addition to providing a historical account o f a  very distinctive 

time period in the history of technological innovation, this research also creates a context 

for the priorities that have so far been addressed by SM E-related m anagerial research. 

T he volatile and em ergent character of e-business has m eant that a num ber o f key areas 

have not yet received attention in the literature. This thesis specifically and explicitly 

addresses the respective absence of studies employing SSM in a  multiple agency, m ulti

owner situation, drawing together and reconciling asynchronous worlds.

236 In line with the findings of Galliers et al. (1981) and Checkland and Scholes (1990b).
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W ithin the m anagem ent, IS and technology canons there are very few precedents for 

treating  the diverse topical and  theoretical issues raised by e-business adoption and 

im plem entation (a particular exam ple o f technological innovation) by SM Es, o r for 

exam ining relevant policies within the same analytical fram e. Disciplinary conventions 

tend  to separate issues relating to organisational, technical and  policy dom ains into 

different spheres o f interest, making it difficult to refer to the inter-relationships that exist 

between them. T he thesis addressed this lack in three main ways:

• First, through research design: an “in practice” view o f e-business adoption and 

im plem entation and an interpretive approach to data  collection and analysis 

prioritised events taking place in the field sites/case organisations over theoretical 

distinctions.

• Second, by drawing out the implications o f relationships w ithout recourse to the 

conventions o f a particular subject discipline.

• T hird , through the developm ent o f the com plem entary theoretical concepts o f 

A C R  an d  D ialogical A R , an d  (ultimately) th e ir com bination  w ith SSM  

conceptual modelling, form an im portant contribution that can be extended to 

other disciplines.

It is possible, from  a close exam ination o f these case organisations, to com e to the 

conclusion th a t they are operating, m uch as Porter (2001) suggests th a t they should -  

making their e-business strategy their business strategy, ensuring that their online activities 

are central to their off-line operations, and  moving closer to full integration o f off- and 

online business operations. This is a key lesson to be gleaned from the study.

T he m ajor contributions arising from this research are that the thesis:

• Addresses the “notable absence” o f well-structured multiple case study designs in 

the literature (Drew, 2002).

• Tests existing knowledge about SMEs and policy generation in an original way.
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• Exam ines the developm ent o f appropria te  and  com plem entary  A C R  and  

Dialogical AR analysis tools -  this constitutes a methodological extension o f SSM 

(incorporating A C R  and Dialogical AR) for ISD, which focuses on social, political 

and cultural factors and the social construction o f problems and solutions.

• Explores a complex and ill-structured problem  situation with multiple owners and 

that can be viewed from a variety o f stances -  this has rarely been considered in 

the literature (Galliers et al., 1981; Checkland and Scholes, 1990b).

• Provides a new in terpretation that builds on the findings o f the Galliers et al. 

(1981) soft systems study. Although applied in a very different context, that earlier 

study nonetheless parallels this research in that both:

o D raw  together incongruous worlds and  suggest a way o f pursuing a 

dialogue that is meaningful to all involved parties, 

o  Exam ine a com plex and difficult real w orld system with a utility o f 

approach that in itself is a  contribution to knowledge.

• Organises and summarises references from the various canons.

• Finds that all o f the case organisation principals were oblivious to the measures 

introduced by the EU  and U K  governments to target and benefit them  in their 

adoption and im plementation o f e-business. This finding therefore indicates that 

a significant num ber o f projects and policies initiated to motivate SMEs to adopt 

and im plem ent e-business were and are neither accessible no r coherent (and 

therefore relevant) to their intended target audience.

• E xtends theory developm ent. SSM has no t been widely used in the SM E 

environm ent, and there are very few examples o f iteration taking place featured 

in the literature (Galliers et al., 1981; Checkland and Scholes, 1990b). This thesis 

contributes an interpretive approach to the study o f a dom ain about which we 

know very little.

Figure 10.12 illustrates and summarises these m ajor contributions:
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A d d r e s se s  th e  a b se n c e  o f  w e ll-  
s tr u c tu r e d  m u lt ip le  c a se  s tu d y  

d e s ig n s  in  th e  lite ra tu re

T e s t s  e x is t in g  k n o w led g e  a b o u t  
SM E s a n d  p o licy  g e n e r a t io n  in  an  

o r ig in a l w a y

E x a m in e s  ACR & D ia lo g ic a l AR  
a n a ly s is  to o ls  (resu ltin g  in  a  

m e th o d o lo g ic a l e x te n s io n  o f  SSM )

E x p lo r e s  a  c o m p le x  an d  ill-  
s tr u c tu r e d  p r o b le m  s itu a tio n  w ith  

m u lt ip le  o w n e r s  th a t ca n  b e  
v ie w e d  fro m  a v a r ie ty  o f  s ta n c e s

P r o v id e s  a  n ew  in te r p r e ta t io n  th a t  
b u ild s  on  G a llie r s  e t  a l. (1981) so ft  

s y s t e m s  stu d y .

Draws together 
incongruous worlds 

&  suggests a way of 
pursuing a dialogue 
that is meaningful to 

all parties

Examines a 
complex and 
difficult real 
world sy stem 

with a utility o f  
apfnoach

M AJOR C O N T R IB U T IO N S  
AR ISIN G  FR O M  T H E  R ESE A R C H

/ \
O r g a n ise s  a n d  su m m a r ise s
r e fe r e n c e s  fro m  th e  v a r io u s

c a n n o n s
\

A s n o n e  o f  th e  c a se  o r g a n isa t io n  
p r in c ip le s  k n ew  a b o u t the  

g o v e r n m e n t in it ia t iv e s  to  ta rg e t  
& b e n e fit  th e m  in  th e ir  a d o p tio n  
& im p le m e n ta t io n  o f  e -b u s in e s s  - 

th is  in d ic a te s  th a t p o lic ie s  & 
in it ia t iv e s  a re  n o t a c c e s s ib le  or  

c o h e r e n t  to  SM E s

Is  an  e x te n s io n  o f  SSM  th eo ry  
d e v e lo p m e n t  in  th e  SM E  

e n v ir o n m e n t

F ig u re  1 0 .12  -  T h e  m a jo r  c o n tr ib u tio n s  a r is in g  fr o m  th e  r e s e a r c h
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T hese core contributions can be segmented into contributions to: literature, theory, and 

practice. They are thereby explained in those segments, respectively, in the sub-sections o f 

the chapter that follow.

10.4.1 Contributions to Literature

A prim ary objective of this research was to make a methodological contribution to the IS 

literature, especially in relation to theory development in multi-agency problem  situations. 

T he  research makes this contribution by extending the theoretical param eters o f the 

concept o f e-business adoption and im plementation by SMEs to include the developm ent 

o f relevant governm ent policies. It is intended, as a result, that scrutiny o f related values 

should be applied to SM E organisational arrangem ents, partnerships an d  technical 

systems as m uch as to their commercial practice.

T h e  em pirica l evidence th a t this research  offers constitu tes an o th e r im p o rtan t 

contribution to the literature. As a cross-organisational study spanning a variety o f subject 

disciplines, this study stands out from the m ajority of IS research: the longitudinal aspect 

o f the interpretive case studies is im portant, not only as an account o f  developm ents in the 

adoption and im plementation o f e-business by SMEs, and as an account o f contem porary 

developm ents in technology use, but also as a historical account capable o f  generating 

inter-relationships between diverse areas o f relevance.

T hrough the thesis’ association with policy development, the concept o f SM E e-business 

adoption and im plementation was deliberately designed in order to traverse traditionally 

distinct social (political, m anagerial and commercial) and theoretical dom ains. In  this 

way, the significance o f each dom ain to the o ther is drawn out in relation to  epistemic 

culture and the distinctive rationales for working with people, environments and m aterials 

th a t the subject disciplines enact. In the analysis provided, the epistem ic, pedagogic, 

com m ercial an d  o rgan isa tional concerns co n trib u te  im p o rtan t d im ensions to 

understanding SM E innovation.

T he integration o f these subject areas has not hitherto  been sufficiently addressed in the 

IS canon. Part o f the reason for this is the separation o f pedagogic concerns into disparate
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bodies o f research. T he underlying nature o f this separation is addressed by this thesis, 

and through its emphasis on empiricism, the crossover betw een theory and  practice is 

opened up as an area o f analysis, m oving beyond distinctions o f m anagem ent, policy 

developm ent and technology studies. In so doing, the research has highlighted the multi

disciplinary nature o f IS. Taking into account these concerns, and accounting for their 

significance, holds im plications for the research’s contribu tion  to both  theory and  

practice, which are described in turn  in the respective sub-sections o f the chapter that 

follow.

10.4.2 Contributions to Theory

An im portan t contribution to relevant and accessible theory generation is m ade to a 

num ber o f areas o f research in this thesis. Foremost am ong these contributions is that 

m ade to the analysis o f complex im plem entation scenarios involving m ultiple socio- 

technical “soft” problem situations. In addition to extending the concept o f technological 

adoption and  im plem entation, this research also engages with several core concerns 

w ith in  the IS lite ra tu re . T h e  re search ’s exam ple o f  innovation  adop tion  and  

implementation was recognised by the researcher as an opportunity to also simultaneously 

contribute to policy, technology and m anagem ent research.

It can also be argued that the example o f the seven U K  SM E case organisations’ adoption 

and implementation o f e-business during this time period is an im portant contribution to 

the IS literature on infrastructure and integration: issues concerning m arket conditions 

and technology hype were at the forefront o f the case organisations’ early adoption and 

im plem entation experiences. W ith respect to the experience o f these case organisations, 

further dimensions were identified as emerging from policy rhetoric and the m anagem ent 

literature.

T he thesis explicates a unique synthesis o f  m ulti-m ethodologies -  its utilisation o f the 

distinctive combination o f A CR, Dialogical A R  and SSM conceptual modelling has not 

previously occurred .237 T he researcher’s objective was to m ake a m ethodological 

contribu tion  to ISD  by com bining A C R , D ialogical A R  and SSM . T h e  principal

237 The multifarious benefits of employing multi-methodologies are expounded in Chapter 5.3.1.
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m ethodological theoretical contribution to knowledge (in the sense o f  expanding  the 

available understandings o f possible m ethods for undertaking IS developm ent) can  be 

specified as follows:-

• For Action Research, the thesis:

o Provides a further dem onstration o f the use o f SSM in Action Research,

o Strengthens the validity o f A C R  and Dialogical A R as forms o f Action

Research (AR).

• For ACR, the thesis:

o Combines this distinctive methodological approach with the interpretive

case studies.

o Adapts the methodology to the context o f SSM analysis, 

o Adapts the methodology to the context o f Dialogical AR analysis.

• For Dialogical AR, the thesis:

o Combines this distinctive methodological approach with the interpretive

case studies.

o Adapts the methodology to the context o f SSM analysis, 

o Adapts the methodology to the context o f A C R  analysis.

• For SSM, the thesis:

o Develops SSM in the IS /S M E  literature.

o Introduces and develops the com plem entary techniques o f A C R  and

Dialogical AR, combining them  for the first time.

These contributions to theory are illustrated in Figure 10.13.
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Dialogical ARDialogical AR

Action
Research

D em o n stra tes the u se  o f  
SSM in Action R esearch
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fo rm s o f  Action R esearch

C om b in es th is d istin ctive  
m eth od o log ica l approach  
w ith  the in terp retive case  

stu d ies

S

A dapts the m ethodology  to 
the context o f  SSM an alysis

/ --------------------------------------------------
A dapts the m ethodology to 
the context o f  D ia log ica l AR 

a n a lysis

V N

CONTRIBUTIONS 
TO THEORY

D evelop s SSM in the 
IS /S M E  literature

A dapts the m eth od ology  to 
the context o f  SSM an alysis

A dapts the m ethodology to 
the context o f  ACR an alysis

C om b in es th is d istin ctive  
m eth od o log ica l approach  
w ith  the in terp retive case  

stu d ies

In troduces and d evelop s  
the com p lem en tary  

tech n iqu es o f  ACR and  
D ia log ia l AR, com bining  

them  for the first tim e

F ig u re  10 .13  -  C o n tr ib u tio n s  to  th eo ry

The research design allowed highly detailed aspects o f technology work to be brought to 

the foreground of analysis. On account of the rich description provided, new dimensions
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are added to conceptions o f e-business adoption and  im plem entation. T h e  diverse 

rationales th a t technologies enact and  the com plexity o f im plem entation work are 

brought to the foreground, as are the inherent choices. Em erging from the details o f 

im plem entation comes the description o f the experience o f the case studies. T he ensuing 

analysis offers im portant insights for IS literature.

T he thesis also makes a contribution to research and was designed to form  part o f the 

vocabulary th a t researchers in this area have developed. T he  com bination  o f A C R , 

Dialogical A R  and SSM conceptual modelling is an especially im portant addition to this 

body of work because it points to a spectrum of possibility ra ther than to fixed ascriptions. 

In this respect, the research was able to point to a pre-existing absence o f  “systemic 

desirability and cultural feasibility,” as well as to clearly articulated conflicting systems of 

belief between the problem situation “owners.” These concepts are an im portant addition 

to the study o f technology, where questions and values tend to become marginalised.

SSM conceptual modelling was deliberately chosen by the researcher in o rder to traverse 

traditionally distinct social, technical and theoretical domains. In this way, the significance 

o f epistemic culture and the distinctive rationales for working with people, environm ents 

and materials that the subject disciplines enact are brought to the fore. They also facilitate 

reference to the varying character of epistemic values; the diverse m ethods through which 

subject disciplines construct rationality; and the range o f people, equipm ent and  physical 

environm ents o f which disciplines are composed. The underlying nature o f this separation 

is confronted by the research in this thesis, and the crossover between subject areas is 

opened up as an im portant area o f analysis.

T his study has m uch to offer the IS canon in term s o f deepen ing  theoretical 

understandings. The research has shown that the interdisciplinary nature o f IS places it in 

an excellent position to contribute to analyses o f the complex inter-relationships formed 

by adopting and implementing technological innovation and relevant policy generation. 

A further dimension emerged from policy rhetoric, m arket hype and  the m anagem ent 

literature. T he implications o f these conditions with respect to technology adoption and 

im plementation and to the experience of the case organisations looking out upon dynamic 

m arket conditions were drawn out in the study. These implications are linked to issues
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concerning not only policy development, but also netw ork and partnership  form ation, 

critical timeframes and contrasting priorities. In this respect, the example o f the seven 

U K  case organisations during this time period is an im portant contribution to the IS 

literature.

H aving described the research’s contributions to theory here, the next sub-section o f the 

chapter examines the research’s contributions to practice.

10.4.3 Contributions to Practice

T he thesis addresses the lack o f empirical research on SM E adoption and im plem entation 

o f technology from  the viewpoint o f  the (often overlooked) key actors: the SM E 

ow ner/m anagers and employees (Brock, 2000; Dixon et al., 2002). According to the seven 

U K  case organisation principals, EU and U K  policies and initiatives intended for SMEs 

during the fieldwork period (and thereafter) were not adequately targeted. N or did these 

policies and  initiatives focus upon the fundam ental needs o f SM Es. (This finding 

supplements other research in the literature presented in C hapter 4.) It was also shown 

that most SMEs remain unaware of many o f the services provided by governm ent, or else 

they do not, in fact, see them as services (HM Treasury, 2001c).

It can therefore be considered, from the data presented by the principals o f the case 

organisations, th a t a significant num ber o f the E U  and U K  policies and  initiatives 

produced to motivate SMEs to adopt and im plem ent e-business were neither relevant, 

accessible no r coherent to SMEs in the U K  and, as a result, offered little practical 

guidance for them . This last finding, in and o f itself, is a valuable contribution to the 

literature.

This research has enabled a deepened theoretical understanding o f the im plications of 

policy development. Issues concerning related dynamic m arket conditions and technology 

hype with respect to the experience o f SMEs add a further dimension to this contribution. 

T he research ascertains the practical im pact o f policy initiatives on SMEs, based on the 

experiences o f seven U K  SM E case organisations, and  was designed to  instruct 

constructive and feasible changes in policy making. T he implication is that future policy
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initiatives m ay become more appropriate, coherent and accessible to SMEs, generating in 

turn greater opportunities for them.

It is proposed that governments incentivise SME ow ner/m anagers to attend workshop(s) 

with the aim o f enabling an in-depth and meaningful dialogue between both parties to 

develop, in order to draw out attitudes and issues previously unexpressed. Policy m akers 

could thus build on the findings in order to b e tte r generate and  advertise m ore 

appurtenant policies for SMEs adopting and implementing e-business.

Despite these significant contributions to literature, theory and to practice, there are a 

num ber o f limitations o f the thesis. These are described in the next section o f the chapter.

10.5 LIMITATIONS OF THE THESIS

T he prim ary limitation o f this thesis is that the research has been unable to deal with the 

necessary debate o ther than within the case organisations: no debate betw een SM E 

principals and policy makers has taken place -  it was simply beyond the scope o f this 

investigative piece o f research. Nonetheless, the lack o f a debate between the relevant 

parties is a m ajor limitation o f which the researcher is painfully aware.

Choices that were m ade during the course of designing this research brought with them  

limitations as well as opportunities. O ne o f the m ost striking omissions from the case 

studies is the absence o f evidence concerning the case organisa tions’ custom ers’ 

experience. Ultimately, research activities were forced to stop short o f directly engaging 

w ith custom er attitudes and  opinions. H aving  traced  e-business ad o p tio n  and  

im plem entation by the seven case organisations during the fieldwork period, it was not 

feasible to extend the design to include comprehensive evidence o f custom er engagem ent 

and  experience. T he iterative nature o f the business-custom er relationship, and  the 

constant feedback that the case studies received, was apparent, not only in interviews, but 

also in the subtle yet em phatic design and service principles the case organisation 

principals sought to instate. Nonetheless, it cannot be assumed that enthusiastic pedagogic 

intentions or well-intentioned website a n d /o r  database designs autom atically constitute
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positive custom er services a n d /o r  experiences. Evaluative statem ents abou t the role o f 

custom er experience in improving or inhibiting design were therefore avoided.

A nother flaw that runs through this research is that the case studies present only positive 

and  “successful” exam ples o f SM E e-business adoption and  im plem entation . T h e  

research did not engage with either negative “unsuccessful” examples or cases th a t had  

chosen non-adoption o f e-business. T he descriptions in C hapters 1 and 2 o f the “overall” 

U K  SM E situation, giving a clear sense o f the num ber o f disaggregated SMEs, addressed 

this shortfall to some extent, by drawing attention to the exclusion and  m arginalisation 

that forms an implicit part o f SM Es’ technology priority-setting activities. I t could have 

been just as relevant to conduct a study o f non-adopters as it was to study these pioneers, 

and the range o f reasons derived from that line o f questioning could have provided as 

m uch insight into SM E e-business adoption and im plem entation as this study has. Those 

details could have enlivened the account o f the projects, and added depth. However, it 

was not possible to address these issues in sufficient analytical depth within the thesis, and 

so they were not given detailed treatm ent. These limitations should be taken into account 

in future research.

An additional limitation of the research is the small am ount o f fieldwork using the newly 

developed com binations o f methodologies. O ne small project does not provide enough 

evidence to support the claim that the approach o f com bining ACR, Dialogical A R  and 

SSM  conceptual modelling dem onstrates any m erit generalisable to o ther situations. 

Further research is needed here.

T he choice o f variables selected for the study is som ewhat problem atic because o f the 

complex and changeable nature o f e-business. According to Sohal and N g (1998), the 

views expressed by the case organisation principals are those o f a single individual from  

each o f the case organisations — only those ow ner/m anagers interested in the study were 

likely to participate in such a study. Reliance on the perceptions o f one key inform ant 

from each o f the case organisations, who was the instigator o f e-business adoption, m ay 

imply cognitive biases. Although we have seen that R aym ond (2001) dem onstrated that 

this m ethodology can draw valid conclusions, the generalisability o f these results across
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SMEs in other countries is not possible, so therefore further research is needed to produce 

such conclusions.

In this chapter, which rounds off the thesis, the nature o f the research “problem  situation” 

has been outlined. The key points that inform this exploratory research were described 

therein . N ext, the theoretical developm ent o f the research, inform ed as it was by a 

num ber o f different disciplines, was explained. U nderstanding the theoretical frameworks 

and  m ethodologies, and the research procedures th a t they entailed, was crucial to 

understanding  the research outcom es and to defining the research’s contributions to 

literature, theory and practice. T he limitations o f the research were then explored.

H aving provided a sum m ary o f the research, indicated directions for future research, 

reviewed the core contributions and examined the limitations o f the research, the next, 

and  concluding, section o f the chapter consolidates the discussion o f the research that has 

been  p resen ted  th roughou t the chap ter. T h e  following section sum m arises the 

implications drawn from the research and closes off the research “problem  situation” that 

the research has explored. This concise conclusion explains how the thesis draws together 

and  reconciles -  in a “systemically desirable and  culturally  feasible” way -  the 

asynchronous “worlds” of SMEs, e-business and policy making.

10.6 CONCLUSION

This thesis sets out an agenda for what needs to be done. It has been described as a 

prelim inary study setting the scene for subsequent work. T hrough presenting an outline of 

the various dom ains and approaches that are present within the literature relating to 

SM Es, e-business and policy initiatives, the researcher’s implicit aim  was to address 

identified gaps in the literature and to establish a viable scenario for future practical work. 

A  transdisciplinary approach such as Inform ation Systems offers considerable scope for 

m oving between these theoretical and em pirical param eters. T he IS perspective also 

creates an opportunity  to study relationships th a t have not as yet received adequate 

attention between SMEs, e-business and policy makers. These include:

• How SMEs and policy makers inter-relate.
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• T he organisational implications o f integrating technology/innovation/e-business 

into a small organisation’s business.

• T he im plications o f governments adopting a m ore inclusive and  collaborative 

approach to SMEs by instigating a dialogue with them.

By adding texture to the study o f these subjects, the opportunities that e-business affords 

SM Es can be opened up to scrutiny, with the potential to gain a m ore nuanced  

understanding o f how governments can contribute to SM Es’ successful adoption and  

im p lem en tation  o f e-business. T h e  researcher believes th a t the m ost desirab le  

circum stances for this will be achieved when appropriate policies are in troduced . By 

identifying the m ajor facilitators and inhibitors, this study m ay help governm ent and  

industry bodies to provide appropriate information and support, and thereby facilitate e- 

business adoption and implementation by SMEs.

T he research in this thesis encourages critical consideration o f the reach an d  scope o f 

governm ent policies, both in terms of who is served by them  and who is not, and  in term s 

o f the limits o f their remit. It suggests a way of drawing together related issues. In this 

way, the research affords a greater scrutiny of relationships that imply a disaggregation o f 

governm ent services to SMEs. This, in turn, offers the potential to look into questions 

concerning SM Es’ issues associated with technological innovation. Further, the research 

creates critical aw areness o f the unfam iliar relationships and associations th a t the 

introduction o f new technology brings, which also serves to highlight issues involved in 

integrating new technologies. Finally, the research supports an awareness th a t SM Es are 

im portant, which brings levels o f engagement and visibility to the fore o f their operative 

processes, and their contribution m masse to the economies in which they operate.

T he design o f the research incorporates learning from empirical situations inform ed by 

theory. Devising a project that is inform ed by previous projects and that theoretically 

presents a sensible way o f preceding, however, results in difficulties as to how  to define 

w hat constitutes practical or research success. Perhaps a m ore im portant criterion than 

success is that the research influences events -  or precipitates change -  in some observable 

way, both in the practical situation and in the research community. T he research could
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be incorporated into a program m e o f additional but similar research projects in o rder to 

allow developments to evolve. However, this calls for resources beyond those available to 

a lone self-funded researcher.

S upplem entary  inform ation referred to in this chapter is located in the following 

appendices:

• Appendix A -  The Advantages o f e-Business Adoption and Im plem entation

• Appendix B -  SME Characteristics

• Appendix C -  Drivers to e-Business Adoption by SMEs

• Appendix E -  Barriers to e-Business Adoption by SMEs

• Appendix F -  The Disadvantages o f e-Business Adoption and Im plem entation

• A ppendix K  -  EU  Policy Initiatives and Program m es Aim ed at S tim ulating 

Innovation a n d /o r  the SM E Sector

• A ppendix L -  U K  Policy Initiatives and  Program m es Aim ed at S tim ulating 

Innovation an d /o r the SM E Sector

• Appendix O  - Findings Arising From  the Case Studies Relating to the Literature 

Review

• A ppendix P  - Findings Arising From  the Case Studies N ot R elating  to  the 

Literature Review
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A ppen d ix  A 

The A dvan tages o f  e-B u sin ess  
A doption  a n d  Im p lem en ta tio n

___________ T he Advantages o f  e-B usiness Adoption and Im plem entation___________

G e n e r a l b e n e f i ts

• APEC, 1999 (advocates e-business as a way of reducing transaction costs, gaining m arket 
share, stream lining business processes, achieving com petitive advantage and im proving 
relationships with business partners for improved business performance)

• Bekker and Staude, 1988 (enables market fragmentation, the inform ation capacity to treat 
mass clients as individuals, convergence between products and services, global production 
networks, simultaneous co-operation and com petition between firms, and  changes the 
nature of competition)

• Currie, 1998 (results in cost savings, time savings and quality improvements)
• Drucker, 1998 (extraordinary leverage and increasing returns)
• Evans and  W urster, 1999 (transforms competitive strategies and creates new sources of 

advantage)
• Ghosh, 1998 (transforms competitive strategies and creates new sources of advantage)
• Goldm an et al., 1995 (enables: market fragmentation; the information capacity to treat mass 

clients as individuals; convergence between products and services; global p roduction  
networks, and simultaneous co-operation; and com petition between firms and  changes the 
nature of competition)

• Porter, 2001 (advocates e-business as a way of reducing transaction costs, gaining m arket 
share, stream lining business processes, achieving com petitive advantage and im proving 
relationships with business partners for improved business performance)

L ou ver a d m in is t r a t io n  c o s t s

• A bell a n d  L im m , 1996
• B e rg  a n d  K a r t tu n e n , 1998
• C u rr ie , 1998
• H a w k in s  a n d  P re n c ip e , 2000
• H o w a r th ,  2002
• P o o n  a n d  S w a tm an , 1997a; 1997b; 1997c
• Q u a y le , 2 0 0 2 a ; 2 0 0 2 b
• R a d s ta a k  a n d  K e te la a r , 1998
• T u r b a n  et al., 2000

L o w e r  p r o d u c t io n  c o s t s

• Abell and Limm, 1996
* A ngehm , 1997________
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___________ The Advantages o f  e-B u sin ess Adoption and Im plem entation______
• APEC. 1999
• Berg and K arttunen, 1998
• Currie, 1998
• Europm edia, 2001
• Gulledge and Sommer, 1998
• Hawkins and Prencipe, 2000
• H ow arth, 2002
• K alakota and Whinston, 1997 (lowers the transaction costs of simple, routine purchases)
• Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997b; 1997c
• Porter, 2001
• Quayle, 2002a; 2002b
• Raym ond, 2001 (reduces or removes the need for intermediaries)
• Raym ond and Bergeron, 1996
• Shapiro and Varian, 1998
• T urban  et al., 2000 (transaction costs are low)

R e d u c e d  le a d  t im e

• Abell and Limm, 1996
• Currie, 1998
• Gulledge and Sommer, 1998
• Hawkins and Prencipe, 2000
• Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997b; 1997c
• Quayle, 2002a; 2002b
• Radstaak and Ketelaar, 1998
• Raym ond and Bergeron, 1996

R e d u c e d  S to c k

• Currie, 1998
• Gulledge and Sommer, 1998
• Kalakota and Whinston, 1997
• Quayle, 2002a; 2002b
• Radstaak and Ketelaar, 1998

I n c r e a s e d  S a le s

• A bell a n d  L im m , 1996
• A n g e h rn , 1997 (offers the  ab ility  to  offer a p p ro p ria te  a n d  ta rg e te d  p ro d u c ts)
• B e n n e tt, 1998
• C u r r ie ,  1998
• H a w k in s  a n d  P re n c ip e , 2000
• K a la k o ta  a n d  W h in s to n , 1997
• L e id n e r , 1999a; 1999b
• M a r t in  a n d  M a tlay , 2001
•  P e y p o c h , 1998
• P o o n  a n d  S tro m , 1997
• P o o n  a n d  S w a tm an , 1997c
• R a y m o n d , 2001
•  R a y m o n d  a n d  B e rg ero n , 1996_______________________________________________
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___________ The Advantages o f  e-B usiness Adoption and Im plem entation______
• Ritchie and Brindley, 2000 (erodes trading barriers)
• Shapiro and Varian, 1999 (offers the ability to offer appropriate and targeted products)
• Sparkes and Thomas, 2001
• Trappey and Trappey, 2001
• T urban  etal., 2000
• Vescovi, 2000
• Vrazalic et al., 2002

Increased internal efficiency

• Abell and Lim, 1996 (lowers production costs)
• APEC, 1999 (streamlines business processes)
• Auger and Gallaugher, 1997
• Berg and K arttunen, 1998
• C haston and Mangles, 2002 (existing services can be recreated, presented and  delivered 

through this new mode)
• Coccia, 1997
• Currie, 1998
• Fraser et al., 2000
• Gulledge and Sommer, 1998
• Hawkins and Prencipe, 2000
• H owarth, 2002
• Kalakota and Whinston, 1996; 1997
• Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000
• M acGregor et al., 1998
• McWilliams, 1995
• O ’Connor and O ’Keefe, 1997
• Palum bo and Herbig, 1998
• Poon and Swatman, 1997c; 1998a; 1998b; 1999a; 1999b
• Porter, 2001 (the internet alters industry structures and  reduces the ability to sustain 

operational advantages)
• Quayle, 2002a; 2002b (lowered administration costs)
• Radstaak and Ketelaar, 1998
• Tetteh and Burn, 2000; 2001

I m p r o v e d  r e la t io n s  w i th  b u s in e s s  p a r t n e r s  /  c u s to m e r s

•  A bell a n d  L im , 1996
• A P E C , 1999
• A u g e r a n d  G a lla u g h e r , 1997
• B la ttb e rg  a n d  D e ig h to n , 1991
• B ra n n b a c k  a n d  P u h a k a in e n , 1998a; 1998b
• C a irn c ro ss , 1997
• C u rr ie , 1998
• F e in b e rg  a n d  E astlick , 1997
• G u lled g e  a n d  S o m m er, 1998
• H a w k in s  a n d  P re n c ip e , 2000
• K a la k o ta  a n d  W h in s to n , 1996; 1997
• K a la k o ta  a n d  R o b in so n , 1999
• M c K e n n a , 1997
« M cW illiam s, 1995____________________________________________
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____________ The Advantages of e-Business Adoption and Implementation
• O ’Keefe and M cEachem , 1998
• Palum bo and Herbig, 1998
• Peppers and Rogers, 1997
• Poon and Strom, 1997
• Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997b; 1997c
• Porter, 2001
• Puhakainen and Brannback, 1998
• Quayle, 2002a; 2002b
• Quelch and Klein, 1996
• Shapiro and Varian, 1999
• Sparkes and Thom as, 2001
• Stern, 1996
• Vescovi, 2000

New custom ers and m arkets

• B ennett, 1997; 1998 (generates in ternational sales w ithout having to ob ta in  foreign 
representation)

• Caimcross, 1997 (enables SMEs to operate on an international scale)
• Currie, 1998
• Devins, 1994
• G uthrie and Austin, 1996 (enables SMEs to compete with larger organisations)
• Hamill and Gregory, 1997
• Julien e ta l., 1997
• K alakota and Robinson, 1999
• Kalakota and W hinston, 1997
• Lawrence, 1997
• O ’Keefe and M cEachern, 1998 (enables SMEs to operate on an international scale)
• Puhakainen and Brannback, 1998
• Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997b (enables SMEs to operate on an international scale)
• Quayle, 2002a
• Quelch and Klein, 1996 (enables SMEs to operate on an international scale)
• Raym ond, 2001
• Ritchie and Brindley, 2001
• Sparkes and Thom as, 2001
• Sterne, 1996 (a com pany’s services can be effectively “open” 24 hours a  day)
• T urban  et al., 2000 (generates sales leads, locally and remotely)
• Vescovi, 2000
• W atson et al., 1998 (enables SMEs to compete with larger organisations)

I m p r o v e d  c o m p e t i t iv e n e s s  /  in c r e a s e d  f l e x ib i l i t y

• Currie, 1998
• Evans and W urster, 1999
• Feinberg and Eastlick, 1997 (can personalise suggestions and  send them  to individual 

customers/groups)
• Fraser et al., 2000
• Ghosh, 1998
• Guthrie and Austin, 1996
• K alakota and W hinston, 1997 (can personalise suggestions and send them  to individual 

customers/groups)____________________________________________________________________
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___________ The Advantages o f  e-B usiness Adoption and Im plem entation___________
• M cKenna, 1997 (can personalise suggestions and send them to individual custom ers/groups)
• Porter, 2001
• Porter and Millar, 1985
• Radstaak and Ketelaar, 1998
• Rayport andjaw orski, 2001
• Sterne, 1996
• Tim m ers, 2000
• Vescovi, 2000
• W atson, et al., 1998

I m p r o v e d  m a r k e tin g

• APEC, 1999
• Coccia, 1997
• Currie, 1998
• K alakota and Robinson, 1999 (offers customers up-to-date information and personal pricing)
• K aplan and Sawhney, 2000
• Lawrence, 1997
• Puhakainen and Brannback, 1998
• Quayle, 2002b
• Porter, 2001
• Sparkes and Thomas, 2001
• Vescovi, 2000

M a k e s  n e w  b u s in e s s  m o d e l s  p o s s ib le

• Rayport andjaw orski, 2001
• Timm ers, 2000

I m p r o v e d  q u a l i ty  o f  in f o r m a t io n

• Abell and Limm, 1996
• Auger and Gallaugher, 1997
• Coccia, 1997
• Cohen, 1998
• Currie, 1998
• Gulledge and Sommer, 1998
• K alakota and W hinston, 1996
• K aplan and Sawhney, 2000
• McWilliams, 1995
• Palumbo and Herbig, 1998
• Poon and Swatman, 1997c; 1999a; 1999b
• Quayle, 2002a
• Radstaak and Ketelaar, 1998

Table A. 1 -  The Advantages o f e-Business Adoption and Im plem entation

385



Appendices

A ppen d ix

SME C h aracter

SME Characteristics

SMEs differfrom  large businesses

• B unker and  M acG regor, 2000 (decision-m aking on IT  adoption differs from large 
businesses)

• Castleman et al., 2000
• Castleman and Goulthard, 2001
• Chen and Williams, 1998 (SMEs are usually reactive rather than proactive)
• Cheney et al., 1986
• Clegg, 1990
• Cornford et al., 1991 (typically seek advice from friends and family rather than professionals)
• E in-Dor and Segev, 1978
• Gibb, 2000
• Granovetter, 1992
• M ulhem , 1995
• M urphy, 1996 (management style differs from large businesses)
• Oakey, 1985
• Pahl, 1984
• Raym ond, 1985; 1989; 1990b
• Reynolds et al., 1994 (SMEs are more product-oriented than large businesses)
• Smallbone et al., 2000 (distinctive organisational culture)
• Tatnall and Burgess, 2002
• Thom pson and M cHugh, 1995 (business decision-making affected by personal, domestic, 

com munity and lifestyle factors)
• Thong, 2001 (SMEs have fewer resources in time, money and knowledge/IS expertise)
• W eber, 1985
• Welch and White, 1981 (SMEs usually have short-range m anagem ent perspective)
• W esthead and Storey, 1996 (SMEs are more likely to be subject to external uncertainties)

S tr o n g  o w n e r  in f lu e n c e  /  c e n tr a l i s e d  m a n a g e m e n t

• Bekker and Staude, 1988
• Blili and Raymond, 1993 (poor managem ent and business skills are common)
• Bolisani and Scarco, 1999 (few contacts with external knowledge sources)
• Bunker and M acGregor, 2000 (IT decisions are usually made by the owner)
• Dandridge, 1971
• Dennis, 2000 (owners often withhold details from colleagues, and have a strong desire for 

independence)
• H arrison, 1994 (business is affected by whether or not ow ner/m anager is an assertive and 

rational decision-maker)
• Iacovou et al., 1995
• Julien etal., 1997______________________________________________________________________
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Kirby and Turner, 1993 (whether or not the ow ner/m anager understands the technology) 
Miller and Droge, 1986 
Miller and Toulouse, 1986 
M ulhern, 1995
M urphy, 1996 (management style)
Nelson and Winter, 1977; 1982 (organisational inertia)
Oakey, 1985
Olave and Nato, 2001 (absence of bureaucracy)
Raym ond, 1985 (centralisation of structure)
Reynolds etal., 1994 (little use of consultants in decision making)
Smallbone et.al., 2000 (distinctive organisational culture linked to the proximity o f ownership 
and management)
Spender, 1996 (absence of bureaucracy)
Welch and White, 1981 (short-range m anagem ent perspective)
Yap and Thong, 1997 (whether or not they understand the technology)

H ig h e r - r is k  le v e ls

Brigham and Smith, 1967 (SMEs statistically fail more often than large businesses) 
Cochran, 1981 
C o o ley ^  al., 1987 
Dandridge, 1979 
DeLone, 1981; 1988 
Dennis, 2000 
Kennedy and Healy, 1985 
M artin, 1989
Nunes and Cunha, 2000 (SMEs are more volatile due to a limited resource base) 
Thong, 1999; 2001 
W alczuch et al., 2000
W alker, 1975 (SMEs statistically fail more often than large businesses)
Welch and White, 1981

D if f ic u lt ie s  r e c o g n is in g  a n d  o b ta in in g  a p p r o p r ia te  s o u r c e s  o f  f in a n c e

Blili and Raymond, 1993 
Cragg and King, 1993 
Dandridge, 1979 
DeLone, 1988 
Gaskill etal., 1993 
Gaskill and Gibbs, 1994 
Raymond, 2001 
Reynolds et al., 1994 
Thong, 1999; 2001 
Thon getal., 1993 
Tiddtf/a/., 1997 
Welch and White, 1981

I n tu i t iv e  d e c is io n -m a k in g

• Bunker and M acGregor, 2000 (IT decisions are based on short range planning)
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: ___________________________ SME C haracteristics
• Chen and Williams, 1998 (SMEs are usually reactive rather than proactive)
• Cornford et al., 1991 (often rely of “gut feelings”)
• Reynolds et al., 1994 (decision making does not usually entail research)
• Spender, 1996 (organic structure and culture can foster innovation)
• Welch & W hite, 1981

I n f o r m a l  a n d  in a d e q u a te  p la n n in g  p r o c e s s e s

• B unker and  M acG regor, 2000 (do no t conduct strategic p lann ing  because do not 
recognise/understand the need to do so)

• Chappell and Feindt, 1999 (chaotic organisational structure)
• Giaglis et al., 1998 (do not conduct strategic planning because do not recognise/understand

the need to do so)
• Gunnigle and Brady, 1984 (few formal mechanisms in place)
• Jeffcoate et al., 2002 (do not conduct strategic planning because do not recognise/understand

the need to do so)
• Lee, 2001
• Levy et al., 2001a; 2001b (poor at monitoring large firms’ or com petitors’ performance)
• M cM ahon, 1994 (haphazard hum an resources planning)
• Millar and Besser, 2000 (decisions are often made with community in mind)
• P o llard  and  H ayne, 1998 (do no t conduct strateg ic p lan n in g  because do  not

recognise/understand the need to do so)
• Raym ond, 2001
• Reynolds e ta l.,  1994 (decision-making does not entail detailed study or evaluation of all 

options)
• Stauber, 2000
• Tetteh and Burn, 2001 (IT decisions are not based on detailed planning)

L a c k  o f  c o n tr o l  o v e r  e x te r n a l  e n v ir o n m e n t

• Bekker and Staude, 1988 (external environm ent is increasingly competitive, turbulent and 
uncertain)

• Cobbenhagen and Nauwelares, 1999
• D avenport, 1992
• Dixon, et al., 2002 (unable to shape operating conditions)
• G oldm an et al., 1995 (external environm ent is increasingly com petitive, tu rbu len t and 

uncertain)
• Hill and Stewart, 2000 (uncertainty about environment)
• K irby and Turner, 1993 (pressure from custom er/supplier/industry sector)
• Raym ond, 1985 (cannot control extra-organisational environment)
• Smallbone et al., 2000
• Thong, 2001
• Thong et al., 1993 (susceptible to external forces)
• T idd et al., 1997 (decision to adopt e-business often strongly influenced by the innovativeness 

of customers)
• Welch and White, 1981 (volatile competitive environment)
• W esthead and Storey, 1996 (small business externally uncertain)
• Yap and Thong, 1995; 1997 (susceptible to external pressures)

P o o r  r e c o r d -k e e p in g
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SME Characteristics

• M arkland, 1974

I n tr u s io n  o f  f a m i l y  v a lu e s

• Bunker and M acGregor, 2000 (family often used in place of consultants /  family values often 
intrude on the decision-making process)

• Castleman et al., 2000
• Castleman and Coulthard, 2001
• Clegg, 1990
• Dandridge, 1979
• Dennis, 2000 (family often used instead of consultants)
• D rakopoulou-Dodd et al., 2002 (technical support, financial advice and business know-how

comes primarily from family and friends)
• Gibb, 2000
• Kets de Vries, 1977
• Miller and Besser, 2000
• Pahl, 1984
• Reynolds et al., 1994 (SMEs are often family concerns)
• Tatnall and Burgess, 2002
• Thom pson and M cHugh, 1995 (business decision-making affected by personal, domestic, 

community and lifestyle factors)
• W eber, 1985

S tr o n g  d e s i r e  f o r  in d e p e n d e n c e / in c r e a s e d  f l e x ib i l i t y

• Dennis, 2000 (owners often withhold details from colleagues)
• R eynolds et al., 1994 (SMEs tend to avoid jo in t business ventures if it im pinges on 

independence)

R e lu c ta n c e  to  ta k e  r i s k s  w i t h / s p e n d  m o n e y  o n  te c h n o lo g y

• C arte r, 1990 (SMEs tend to choose the lowest cost IT  and IS “solutions” an d  to 
underestimate the time and effort required for implementation)

• Dennis, 2000
• Dixon et al., 2002 (SMEs have limited resources for experim entation and cannot afford to 

make expensive mistakes)
• Gerwin, 1990 (SMEs tend to underestimate the time and effort required for implementation)
• H uang et al., 2004
• Iacovou et al., 1995
• M acGregor and Bunker, 1996
• Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997d
• Thong, 2001 (SMEs tend to choose the lowest cost IT  and IS “solutions”)
• Thong et al., 1993 (due to financial constraints)
• T idd et al., 1997 (reluctant to devote resources to invest in technology)
• W alczuch et al., 2000

L a c k  o f  te c h n ic a l  s t a f f / I T  e x p e r t is e
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• Barry and Milner, 2002
• Blili and Raymond, 1993 (provide little IT  training for staff)
• Bunker and M acGregor, 2000 (little IT  skills or training)
• Cheney et al., 1986
• Cornford etal. 1991
• Cragg and King, 1993
• E in-Dor and Segev, 1978
• Hitchens and O ’Farrell, 1988 (SMEs have less technical knowledge of their products)
• H uang et al., 2004 (less sophisticated in adopting IT  than large businesses)
• Iacovou et al., 1995 (unaware of the benefits of e-business)
• M artin and Matlay, 2001 (lack of technical knowledge and specialist staff)
• Pitt etal., 1999
• Pollard and Hayne, 1998
• Prem kum ar and Roberts, 1999
• Reynolds et al., 1994
• T hong etal., 1993 (lack professional experience)
• Thong, 2001 (fewer resources in time, money and knowledge/IS expertise)
• Welch and White, 1981 (lack professional expertise)
• Zim m erm an and Mathiesen, 1998

L im ited  use/know ledge o f technology

• Abell and Limm, 1996
• Cheney et al., 1986
• Dixon et al., 2002 (frequently have legacy systems which have become outdated, and which 

require further expenditure to replace)
• Ein-Dor and Segev, 1978
• Julien et al., 1997
• M acGregor and Bunker, 1996
• Raym ond, 1985; 1990a (due to insufficiency of resources)
• Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997b; 1997c

L im ited  m arket share

• Dixon et al., 2002 (often forced to accept market conditions as they find them)
• Hadjimonolis, 1999 (SMEs often move towards niche markets)
• Lawrence, 1997 (SMEs can't compete on the same level as larger businesses)
• Quayle, 2002a; 2002b (SMEs often move towards niche markets)
• Reynolds et al., 1994 (heavy reliance on few customers)

Narrow p ro d u ct/serv ice  range

• Bunker and M acGregor, 2000
• Dixon et al., 2002 (often have small and clearly defined niche markets)
• M acGregor et al., 1998
• Reynolds et al., 1994

E ducation /experience/sk ill practica l but narrow
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• Bunker and M acGregor, 2000 (little IT  skills or training)
• Hitchens and O ’Farrell, 1988 (lower skills level and lack of training)
• Reynolds et al., 1994 (provide little training for staff)

L im ited  resource base

• Blili and Raymond, 1993
• C arter, 1990
• Chappell and Feindt, 1999
• Cragg and King, 1993
• D andridge, 1979
• DeLone, 1988
• DFAT, 1999
• Dyer, 1996
• Gerwin, 1990
• M aynard, 1996
• Nunes and Cunha, 2000
• SETEL, 2002
• Smallbone et al., 2000
• Thong etai, 1993 (coined the phrase “Resource Poverty”)
• Thong, 1999; 2001 (fewer resources in time, money and knowledge/IS expertise)
• T idd et al., 1997 (SMEs tend to lack resources and the capabilities to manage them)
• Welch and White, 1981

Flexibility to react to m arket conditions

• Bekker and Staude, 1988
• Chappell and Feindt, 1999
• Hadjimonolis, 1999 (SMEs often move towards niche markets)
• Iacovou etal., 1995 (organisational readiness)
• Oakey, 1985
• Olave and Nato, 2001
• Quayle, 2002a; 2002b (SMEs flexible enough to recognise and capture niche markets)
• Smallbone et al., 2000
• Troye-W alker, 1998a; 1998b

Lower Wages /O pportun ities fo r  s ta ff

• Gunningle and Grady, 1984 (salaries and wages are usually lower)
• K ennedy and Healy, 1985 (usages are usually lower due to smaller degree of unionisation, 

greater jo b  satisfaction, and lower skills levels)
• M cM ahon, 1994 (haphazard approach to hum an resources planning and renumeration)

N etw orks/A lliances

• Achrol and Kotler, 1999
• Auger and Gallaugher, 1997 (formal networking gives rise to informal flows of inform ation 

and advice)
• Bar Nir and Smith, 2002 (formal networking gives rise to informal flows of inform ation and
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advice)
• Dean et al., 1997 (networks can assist SMEs to pool resources and talents)
• Dennis, 2000 (SME ow ner/m anagers withhold information from network partners)
• Engsbo etal., 2001
• Gibb, 1993 (few SMEs can function to their potential without some form of network)
• G im eno etal., 1997 (SME ow ner/m anagers withhold necessary inform ation from network 

partners)
• Golden and Dollinger, 1993 (SMEs can benefit exponentially through networking)
• Gronroos, 1994
• Gummeson, 1997
• Jeal and W roe, 1999 (SMEs are reluctant to work together in alliances a n d /o r  networks)
• Keeble et al., 1999 (SMEs seek out networks to acquire absent skills)
• Lei and Slocum, 1992 (network alliances don’t necessarily protect SMEs)
• Miles etal., 1999
• Moller, 1992
• Mowery et al., 1996 (network alliances don’t necessarily protect SMEs)
• O ’Donnell et al., 2001 (informal inter-organisational links important)
• Overby and Min, 2000; 2001
• O zcan, 1995 (few SMEs can function to their potential without some form of network)
• Raym ond and Bergeron, 1996
• Rosenfeld, 1996
• P rem aratne , 2001 (informal a n d /o r  social linkages may provide SM Es m ore stable 

information and resources)
• Tikkanen, 1998 (formal networking gives rise to informal flows of information and advice)
• W ebster, 1995 (SMEs are poor at recognising the value of knowledge, and  are thereby

forced to “exchange” it)

T a b le  A. 2 -  SM E C h a r a c te r is t ic s
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A ppen d ix  C

D rivers  to  e-B u sin ess  
A d op tion  by SM Es

D rivers to e-B usiness Adoption by SMEs

A vailable Resources (people, equipment, knowledge and money)

• Drucker, 1998
• Eden et al., 1997
• Geroski, 1995
• H ow ard, 1977
• Iacovou et al., 1995 (financial resources and technical know-how influence adoption)
• Nilsson, 1999
• Porter, 2001 (low barriers to entry and equally available to everyone)
• Prem kum ar and Roberts, 1999
• Raisinghani and Frank, 2003
• Quayle. 2002a; 2002b
• T\MetaL, 1997

Recognition o f /  enthusiasm fo r  opportunities

• Abell and Lim, 1996 (improvements to lead time)
• Cobbenhagen and Nauwelares, 1999
• Coccia, 1997
• Cragg and King, 1993
• Daniel and Wilson, 2002
• Davenport, 1992
• Donckels and Lambrecht, 1997 (“market focus” is a primary motivator)
• Eden etal., 1997
• Engsbo et al., 2001
• Evans and Wurster, 1997 (stronger relations with business partners)
• Geroski, 1995 (access to resources as a result of adoption)
• Howard, 1977
• Iacovou etal., 1995
• Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000
• Lawrence, 1997 (access to new markets an d /o r customers)
• Lefebvre and Lefebvre, 1993
• Levy et al., 2001a; 2001b (can see how e-business can improve competitiveness)
• Mullins etal., 2001
• Nilsson et al., 1999
• Poon and Swatman, 1997b; 1997c (stronger relations with business partners and access to

new markets)
• Porter, 2001 (Improvements to internal efficiency)
• Porter and Millar, 1985 (perceived improved competitiveness)
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D rivers to  e-B u sin ess Adoption by SMEs
Pow er and Sohal, 2002 (im provem ents to lead tim e an d  ability  to  reach  new  
markets/customers)
Purao and Campbell, 1968
Quayle, 2002a; 2002b (perceived increasing importance of e-business -  internal driver) 
Raym ond, 2001 (stronger relations with business partners and improved competitiveness) 
Rayport andjaw orski, 2001 (e-business creates new business models)
Reimenschneider and Mykytyn, 2000 (improvements to lead time and ability to reach new 
markets/customers)
Roberts and Berry, 1985 
Rogers, 1995 
Runge and Earl, 1988 
Sathye and Beal, 2001 
Tetteh and Bum , 2001
Timm ers, 2000 (e-business creates new business models)
T urban  etal., 2000 (improved competitiveness)
Venkatram an, 1994 
W indrum , 2004
W indrum  and Berrenger, 2003 (becoming m ore proactive and  strategy-driven in their 
technological investments)
Yap etal., 1992

Custom er /  supplier influence /  com petitive pressure

Abell and Lim, 1996 (pressure from competitors)
Auger and Gallaugher, 1997 (pressure from competitors)
Caldeira and W ard, 2001; 2002 
Coombs et al., 1987
Daniel and Grimshaw, 2002 (customer pressure and key supplier pressure)
D T I, 2002a; 2002b; 2002c 
Iacovou et al., 1995
Kirby and Turner, 1993 (pressure from custom er/supplier/industry sector)
Lawrence, 1997 (demand an d /o r  pressure from suppliers)
Lefebvre and Lefebvre, 1993 
Levy et al., 2001a; 2001b 
M acGregor et al., 1998
M artin, 2001 (competitor and customer pressure)
Nilsson, 1999
Parker and Swatman, 1997
Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997b (pressure from competitors)
Power and Sohal, 2002 
Prem kum ar and Roberts, 1999
Quayle, 2002a; 2002b (key supplier and customer pressure)
Raisch, 2001 (pressure from competitors)
Raymond, 2001 (demand an d /o r  pressure from suppliers)
Reimenschneider and Mykytyn, 2000 (pressure from customers)
Rothwell, 1992
T idd  et al., 1997 (SMEs often strongly influenced by the innovativeness o f their customers 
and suppliers)
T urban  et al., 2000 
W ebster, 1995
Yap etal., 1992 (level of information intensity)
Yap and Thong, 1997 (whether or not there is external pressure to adopt IT)________________
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D rivers to e-B usiness Adoption by SMEs

The internet is an inexpensive source o f information

• Daniel and Wilson, 2002 (improve knowledge sharing -  internal driver)
• Feinberg and Eastlick, 1997 (e-business can personalise suggestions and send it to individual 

customers/groups)
• K alakota and W hinston, 1997 (e-business can personalise suggestions and  send it to 

individual
• customers/groups)
• M cK enna, 1997 (e-business can personalise suggestions and  send it to  individual 

customers/groups)
• Sterne, 1996
• T urban  et al., 2000

Fast return on investm ent

• Timm ers, 1998; 1999

Start-up and transaction costs are low

• Chaston and Mangles, 2002
• Coccia, 1997
• K aplan and Sawhney, 2000
• O ’Connor and O ’Keefe, 1997
• Poon and Swatman, 1998a; 1998b
• Porter, 2001
• T urban  et al., 2000

Access to a w ider custom er pool /  increased sales

• Abell and Lim, 1996 (increased sales)
• Bennett, 1997; 1998 (enables international sales without foreign representation)
• Coccia, 1997
• Daniel and Wilson, 2002 (increased national and global market share internal driver)
• K alakota and Robinson, 1999 (can offer customers up-to-date inform ation and personal

pricing)
• K alakota and W hinston, 1997 (enables a com pany’s services to be effectively “open” 24

hours a day)
• Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000
• Lawrence, 1997
• Lee, 2001 (increased sales)
• Phan, 2001 (increased sales)
• Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1999a; 1999b
• Power and Sohal, 2002 (ability to reach new customers an d /o r  markets)
• Puhakainen and Brannback, 1998 (can offer customers up-to-date inform ation and personal

pricing)
• Reimenschneider and Mykytyn, 2000
• Sterne, 1996 (enables a company effectively operate 24 hours a  day)
• T urban et al., 2000 (generates sales leads locally and remotely)___________________________
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_____________________ D rivers to e-B u sin ess Adoption by SMEs
• Wilson, 2001
• W indrum , 2004
• W indrum  and Berrenger, 2004
• W indrum  et al., 2003

Im proved control

• Auger and Gallaugher, 1997
• Poon and Joseph, 2000; 2001
• Reimenschneider and Mykytyn, 2000

Im proved m arketing

• Coccia, 1997
• K aplan and Sawhney, 2000
• Lawrence, 1997
• Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997b; 1997c; 1997d
• Power and Sohal, 2002
• Reimenschneider and Mykytyn, 2000

O w ner/m anager characteristics

• Berg and Karttunen, 1998
• Harrison, 1994 (whether or not he/she is an assertive and rational decision-maker)
• Iacovou et al., 1995
• Kirby and Turner, 1993 (their attitude will be dependent on whether or not they understand 

the technology)
• Nilsson, 1999
• T urban  et al., 2000
• Yap and Thong, 1997

Im provem ents to custom er service

• Abell and Lim, 1996
• Auger and Gallaugher, 1997
• Coccia, 1997
• Daniel and Grimshaw, 2002
• D T I, 2002a; 2002c (improved communications with customers)
• Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000
• Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997b; 1997c; 1997d; 1999a; 1999b
• Power and Sohal, 2002

Cost reduction /  increased efficiency

• Coccia, 1997
• D TI, 2002a; 2002b; 2002c
• K aplan and Sawhney, 2000__________
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• M artin, 2001

Firm Characteristics

• Benjamin and Levinson, 1993 (when both strategy and process levels work in tandem  with 
IS level)

• Iacovou etal., 1995 (organisational readiness)
• K irby and Turner, 1993 (pressure from custom er/supplier/industry sector)
• Nilsson, 1999 (organisational, environmental and innovation factors)
• Van D oren et al., 2000 (incorporates strategy and process development)
• Yap and Thong, 1997 (level of information intensity)

T a b le  A .3 — D r iv e r s  to  e -B u s in e s s  A d o p tio n  b y  SM E s
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A ppendix  D

In terview  Q uestionnaire

A questionnaire was prepared as the departure point for the “reflective dialogues” with 
the principals o f the case study companies as part of Phase 1 o f the research. Arising from 
design them es that em erged in earlier analysis, this questionnaire exam ined e-business 
adoption, im plem entation and usage by U K  SMEs in light o f  E U  and  U K  policy 
initiatives. Background inform ation on the case studies was obtained from  corporate 
websites, com pany documents, and the press prior to the initial interviews with the seven 
case organisation principals. T he goal o f this initial exploration was to identify the 
organisations’ experience o f the challenges o f e-business. T he case organisation principals 
were encouraged to reveal o ther e-business applications o r processes relevant to them. 
T he questions explored the initiation o f e-business applications in the case organisations 
by addressing:

• H ow  the case study organisations decided to adopt e-business processes and 
services.

• How the processes and services were developed and implemented.
• How  satisfied the case organisation principal w as/is with the developm ent o f 

these technologies.
• How the case study organisation evaluated/evaluates their experience(s) o f e- 

business.
• W hat types o f costs and benefits they expected/w hat types o f costs and benefits 

they received.
• W hat future directions they predict and w hat they consider to be the biggest 

challenges to companies in utilising e-business as a business tool.
• T heir anticipated future use o f e-business.
• How aware o f U K  and EU policy initiatives the case study com pany was/is.
• How these policies im pacted on their adoption and im plementation o f e-business.
• How policies could better affect the adoption, implementation and operation o f e- 

business by SMEs.

T he structure o f the questions was as follows:

1. Background details.
2. Industry and business environment.
3. Overview of e-business adoption and implementation.
4. Strategic business planning.
5. Development and implementation issues.
6 . EU  and U K  policy initiatives.
7. T he future.

Table A.4 illustrates the questionnaire interviewees.
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Name Role
------------------------— ----------------------------- -----------------------------------

Organisation

P e te r  O s b o rn e O w n e r /D ir e c to r B erkeley  S q u a re  G a lle ry
C h r is to p h e r  D av is F o u n d e r /D ire c to r D av is &  C o .
W illiam  G o o d e n o u g h G ro u p  E xecu tiv e  C h a irm a n D esig n  B ridge
C h r is to p h e r  Foyle P a r t  o w n e r /D ire c to r F o y le ’s
D e m e tr io s  Z o p p o s M a n a g in g  D ire c to r G -F X
A lex  F itzg ib b o n s F o u n d e r /D ire c to r L o b s te r
Jessica  S e a to n F o u n d e r /C E O T o a s t

Table A. 4 - Table o f  Interviewees

Case Study Interview Questions

1. Background Details

1.1 W hat is the name of your company?
1.2 W hen was your company founded?
1.3 W here was your company founded?
1.4 W hat is your company's major market?
1.5 W hat do you see your company's major market being in 5 years time?
1.6 Is your company private or publicly owned?
1.7 How many staff does your company employ?
1.8 W hat is your company's approximate annual turnover?
1.9 Has your company's growth over the past 5 years exceeded your expectations? To 

what extent is this due to the adoption and implementation o f e-business?
1.10 How many locations/branches does your firm have, and where are they located?
1.11 W hat is your company's reporting structure for ICTs?

2. Industry & Business Environment

2.1 To what business sector does your company belong?
2.2 W hat do you see as being the major differences between this and other business

sectors?
2.3 Is e-business usage different in your sector to others? If so, how?
2.4 W hat is the rate at which products/services become obsolete in your business

sector?
2.5 How predictable are the actions o f your company's competitors?
2.6 How different are your company's products/services compared with those o f your

competitors?
2.7 Do you monitor your competitor's activities? How?
2.8 How severe a threat does price competition present?
2.9 How severe a threat does quality competition present?
2.10 How severe a threat does declining dem and present?
2.11 W hat do you consider to be the greatest threat facing your com pany/industry?
2.12 How predictable are the demands and tastes o f your company's customers?
2.13 At what rate has technology changed in your company's industry?
2.14 How often must your company change strategic marketing practices in response 

to competition?
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2.15 W hat are your company's key business drivers?

3. Overview o f e-Business Adoption and Im plem entation

3.1 How did the company's e-business adoption arise?
3.2 W as a  formal decision made, or did the situation arise organically?
3.3 W ere subsequent decision-making processes formal and informal?
3.4 W as adoption prim arily driven by business o r technology motivations? I f  by 

both, please elaborate as to the combination.
3.5 Rate the driving forces that made your company use e-business:

(l= N o t at all applicable - 5=very applicable)
D em and / Pressure from customers 1...2...3...4...5
The pressure o f competition 1 ...2...3...4...5
Pressure from the suppliers 1 ...2...3...4...5
T o reduce costs 1...2...3...4...5
T o  improve customer service 1...2...3...4...5
T o shorten lead time 1...2...3...4...5
T o  increase sales 1...2...3...4...5
T o improve internal efficiency 1 ...2...3...4...5
T o strengthen relations with business-partners 1 ...2...3...4...5
T he possibility o f reaching new custom ers/m arkets 1 ...2...3...4...5
T o improve competitiveness 1...2...3...4...5
T o improve marketing 1...2...3...4...5
T o improve the possibilities o f control and follow-up 1 ...2...3...4...5

3.6 W ho made the decision to innovate?
3.7 W hat were the five most im portant factors that led to e-business adoption?
3.8 W hat were the m ajor obstacles or barriers that had  to be overcom e for your 

company's adoption, implementation and operation of e-business to be a success?
3.9 W hat were the processes o f adoption?
3.10 W as adoption in direct alignm ent with the strategic business plan (formal or 

informal) or direction o f the company at that time?
3.11 W ere there any concerns?
3.12 W hat mobile technologies does your company employ?
3.13 W ere there  any m obile technologies in troduced  th a t w ere subsequently  

abolished?
3.14 W hat internet applications does your company employ?
3.15 W ere there  any in terne t applications in troduced  th a t w ere subsequently  

abolished?
3.16 W as there any internal resistance to adoption at any stage? If  so, how did this 

manifest?

4. Strategic Business Planning

4.1 Does your company undertake strategic business planning?
4.2 Is it formal or informal planning?
4.3 How often does planning take place?
4.4 W ho are the participants in this process?
4.5 Is a formal strategic business plan produced? I f  so, who receives a copy?
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5.

5.1

5.2
5.3

5.4

5.5
5.6

5.7

5.8

5.9

5.10

5.11
5.12
5.13

5.14
5.15
5.16
5.17
5.18

5.19

5.20

The Developm ent and Im plem entation o f  e-Business

W hat aspects o f the overall e-business operation has your com pany developed in- 
house? W hat aspects have been outsourced? W hat aspects have been purchased 
"off-the-shelf'? How satisfactory was each aspect?
How do you determine the level o f satisfaction?
From  the decision to adopt e-business to the first live e-business application, how 
long did it take?
W ere there any difficulties with e-business implementation generally, o r adopting 
specific individual aspects o f either the initial project, the subsequent projects, or 
the technology generally?
W as each e-business technological aspect im plemented according to a schedule? 
W ere there  operational problem s (such as equ ipm ent failure, in tegra tion  
problems, a n d /o r  procedural inadequacies)? If  so, at what stage did they occur? 
And how were they resolved?
H ow  m any subsequent versions o f  each  e-business aspect have been  
im plem ented, and were subsequent experiences similar to or different from the 
initial experiences? How?
T o  w hat extent are the current e-business operations integrated with o ther IG T  
systems and business processes?
H as im plem entation o f e-business im proved or inhibited relationships with your 
suppliers an d /o r clients? How?
H as e-business im plem entation b rough t your com pany additional clients or 
revenues?
Do you consider that e-business has been a  success for your company?
How is success determined?
H as the introduction o f e-business influenced and  reshaped your com pany’s 
agenda?
H as e-business altered the way your company operates?
H as the adoption o f e-business affected your relationship with your customers?
Has the adoption o f e-business affected your relationship with your peers?
Has e-business affected collaboration in any way amongst those in your industry? 
H as e-business made your business dealings m ore transparent to your suppliers or 
clients?
R ate the benefits your com pany has experienced introducing e-business:
( l^ N o t at all applicable - 5=very applicable)
Lower administration costs 1...2...3...4...5
Lower production costs 1 ...2...3...4...5
R educed lead time 1 ...2...3...4...5
R educed stock 1...2...3...4...5
Increased sale 1...2...3...4...5
Increased internal efficiency 1...2...3...4...5
Im proved relations with business-partners 1...2...3...4...5
New custom ers/m arkets 1...2...3...4...5
Im proved competitiveness 1...2...3...4...5
Im proved marketing 1...2...3...4...5
Im proved quality of information 1 ...2...3...4...5
R ate  the disadvantages o r d raw backs have your com pany  experienced  
introducing e-business:
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(l= N o t at all applicable - 5=very applicable) 
D eteriorated o f relations with business-partners 1...2...3...4...5
H igher costs 1...2...3...4...5
C om puter maintenance 1...2...3...4...5
Additional hum an resources required 1...2...3...4...5
Being forced to double work 1...2...3...4...5
Reduced flexibility in work 1...2...3...4...5
Reduced security 1...2...3...4...5
Dependence 1...2...3...4...5
It doesn't fit well with products/services 1...2...3...4...5
It doesn't fit well with your way of working 1...2...3...4...5
It doesn't fit well with your customers 1...2...3...4...5
There are no discemable advantages 1...2...3...4...5
Lack o f technical know-how 1...2...3...4...5
The security seems doubtful 1...2...3...4...5
The am ount for the investment is too high 1...2...3...4...5
Not sure what to choose 1...2...3...4...5

Policy Initiatives in the EU and UK

6 .1 D o you think e-business is redefining business processes and functions in your 
industry in the light of EU and U K  policy initiatives?

6.2 How aware are you/have you been of those policy initiatives, and if so, through 
what means?

6.3 How relevant, accessible and coherent are these policy initiatives to you /y o u r 
industry?

6.4 Did you consider these initiatives before adopting e-business?
6.5 D id you consider the policy initiatives for SMEs to em brace e-business to be 

relevant, accessible and coherent?
6.6 W hat factor did these initiatives play in adoption a n d /o r  implementation?
6.7 W hat policy initiatives would have better facilitated your com pany’s adoption o f 

e-business?
6.8 Through w hat means could these have been effectively com m unicated?
6.9 W hat policy initiatives would have facilitated awareness and procedures o f your 

company's implementation o f e-business?
6 .10 W hat policy initiatives would more effectively facilitate your com pany's e-business 

operations?

7. The Future

7.1 W hat do you consider to be the major challenges to companies generally in future 
use o f e-business?

7.2 W hat do you consider to be the major challenges to your industry in future use o f
e-business?

7.3 W hat do you consider to be the major challenges to companies in future use o f e-
business as a m ethod of streamlining the supply-chain?

7.4 W hat future changes of your company's e-business operations do you anticipate?
7.5 I f  your com pany was facing the same e-business decisions today, would anything

be done differently?
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7.6 Do you have any advice for other companies seeking to adopt and im plem ent e-
business operations?

7.7 Do you have any further comments?
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A ppen d ix  E

B arriers to e-B usiness  
A d o p tio n  by SM Es

______________________Barriers to e-Business Adoption by SM Es

e-business doesn’t Jit with products/services

• Abell and Limm, 1996
• Eid et al., 2002
• Iacovou etal., 1995
• Kendall et al., 2001
• Tambini, 1999
• Yap and Thong, 1997

e-business doesn’t Jit with the way they do business

• A bell a n d  L im m , 1996
•  B akos a n d  B rynjolfsson, 2000
• C h a u  a n d  P ed erso n , 2000
•  D ix o n  et al., 2002
• F a rh o o m a n d  et al., 2000
• Ia co v o u  et al., 1995
• M e h r te n s  et al., 2001
• P o o n  a n d  S w atm an , 1999a; 1996b
• Q u a y le , 2003 (not co n sid e red  necessa ry  low  o n  th e  list o f  prio rities)
• R o g e rs , 1995

e-business doesn’t Jit the way they Jeel their customers work

• Abell and Limm, 1996
• Bakos and Brynjolfsson, 2000
• Caldiera and Ward, 2001; 2002
• Coombs et al., 1987
• Cragg and King, 1993
• Dixon et al., 2002
• K irby and Turner, 1993
• K ulm ala et al., 2002
• Rogers, 1995
• Yap et al., 1992
• Yap and Thong, 1997

Lack o j trading power
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_______________________Barriers to e-Business Adoption by SMEs

• Auger and Gallaugher, 1997
• Barry and Milner, 2002
• Hill and Stewart, 2000
• Roberts and Wood, 2002

C h a o tic  o r g a n is a t io n a l  s t r u c tu r e

• Benjamin and Levinson, 1993 (when strategy and process levels don’t work in tandem  with 
IS level)

• C hau and Pederson, 2000
• Chappell and Feindt, 1999
• Iacovou et al., 1995 (organisational readiness)
• K irby and Turner, 1993
• Levy et al., 2001a
• Levy and Powell, 2000; 2002
• Nilsson et al., 1999 (conflicting organisational, environmental and innovation factors)
• Poon and Swatman, 1996a; 1996b
• Van Doren et al., 2000 (incorporates strategy and process development)
• Z im m erm an and M athiesen, 1998 (can result in a failure to handle logistics and m onetary

transactions)

D o e s n ’t  s e e  th e  a d v a n ta g e  o f  u s in g  e -b u s in e s s

• Bunker and M acGregor, 2000
• C hau and Hui, 2001
• C hau and Pederson, 2000 (due to previous complications in implementing change)
• Cheney et al., 1986
• Cobbenhagen and Nauwelares, 1999
• Davenport, 1992
• Dixon et al., 2002
• Ein-Dor and Segev, 1978
• Giaglis et al., 1998
• Harrison, 1994
• Hill and Stewart, 2000
• Iacovou et al., 1995 (if ow ner/m anagers do not perceive technology in a  positive way and do 

not understand potential benefits, they are reluctant to adopt technology)
• Jeffcoate et al., 2000; 2002
• K irby and Turner, 1993 (if ow ner/m anagers do not perceive technology in a  positive way 

and do not understand potential benefits, they are reluctant to adopt technology)
• Lee, 2001
• Lee and Runge, 2001
• Lefebvre and Lefebvre, 1993
• Lefebvre et al., 1999
• Levy et al., 2001b (doesn’t see how it can facilitate competitiveness)
• Pitt et al., 1999
• Pollard and Hayne, 1998
• Poon and Swatman, 1996b; 1997b; 1997c
• P o rte r, 2001 (e-business presents challenges to trad itional strategic th ink ing  an d  

management)
• Purao and Campbell, 1998_____________________________________________________________
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______________________Barriers to e-Bnsiness Adoption by SMEs
• Raym ond, 1990b; 1992; 2001
• Rothwell, 1991
• Runge and Earl, 1988
• Sathye and Beal, 2001
• Stauber, 2000
• Tetteh and Burn, 2001
• W esthead and Storey, 1996
• Yap and Thong, 1997

L a c k  o f  p r o f e s s io n a l  e x p e r t is e

• C hau and Pederson, 2000
• Dixon et al., 2002
• H arrison, 1994
• Poon and Swatman, 1996b (apprehensive about technology)
• Quayle, 2002a; 2002b; 2003
• T hong et al., 1993
• Welch and White, 1981

Lack of technical know-how /  skills

• Auger and Gallaugher, 1997
• Barry and Milner, 2002
• Berg and K arttunen, 1998
• C hau and Pederson, 2000
• Dixon et al., 2002
• Farhoom and et al., 2000
• Iacovou et al., 1995
• M irchandani and Motwani, 2001
• Poon and Swatman, 1996b; 1997a; 1997b (lack of cost-effective e-business enabled software 

/  lack of technical skills)
• Purao and Campbell, 1998
• Roberts and Berry, 1985
• Roberts and Wood, 2002
• T idd et al., 1997
• Zimm erman and Mathiesen, 1998
• Yap and Thong, 1997

F e a r  o f  s e c u r i ty  r i s k s

• Aldridge et al., 1997
• Dixon et al., 2002
• Oxley and Yeung, 2001
• Purao and Campbell, 1998
• Quayle, 2002a; 2002b

C o s t  to o  h ig h  /  la c k  o f  r e s o u r c e s

• Auger and Gallaugher, 1997_____

406



Appendices

______________________Barriers to e-Business Adoption by SMEs
• Barry and Milner, 2002
• Chappell and Feindt, 1999
• C hau and Pederson, 2000
• Dandridge, 1979
• DeLone, 1981; 1988
• DFAT, 1999
• Dixon et al., 2002
• Drucker, 1998; 1999a; 1999b
• Eden etal., 1997
• Geroski, 1995
• Golden and Griffin, 1999; 2000
• Howard, 1977
• Iacovou et al., 1995
• Owens and Beynon-Davies, 2001
• Porter, 2001
• Poon and Swatman, 1996b
• Purao and Campbell, 1998
• Quayle, 2002a; 2002b; 2003
• Ratnasingam , 2000
• Roberts and Wood, 2002
• SETEL, 2002
• Thong, 1999
• T idd et al., 1997
• Welch and White, 1981

U n su re  a s  to  w h a t  to  c h o o se

• Farhoom and et al., 2000
• Purao and Campbell, 1998

L a c k  o f  r o le  m o d e ls

• Clarke, 2000
• Drew, 2002
• Engsbo et al., 2001
• K otha etal., 2001
• Porter, 2001

O w n e r /m a n a g e r  c h a r a c te r is t ic s

• H arrison, 1994 (positively affected by an assertive and rational decision-maker)
• Iacovou et al., 1995
• K irby and T urner, 1993 (affected drastically by w hether or not they understand  the 

technology)
• T idd et al., 1997
• Yap and Thong, 1997 (whether or not they understand the technology)

F ir m  c h a r a c te r is t ic s
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Barriers to e-Business Adoption by SMEs
• Iacovou et al., 1995 (affected by organisational readiness)
• Kirby and Turner, 1993 (affected by pressure from custom er/supplier/industry sector)
• Nilsson, 1999 (organisational, environm ental and innovation factors)
• Yap and Thong, 1997 (affected by whether or not there is external pressure to adopt IT)

Failure to develop m arketing strategies

• Bunker and MacGregor, 2000
• Giaglis etal., 1998
• Jeffcoate et al., 2002
• M acGregor et al., 1998
• Pollard and Hayne, 1998
• Quayle, 2002a; 2002b; 2003

T a b le  A .5 -  B a rr ier s  to  e -B u s in e s s  A d o p tio n  b y  SM E s
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A ppen d ix  F

The D isadvan tages o f  e-B u sin ess  
A dop tion  an d  Im p lem en ta tio n

__________The Disadvantages of e-Business Adoption and Implementation__________

Deterioration of relations with business partners /  customers

• Blattberg and Deighton, 1991
• K alakota and Robinson, 1999
• Lawrence, 1997
• Lee, 2001
• Levy et al., 2001 a; 2001 b
• Peppers and Rogers, 1997
• Poon and Swatman, 1997b; 1997c
• P o rte r, 2001 (e-business presents challenges to trad itional strategic th ink ing  and  

management)
• Puhakainen and Brannback, 1998
• Raym ond, 2001
• Stauber, 2000
• Tetteh and Burn, 2001
• W ebster, 1995

H ig h e r  c o s t s  th a n  a n t ic ip a te d

• Lee, 2001
• M acGregor et al., 1998
• M urphy, 1996
• Porter, 2001
• Ritchie et al., 1999
• Sparkes and Thomas, 2001
• Stauber, 2000

O n g o in g  c o m p u te r  m a in te n a n c e

• Berg and K arttunen, 1998 (outsourcing becomes a solution, yet many suppliers don’t want 
to work with SMEs)

• M acGregor et al., 1998; 2004

D o u b lin g  o f  w o r k

• M acGregor et al., 1998; 2004
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_______The Disadvantages of e-Business Adoption and Implementation
Sriram and Bannerjee, 1994 
St Pierre et al., 1999

R e d u c e d  f l e x ib i l i t y  o f  w o r k

• Lawrence, 1997
• Lee, 2001
• M acG regor et al., 1998; 2004
• Tetteh and Burn, 2000; 2001 (if haven’t developed a strategy)
• Zim m erm an and M athiesen, 1998 (can result in a failure to handle logistics and  m onetary 

transactions)

S e c u r i ty  i s s u e s

• Ritchie and Brindley, 2000
• M acG regor et al., 2004

S u b s e q u e n t  d e p e n d e n c e  o n  e -b u s in e s s

• M acGregor et al., 1998
• Sparkes and Thomas, 2001

D e c lin e  in  c o n ta c t  w i th  c u s to m e r s

• Blattberg and Deighton, 1991
• Brannback and Puhakainen, 1998a; 1998b
• K alakota and Robinson, 1999
• Peppers and Rogers, 1997
• Raym ond, 2001
• Shapiro and Varian, 1999
• Stauber, 2000

U n r e lia b le  s t r a te g ic  p a r tn e r s

• Blattberg and Deighton, 1991
• Brannback and Puhakainen, 1998a; 1998b
• K alakota and Robinson, 1999
• Peppers and Rogers, 1997
• Raym ond, 2001
• Shapiro and Varian, 1999
• Stauber, 2000

E x p o s e s  th e  b u s in e s s  to  e x te r n a l  r i s k s

• Auger and Gallaugher, 1997
• Lawrence, 1997 (e-business and decisions concerning adoption often forced on SMEs by
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________The D isadvantages o f  e-B iisiness A doption and Im plem entation
larger trading partners)

• Lee, 2001
• M acGregor et al., 1998; 2004
• Porter, 2001
• Raym ond, 2001
• Ritchie and Brindley, 2000
• Tetteh and Burn, 2001

L a c k  o f  e f f e c t iv e  s t r a te g i c  p la n n in g  le a d in g  to  u n r e a l i s e d  h o p e s  /  u n p r e d ic ta b le  
o u tc o m e s  /  r e v is io n  o f  s t r a te g i e s

• Bunker and MacGregor, 2000
• Evans and Wurster, 2000
• Giaglis etal., 1998
• Jeffcoate et al., 2002
• K alakota and Robinson, 1999
• Pollard and Hayne, 1998

D if f ic u l t ie s  in  ch a n g in g  th e  m i n d s e t  a n d  h a b i t s  o f  th e  o r g a n is a t io n

• Lee, 2001
• M acGregor et al., 2004

M a r g in a l  s h o r t- te r m  b e n e f i ts

• Abell and Limm, 1996
• M artin and Matlay, 2001
• Poon and Swatman, 1997b; 1998b; 1999a
• Trappey and Trappey, 2001
• Vrazalic et al., 2002

Table A. 6 -  The Disadvantages o f e-B usiness Adoption and Im plem entation
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A ppen d ix  G

C ollected  D a ta se ts  -  A C lassifica tion  o f  the  
Case O rgan isa tion  D o cu m en ts

Document
Name

Case
Organisations

Description Role Played in the 
Research

Organisation
Charts

• Design Bridge

• Foyles

• G-FX

• Toast

P a s t a n d  p re s e n t 
organisation charts.

• D e sc rib e d  th e  case 
organisations and their 
business adaptations.

Mission
Statement

• Davis & Co.

• Design Bridge 

•G -F X

• Toast

T he official corporate 
purpose documents.

• C o m p rise d  th e  case 
o rg a n isa tio n s ’ official 
vision.

• Provided insights about 
the case organisations ' 
intended directions.

Organisation
Report

•A ll D etailed description of 
the case organisations.

• Provided historical and 
other aspects of the case 
organisations.

Skills Report • Davis & Co.

• Foyles

• G-FX

• Toast

D etailed description of 
the existing in-house 
skills.

• S k ills  a r e  r o u t in e  
knowledge assets.

Strategies
Report

• Foyles

• G-FX

• Toast

D escrip tion  o f know 
how  in the  form  o f 
strategies.

• S trategies a re  systemic 
knowledge assets.

Work
Measurements
Report

• Berkeley 
Square Gallery

• Design Bridge

• Foyles

• G-FX

• Toast

D etailed description of 
th e  a c t iv i t ie s  o f  
personnel, in te rp re ted  
in to  p e r f o r m a n c e  
indicators.

• D e v e l o p e d  a 
fundam ental
u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f the 
ac tiv itie s  an d  social 
interaction of employees.

T raining 
Review

• Berkeley 
Square Gallery

• Design Bridge

• Foyles

D escription of training 
techniques.

• Explained aspects of the 
creation  of experiential 
and  rou tine knowledge 
assets.

E xistin g  Job • All D esc rip tio n s  o f the • F a c i l i t a t e d  t h e
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Document
Name

Case
Organisations

Description Role Played in the 
Research

D escrip tion s
R eport

d u t i e s  a n d  
responsibilities of each 
hierarchical level.

u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  the 
roles and the interactions 
o f the case organisation 
principals.

C om puterised  
M anagem ent 
S y s te m  A u d it 
R eport

• Foyle’s

• G-FX

• Design Bridge

D etailed description of 
the condition and use of 
a basic IC T  application 
within the organisation.

• T h e  C o m p u te r i s e d  
M anagem en t System is 
an  im p o rta n t system ic 
knowledge asset.

Audit R eport
• All Identifies a num ber of 

issues tha t potentially 
could improve.

• C o n t r ib u te d  to  the  
d e v e lo p m e n t o f  an  
understanding of each of 
the case organisations.

O fficial
M anagem ent
A nnouncem ents

• All A s e r i e s  o f  
announcem ents about a 
variety of organisational 
issues.

• C o n t r ib u te d  to  the  
d e v e lo p m e n t o f  an  
understanding about the 
knowledge vision and the 
em ergent o r deliberate 
re le v an t m a n ag e m en t 
interventions.

P ersonal 
Project Diary

• All T he researcher created 
a 270-page diary during 
the fieldw ork period 
w ith observations of 
o rg a n is a t io n a l  a n d  
project events, general 
inform ation about the 
organisational 
environment.

T he diary also contains 
in fo rm al discussions 
and details opinions of 
the researcher, the case 
organisation principals 
a n d  th e  c a s e  
organisation employees.

• Provided a  crucial source 
o f in fo rm atio n , w hich 
enabled  the integration 
o f various sources into 
c o h e r e n t  c a s e  
descriptions during  the 
analysis stage.

H istorica l Data • All G a th e r e d  fro m  a 
n u m b e r o f sources, 
such as the official 
c o rp o ra te  w eb site, 
anniversary 
publications, etc.

• I n c r e a s e d  t h e  
researcher’s
understanding about the 
case organisations.

M a ter ia l from  
presentations

• Berkeley 
Square Gallery

• Davis & Co.

• Design Bridge

• Foyles 

•G -F X

M a te r ia l  p ro v id e d  
mainly in the form of 
PowerPoint 
presentations.

• Played a supportive role 
in  c r o s s - c h e c k i n g  
information.
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D ocum ent
N am e

C ase
O rganisations

D escription R ole P layed  in  the  
R esearch

• Lobster

• Toast

Other Internal 
Documents

•A ll A num ber of internally 
p ro d u ced  docum ents 
(such as Perform ance 
Indicators D ocum ents, 
brochures, advertising, 
PR  releases).

• Played a supportive role 
in  c r o s s - c h e c k i n g  
information.

Other External 
Documents

•A ll A num ber of externally 
p roduced  docum ents, 
such as press reports.

• Played a supportive role 
in  c r o s s - c h e c k i n g  
information.

Personnel
Records

•A ll E l e c t r o n i c  S t a f f  
Database

• E x trac ted  in fo rm ation  
ab o u t the background  
and educational level of 
the case o rg an isa tio n  
p r in c ip a ls  a n d  th e ir  
employees.

Work Records •A ll W ork Archive • P ro v id e d  im p o r ta n t  
sy s te m ic  k n o w le d g e  
assets.

• C o n t r ib u te d  to  th e  
d e v e lo p m e n t o f  an  
understanding about the 
synthesis o f inform ation 
flows and  the quality of 
c re a te d  a n d  u tilised  
k n o w l e d g e  f r o m  
everyday activities.

Progress
Reports

• Davis & Co.

• Design Bridge

• Foyles

• G-FX

• Toast

W eekly an d  m onthly 
progress reports

• C o n t a i n e d  t o p  
m an ag em en t decisions 
a b o u t  t h e  c a s e  
organisations, as well as 
b o th  q u a lita tiv e  an d  
quantitative inform ation 
about aspects o f the case 
organisations.

Case
Organisations’ 
Internal Emails

• All An arch ive o f each  
organisation’s emails

• Played a supportive role 
in  c ro ss  c h e c k i n g  
in fo rm a tio n  since  it 
enables the recreation of 
actual events.

Financial
Records

• All A nnual rep o rts  an d  
annual accounts

• P rovided an additional 
datase t to  assist cross
checking.

T a b le  A. 7 -  C o lle c te d  D a ta s e ts  -  C a se  O r g a n isa t io n s
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A ppen d ix  H

F ieldw ork  
A p p o in tm en t D iary

D ata collection for the study included “reflective dialogues” with the principal from each 
case organisation. Lasting for an average of three hours each, these “reflective dialogues” 
were documented by the researcher and then read and approved by the case organisation 
p rincipals. T he researcher also studied plans, decision reports, and  e-m ail 
correspondence related to the case organisations, minutes o f meetings, consultants’ 
reports and documents from each organisation, and their websites. This constituted the 
formal data collection process. However, the researcher acquired a familiarity with the 
case organisations that went beyond partic ipant observation or the tem porary  
engagem ent generated by Action Research. This deep engagement with the research 
situation was recorded in a personal log -  or diary -  for the duration o f the fieldwork 
period.

Table A .8 illustrates the questionnaire interviewees.

Name Role Organisation
Peter Osborne O w ner/D irector Berkeley Square Gallery
C hristopher Davis Founder/D irector Davis & Co.
William Goodenough G roup Executive Chairm an Design Bridge
C hristopher Foyle Part ow ner/D irector Foyles
Demetrios Zoppos M anaging Director G-FX
Alex Fitzgibbons Founder/D irector Lobster
Jessica Seaton F ounder/C E O Toast

T a b le  A .8  - T a b le  o f  In te r v ie w e e s

Abridged Fieldwork Appointment Diary
Date Event uase organisation

19/10 /2000 Pilot study interview238 Berkeley Square Gallery
2 0 /1 1 /2 0 0 0 Initial interview Lobster

13/3/2001 Review of pilot study transcript Berkeley Square Gallery

238 The researcher was employed by Berkeley Square Gallery from August 1996 -  October 1999 as IT & 
Design Director. She was responsible for presentations, for the design, preparation and layout of all 
catalogues, for writing and editing texts for publications, publicity, and documentary material within 
exhibitions. She was also responsible for the design, programming, and maintenance of the gallery’s website, 
and successfully oversaw the development of a digital image database interlinked with external institutions, 
including the Henry Moore Foundation. Her responsibilities in this regard included overseeing the 
administration relating to both the database development and outsource contracts, the design of dedicated 
software, the creation of computerised records and essential system support.
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Abridged Fieldwork Appointment Diary
Date Event Case Organisation

Reflective dialogue Berkeley Square Gallery
20 /7 /2001 Initial interview Foyles
24 /9 /2001 Initial interview G-FX
4/10 /2001 Initial interview Toast
7 /10 /2001 Reflective dialogue Lobster

Review of initial interview transcript Lobster
9 /10 /2001 Initial interview239 Design Bridge

22 /10 /2001 Day spent observing at case organisation G-FX
Reflective dialogue G-FX
Review of initial interview transcript G-FX

30/10 /2001 Day spent observing at case organisation G-FX
1/11/2001 Day spent observing at case organisation G-FX

23/11 /2001 Reflective dialogue Toast
Review of initial interview transcript Toast

6 /12 /2001 Initial interview Davis & Co.
7 /12 /2001 Reflective dialogue Lobster

Review of transcript from previous reflective 
dialogue

Lobster

Day spent observing at case organisation Lobster
11/12/2001 Reflective dialogue Berkeley Square Gallery

Review of transcript from previous reflective 
dialogue

Berkeley Square Gallery

13/12/2001 Day spent observing at case organisation Lobster
14/12/2001 Day spent observing at case organisation Lobster

1 2 /2 /2002 Reflective dialogue Foyles
Review of transcript from initial interview Foyles

2 /3 /2 0 0 2 Day spent observing at case organisation Berkeley Square Gallery
9 /3 /2 0 0 2 Day spent observing at case organisation Berkeley Square Gallery

16 /3 /2002 Day spent observing at case organisation Berkeley Square Gallery
23 /3 /2 0 0 2 Day spent observing at case organisation Berkeley Square Gallery

8 /4 /2 0 0 2 Reflective dialogue Davis & Co.
Review of transcript from previous reflective 
dialogue

Davis & Co.

9 /4 /2 0 0 2 Reflective dialogue G-FX
Review of transcript from previous reflective 
dialogue

G-FX

2 /5 /2 0 0 2 Reflective dialogue G-FX
Review of transcript from previous reflective 
dialogue

G-FX

9 /5 /2 0 0 2 Reflective dialogue Lobster
Review of transcript from previous reflective 
dialogue

Lobster

16 /5 /2002 Reflective dialogue Design Bridge
Review of transcript from initial interview Design Bridge

18 /5 /2002 Reflective dialogue Toast
Review of transcript from previous reflective Toast

239 The researcher was employed by Design Bridge from June -  September 2001 as a Senior Designer on an 
independent contractor basis in the Digital Media division. During this time, she was solely responsible for the 
redevelopment of the company’s website, and developed from concept to completion stage a number of client 
websites and presentations.

416



Appendices

Date -------------- AbridSe<l E v e u r rk APP° intmentj>iarTc ase Or anisation
dialogue

2 3 /5 /2 0 0 2 Day spent observing at case organisation Toast
2 4 /5 /2 0 0 2 Day spent observing at case organisation Toast
2 4 /6 /2 0 0 2 Reflective dialogue Berkeley Square Gallery

Review of transcript from previous reflective 
dialogue

Berkeley Square Gallery

Day spent observing at case organisation Davis & Go.
2 5 /6 /2 0 0 2 Day spent observing at case organisation Davis & Co.
2 6 /6 /2 0 0 2 Review of transcript from previous reflective 

dialogue
Berkeley Square Gallery

Review of transcrip t from previous reflective 
dialogue

Davis & Co.

Day spent observing at case organisation Davis & Co.
2 8 /6 /2 0 0 2 Day spent observing at case organisation Davis & Co.
2 9 /7 /2 0 0 2 Reflective dialogue Foyles

Review of transcrip t from previous reflective 
dialogue

Foyles

1 /8 /2002 Reflective dialogue Lobster
Review of transcript from previous reflective 
dialogue

Lobster

6 /8 /2 0 0 2 Day spent observing at case organisation Foyles
7 /8 /2 0 0 2 Day spent observing at case organisation Foyles
8 /8 /2 0 0 2 Day spent observing at case organisation Foyles
9 /8 /2 0 0 2 Day spent observing at case organisation Foyles

12 /9 /2002 Reflective dialogue Davis & Co.
Review of transcript from previous reflective 
dialogue

Davis & Co.

9 /1 1 /2 0 0 2 Reflective dialogue Toast
Review of transcript from previous reflective 
dialogue

Toast

Questionnaire regarding workshops/incentives Toast
15 /11 /2002 Reflective dialogue Design Bridge

Review of transcript from previous interview Design Bridge
2 0 /1 1 /2 0 0 2 Reflective dialogue Foyles

Review of transcript from previous reflective 
dialogue

Foyles

Questionnaire regarding workshops/incentives Foyles
Reflective dialogue Lobster
Review of transcript from previous reflective 
dialogue

Lobster

Questionnaire regarding workshops/incentives Lobster
21 /11 /2002 Reflective dialogue G-FX

Review of transcript from previous reflective 
dialogue

G-FX

Questionnaire regarding workshops/incentives G-FX
7 /2 /2 0 0 3 Reflective dialogue Berkeley Square Gallery

Review of transcript from previous reflective 
dialogue

Berkeley Square Gallery

14 /2 /2003 Review of transcript from previous reflective 
dialogue

Berkeley Square Gallery

Questionnaire regarding workshops/incentives Berkeley Square Gallery
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Abridged Fieldwork Appointment Diary
Date Event Case Organisation

Reflective dialogue Davis & Co.
Review of transcript from  previous reflective 
dialogue

Davis & Co.

Questionnaire regarding workshops/incentives Davis & Co.
17/2 /2003 Reflective dialogue Design Bridge

Review of transcript from previous reflective 
dialogue

Design Bridge

Questionnaire regarding workshops/incentives Design Bridge

T a b le  A. 9 -  F ie ld w o rk  A p p o in tm e n t D ia r y
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A ppen d ix  I

In cen tiv isa tio n /W o rk sh o p
Q u estion n a ire

A se c o n d  q u e s tio n n a ire  w as p re p a re d  as th e  c o m p le tio n  p o in t fo r th e  “ re flec tiv e  
d ia lo g u e s” w ith  th e  p r in c ip a ls  o f  th e  case s tu d y  o rg a n isa tio n s . T h e  g o a l o f  th is  
q u e s tio n n a ire  w as to iden tify  w h e th e r , an d  if  so to  w h a t e x te n t, th e  case o rg a n isa tio n  
p rin c ip a ls  w o u ld /c o u ld  be en c o u ra g e d  to d o n a te  th e ir  tim e a n d  reso u rces to  p a r tic ip a te  
w ith  th e  po licy  m akers w ho w an t to  serve th em , in o rd e r  th a t m o re  v isible, a p p ro p r ia te  
a n d  accessib le policy in itiatives a re  gen e ra ted  for th e ir  benefit. T h ese  q u es tio n s e x p lo re d  
w ith  th e  case organisation  p rincipals addressed:

• T o  w h a t ex ten t they  h a d  becom e m ore aw are  o f  U K  an d  E U  policy  in itia tives as 
a  resu lt o f  partic ipa ting  in th is research.

• H o w  policy initiatives cou ld  b e tte r  affect th e  ad o p tio n  an d  im p le m e n ta tio n  o f  e- 
business by SM Es.

• W h a t they though t o f  the  p roposed  w orkshops.
• W h a t w ould incentivise th em  to partic ipa te  in such a  d ia logue w ith policy m akers.

T a b le  A. 10 illustrates the q u es tio n n a ire  interview ees.

N am e Role O rganisation
Peter O sborne O w ner/D irector Berkeley Square Gallery
Christopher Davis Founder/D irector Davis & Co.
William Goodenough G roup Executive Chairm an Design Bridge
Christopher Foyle Part ow ner/D irector Foyles
Demetrios Zoppos M anaging Director G-FX
Alex Fitzgibbons Founder/D irector Lobster
Jessica Seaton F ounder/C E O Toast

Table A. 10 - Table o f Interviewees

1. Questions asked o f the Case organisation principals

1.1 H av e  you becom e m o re  aw are  o f  E U  a n d  U K  policy in itiatives d u r in g  th e  cou rse
o f  p artic ipa ting  in this research  project?

1.2 T h ro u g h  w hat m ean s  a re  y o u /h a v e  you b ec o m e  m o re  aw a re  o f  th e se  po licy
initiatives?

1.3 H o w  relevant, accessible a n d  co h e ren t d o  you  co n s id er these po licy  in itia tiv es  to  
be to  y o u /y o u r  industry?
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1.4 In your opinion, have these policy initiatives becom e m ore o r less relevant, 
accessible and coherent to your organisation /industry  since you becam e aware of 
them?

1.5 W hat factor(s) do you think these policy initiatives will play in your organisation’s 
adoption a n d /o r  im plementation of future e-business initiatives?

1.6 W hat policy initiatives would have better facilitated your com pany’s adoption and 
implementation of e-business?

1.7 Through w hat m eans could these policy initiatives have been m ore effectively 
communicated?

1.8 W h at policy initiatives would m ore effectively facilitate your organisation 's 
anticipated future e-business operations?

1.9 W hat would you think o f a scheme in which funds from a p art o f one such 
initiative was to be redirected for the purpose o f conducting either a workshop or 
series o f workshops, from which m ore in-depth inform ation could be gathered 
directly from a num ber o f SM E ow ner/m anagers?240

1.10 D o you think th a t such a  w orkshop/series o f workshops would place SM E 
ow ner/m anagers in an arena where they will likely be able to discuss the issues 
that concern them  in a m uch m ore detailed and participative m anner than  has 
previously been possible?

1.11 As a result o f the inform ation that comes to light from these discussions, do you 
think that policy m akers would likely be better inform ed, and  therefore better 
equipped, to meet the needs o f SMEs than they currently are?

1.12 W h at w ould incentivise you to partic ipa te  in such a w ork sh o p /series o f 
workshops?

1.13 W hat do you think would incentivise other SM E ow ner/m anagers to participate 
in such a  workshop/series o f workshops?

1.14 D o you think that SM E ow ner/m anagers, if  they were m ade aw are that, by 
partic ipating in such a workshop, their views would reach governm ents and 
would have a direct effect on policy relating to entrepreneurs and  SMEs, they 
would be incentivised to participate?

1.15 Do you think that evening a n d /o r  weekend workshops should be offered for those 
who are unable to attend them  during traditional business hours?

1.16 D o you think that the invitations to the workshop should be accom panied by 
letters from the SBS and D T I setting out the importance o f participation?

1.17 W hat would you think o f inviting (say)l in 100 SM E representatives to contribute 
to a relevant workshop/discussion by incentivising the SM E ow ner/m anagers to 
attend in return for a small paym ent for the day and the prospect o f  w inning a 
prize (of, say, £50,000)?

1.18 Do you have any alternative suggestions?
1.19 D o you have any further comments?

240 For example, the total cost of UK government services to SMEs is estimated to be approximately £8bn  
annually (HM Treasury, 2001c; SBS, 2004). About £2.5bn of this is spent on DTI and SBS expenditure, 
providing business support schemes that reach only between 8-12% of SMEs (HM Treasury, 2001c; SBS, 
2002b). In the EU, SME budgets include 450 million euros (£280 million) for the project Specific Research 
Activities for SMEs in the Eighth Priority alone.
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A p p en d ix J  

Strategy

From  a systems point o f view, change is an enorm ously com plex process. A key to 

m anaging change is keeping in m ind the interdependent relationship o f the parts o f the 

whole process (Huse, 1980). Risk doesn’t have to be an inevitable cost o f  innovation 

adoption and  im plem entation if a balance between partitioning and  integration, and 

perform ance and growth, is achieved while remaining accountable to the core business by 

undertak ing  strategic planning (Avison etal., 1994; T idd  et al., 1997; D ardis, 1998; 

National Research Council, 2000; Smallbone etal., 2000; Day etal., 2001; Plotkin, 2002).

M any researchers assert that strategic organisation and  m anagem ent attributes should be 

installed in order to ensure the success o f the innovation o f adopting and im plem enting e- 

business. As virtually all companies use the internet to some extent, it therefore weakens 

industries’ profitability and erodes proprietary  advantages as rivals com pete on price 

alone. The internet is a tool that can either support or dam age an organisation’s strategic 

positioning -  the key is for organisations to integrate online initiatives into their overall 

strategy and  operations so th a t they can com plem ent, no t cannibalise, established 

competitive approaches, in order to create systemic benefits that their com petitors can ’t 

copy. In tegrating  online initiatives can enhance an organisation’s ability to develop 

products, content, processes and  strong personal service -  all o f w hich creates value, 

which lies at the core o f competitive advantage (Barney, 1991; Bloch et al, 1996).

Strategy can be developed to address these concerns in hypercompetitive markets where 

the speed o f change makes traditional forms o f analysis im practical (M intzberg and 

Q uinn, 1998; Eisenhardt, 1998). Competitive advantage has typically been derived from 

the basic forces o f competition (such as rivalry, entry barriers for new com petitors, the 

threat o f substitute offerings, and the bargaining power o f suppliers, channels and buyers). 

T he  in ternet is an open technological system th a t intensifies com petitive rivalry and 

reduces entry barriers, dramatically increasing available inform ation, an d  shifting the
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bargaining power to buyers. Sustainable competitive advantage comes from  operational 

effectiveness o r strategic positioning. e-Business enables com petitors to em ulate 

operational effectiveness, the im portance o f strategic positioning increases. Successful 

strategy form ation integrates an organisation’s business strategy, IS developm ent and 

m anagem ent o f organisational change. In many organisations, however, the integration 

is “tenuous, at best” (Galliers, 1993d: 95; 1995b: 5 1).241

M anagerial support and a sense of strategic direction are fundam ental to ensuring e- 

business success for SMEs (Lambert and Peppard, 1999; De Berranger et al., 2001; Dixon 

et al., 2002). T he literature o f SM E IC T  adoption shows that SMEs are typically reactive 

ra th er than  proactive, usually doing just enough to m eet their custom ers’ requirem ents 

(Chen and Williams, 1998). Those SMEs that understand the relevance o f e-business in 

relation to their operations, and employ strategies in order to harness the opportunities 

and  to avoid the potential pitfalls, are more likely to successfully adopt and im plem ent e- 

business (King and Zm ud, 1981; Giaglis etal., 1998; Pollard and H ayne, 1998; Galliers, 

1993d; 1995b; M acG regor etal., 1998; Bunker and M acGregor, 2000; T etteh  and Burn, 

2001; H irakubo and Friedm an, 2002; Shah and Dawson, 2002; Jeffcoate etal., 2002). 

M ost SMEs, however, do not conduct any strategic m arket planning prior to adopting e- 

business, because they do not recognise an d /o r understand the need to do so (Giaglis et 

al., 1998; Pollard and H ayne, 1988; Galliers, 1993a; 1993b; 1993c; M intzberg, 1994; 

Bunker and  M acGregor, 2000; T etteh and Burn, 2001; Lee, 2001; B arrenechea, 2001; 

Jeffcoate et al., 2002; Golden et al., 2003; Cosh and Hughes, 2003).

T h e  context in which actions and decisions take place, and the m an n er in which 

inform ation is to be interpreted, should be taken into account. SSM is, according to 

Galliers (1995b: 61), “a good candidate for this,” as it stresses the im portance o f a shared

241 The integration process could be improved if:

• Key stakeholders are committed to - and participate in - the strategy formation and 
implementation.

• The process of strategy formation, implementation and review is integrated into management 
activities.

• There is a senior management “champion” to promote this process.
• There is collaboration based on mutual respect and trust between the IS and business personnel.
• The IS function is integrated into the organisation as a whole.
• The attention paid to business systems strategy formulation is also given to IS development.
• The IS development process incorporates business process redesign.
• The strategy takes account of business and organisational change (Galliers, 1995b: 51).
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understanding of complex situations about which there may be various opinions, and 

their ability to clarify the required activities. Considering the possible outcom es, or 

“scenarios” when managing change enables the identification o f appropriate alternative 

strategies, on which appropriate “root definitions” can be based. These scenarios can be 

developed by considering those aspects of the given situation that can be expected to 

remain constant, and those that are not. In this way, a num ber o f scenarios and resultant 

strategies can be devised. A counter-intuitive scenario might also be included, in order to 

provide options in an unexpected situation (Dykman, 2004). Alternatives can be 

identified and incorporated into the scenarios, enabling a shared understanding to 

emerge. This emphasis on scenarios ensures that there is no reliance on a single “taken- 

for-granted” view, which is likely to lead to an inability to cope with change. In this way, 

the “views of all concerned are brought to light, and are able to be addressed (Galliers, 

1995b: 66). Systems activity models can then be built for each scenario identified. These 

scenarios, or “futures,” are represented by FI, F2 and F3 in Figure 3.7.

F ig u r e  A. 1 — R e q u ir e d  I n fo r m a t io n  A s s o c ia te d  w ith  A lte r n a t iv e  “ F u tu r e s ” 

(G a llie r s , 1995b: 68)

T he information represented by the area shaded black is required no m atter w hat 

potential “future” emerges. Provision should be made for the “futures” represented by 

the hashed areas, which appear to be required in two out o f the three potential “futures” 

identified. Additional critical information associated with a single “future” can also be 

collected. In this way, flexible IS strategies can be developed that are capable of adapting 

to changing business circumstances. Ongoing reassessment can occur, in order that a
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flexible inform ation architecture can be m ain tained  and  necessary changes to  the 

organisation structure and processes can be identified (Galliers, 1995b: 69).

An alternative view is espoused by C iborra (1994), who uses bricolage to describe the way 

th a t Strategic Inform ation Systems (SIS) can be built in o rder to m ain tain  successful 

competitive advantage over a longer period o f time than standard SIS. C iborra believed 

th a t tinkering, not conscious alignm ent, is beh ind  m any successfully aligned IT  

applications: whilst strategic planning may be advocated, circumstances com pel m anagers 

to improvise (Ciborra, 1999). By valuing tinkering and by allowing SIS to evolve from the 

bottom -up, rather than im plem enting it from the top-dow n, C iborra claim ed th a t an 

organisation m ay end up with som ething that is deeply rooted in its organisational 

culture, that is specific to it, and that is not easily im itated -  “synchronicity.”

C iborra (1994) believed that m anagem ent models are mostly sterile abstractions from the 

rich messiness of the “real” world, with idealised representations in term s o f geometrical 

diagram s with arrows and boxes depicting key business variables attem pting  to  force 

impossible or misunderstood ideals upon a recalcitrant reality. In the m eantim e, in the 

“real” world, with its tu rbulent and unpredictable circum stances, m anagers m uddle 

through, betting and tinkering. T he use o f IT /S IS  itself is characterised by circumstances 

com pelling organisational actors at all levels to im provise frequent adap ta tions and 

reinventions of an initial system. O pportunistic adjustm ents must be carried out on the 

spur o f the m om ent, as technology “drifts.” Surprise usually results over failures o f 

im plem entation, which tend to be treated as exceptions to the rule w hen attem pting to 

force reality into idealised models, when daily work, intuition and em pathy could instead 

be relied upon. By reflecting upon observations, C ibo rra  asserted th a t technology be 

accorded a  high degree of autonomy, as it is a historically and socially constructed set of 

beliefs about cause-effect relationships, about how an organisation reacts and  evolves by 

improvisations. T he attention would then no longer be centred on the nea t w orld o f 

scientific models, but rather on the m atch to be achieved between the new  systems and 

the unfolding work situation.

Technology “drifting” is often the result o f processes such as sabotage, passive resistance, 

learning-by-doing, radical shifts in conditions o r serendipity (C iborra, 2000; 2002).
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C ib o rra  (2002) claim ed th a t “an insight into the drifting  o f technology needs to 

recombine, on a different basis, the theory and practice o f systems developm ent and use.” 

This process of accom m odation and resistance is not only limited to technology, b u t also 

to social structures, such as norm s governing organisational conduct and  hierarchical 

status, and  the knowledge about the m ethods and procedures also shape the actions o f 

designers and users o f technology (eg. a strong hierarchical culture m ay prevent executive 

users from interacting directly with the designers o f technology). By drawing on the social 

structures such as power relations and cultural norm s in their actions, individuals m ay 

also enact the structures that shape their action and interaction with technology (Giddens, 

1984). T hus, individuals’ action in response to hierarchical norm s helps to  sustain the 

hierarchical structure.

Having examined the IS, IG T, innovation and e-business literatures to identify the factors 

that compel organisations to adopt and im plem ent e-business (a core contribution o f this 

thesis, as these canons are typically treated as separate), and identifying the benefits o f  e- 

business adoption and im plem entation, as well as the necessary strategic planning, the 

next section o f the ch ap te r outlines the situation  o f  e-business ad o p tio n  an d  

im plementation in the U K  by SMEs.
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A ppen d ix  K

EU Policy In itia tives  a n d  P ro g ra m m es  
A im e d  a t S tim u la tin g  In nova tion  

a n d /o r  the SM E S ector

Y ear EU Initiatives About
1980s-
1990s

Esprit Programme • In the 1980s and early 1990s the Esprit program m e 
fo llow ed  a tech n o logy -p u sh  p o licy  a im ed  at 
strengthening the growing IT  industry.

1993 W hite Paper on Growth, 
C o m p e t i t i v e n e s s  a n d  
Employment

• Formulated to tackle unemployment.
• Focused on technology as a growth industry.

1994 Regional Technology Plan  
(RTP)

• Inspired by the White Paper on Growth, Competitiveness 
and Employment.

• Instrumental to the developm ent o f the Green Paper on 
Innovation.

1995 Green Paper on Innovation • Inspired by the Regional Technology Plan.
• Created to develop  an E U -w ide strategy for the 

promotion of innovation.
1994 Regional Innovation Strategy 

(RIS)
• Collaborated with R IT T S  and R T T  under the 

umbrella o f FP5.
• Established a strategic fram ework for regional 

innovation.
• Created networks to promote co-operation.
• Identified and prepared innovation projects.
• Strengthened regional research and tech n o logy  

adoption and implementation.
• Orientated new programmes to promote innovation.
• Built regional consensus and agreement.

R egional Innovation and  
T e c h n o lo g y  T r a n s f e r  
Infrastructures and Strategies 
(RITTS)

• Worked with R IS and R T T  under the um brella o f  
FP5.

• Supported local and regional governm ents and  
organisations to analyse and develop an innovation  
and technology transfer infrastructure to m eet the 
needs of SMEs.

• Built regional consensus and agreement.
Regional Technology Transfer 
Projects (RTT)

• Worked with RIS and R IT T S under the um brella o f  
FP5.

1996 D E E D S  Forum • Generated from the G7 Policy Group project A Global 
Marketplace fo r  SM E s  (1996-1999).

• Sought to provide an open forum o f  E U  policy  
makers.

• Focused on the uptake o f e-business by SMEs.
Action Plan fo r  Innovation in 
Europe

• Paved the way for a com m on E U  analytical and  
political framework for innovation policy.
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Year EU Initiatives About
The T h ird  M u ltia n n u a l 
Programme fo r  SM E s in the 
European Union

• T he cornerstone o f  the E U ’s actions a im ed  at 
improving conditions for SMEs.

• Under the umbrella o f FP5.
• Supported European SM Es to participate in FP5  

actions.
1997 C O M PE TE • Linked with the B rite-E u ram  and S M E S P R I T  

programmes.
• Under the umbrella o f the Esprit programme.
• Ran from 1997-2002.
• Brought together more than 45 com panies delegating  

70 specialists and representing over 50 E U -funded  
projects.

• Strengthened E U  SM E  com petitiveness through  
technology.

Fifth Framework Programme 
(FP5)

• Ran from 1998-2002.
• Worked in collaboration with the Innovation and S M E  

Programme.
• D iffused good practices and en cou raged  in ter

regional co-operation in innovation.
• Encompassed RIS, R IT T S and R T T .
• Worked to enhance local innovation capabilities.

Brite-Euram • Linked w ith the C O M P E T E  and S M E S P R IT  
programmes.

• Under the umbrella o f the Esprit programme.
• Encouraged and facilitated collaboration and jo in t  

ventures for SMEs.
• Enabled groups o f SM Es to com m ission university  

laboratories a n d /o r  research centres to carry out 
R&D activities, and to pool resources.

2000 The Bologna Charter on SM E
Policies

• Focused on the uptake o f  e-business practices by 
SMEs.

• T he first conference o f  E U  m inisters responsible  
specifically for SMEs.

• Recognised the importance o f  entrepreneurship and  
o f a “dynamic” SM E sector.

• Acknowledged the “vital” contribution o f innovation  
to SM E competitiveness and the central role SM Es 
play in national systems.

• Recognised that e-business creates both opportunities 
and challenges for SMEs.

• R ecom m ended that full account be taken o f  SM E  
perspectives in the drafting o f  in itia tives and  
instrum ents related to e-business adop tion  and  
implementation.

• T he participating ministers agreed to work to foster 
SM E partnerships and to enhance the availability o f  
instruments that promote SM E developm ent.

T he E uropean C ouncil 
Summit, Lisbon

• Announced the E U ’s goal o f  becom ing the “m ost 
competitive and dynamic knowledge-based econom y  
in the world” by 2010.

• C alled for a series o f  benchm arking exercises to 
m onitor progress by m em ber states tow ards the 
implementation of effective innovation policies.
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Y ear EU Initiatives About
• Resulted in the formulation o f The Integrated Programme 

fo r  SM Es: A  General Framework fo r  a ll Community Actions 
in Favour o f  SM E s  and Innovation in a Knowledge-Driven 
Economy, 2001 .

The Integrated Programme fo r  
SM Es: A General Framework 

fo r  all Community Actions in 
Fai'our o f  SM Es

• C reated in response to the E uropean  C ou n cil 
Summit, Lisbon.

• H as contributed  to an im proved coh eren ce  in 
technological innovation policy in the E U .

• Has contributed to the developm ent o f  a framework 
for dialogue on innovation policy-m aking and policy  
co-ordination.

Feira European Council • Inspired eEurope 2005 . An Information Society fo r  All: An 
Action Plan.

eEurope 2005. An information 
society fo r  alb An Action Plan

• Endorsed by the Feira European C ouncil in Ju ne  
2000.

• Forms part o f the overriding Lisbon strategy.
• Addresses issues relevant to internet and e-business 

adoption and use.
• Aim s to  im prove p a rtic ip a tion , to  op en  up  

opportunities, and to enhance skills.
SM ESPRIT • Aims to develop a knowledge-based system that will 

provide support to SMEs adopting and im plem enting  
ICTs.

• Linked with the C O M P E T E  and B rite -E u ram  
programmes.

• Falls under the umbrella o f the Esprit programme.
2001 Trend Chart on Innovation in 

Europe
• Promoted the Action Plan fo r  Innovation in Europe.
• Introduced as a tool for policy makers.
• Formulated along the lines o f the CIS.
• U pdates and analyses inform ation on innovation  

policies.
• Provides a forum for benchm arking and for the 

exchange o f  “good practices” in innovation  and  
technological policy development.

Community Innovation Survey 
(CIS)

• Jointly im plem ented by Eurostat and D G  Enterprise 
under the aegis o f the EIMS.

In n o va tio n  a n d  S M E  
Programme

• Promotes innovation and supports SM E participation  
in FP5.

Innovation in a knowledge- 
driven economy, 2001

• C reated in response to the E u ropean  C ou n cil 
Summit, Lisbon.

• C o n tr ib u tes to  an im p roved  c o h e r e n c e  in  
technological innovation policy in Europe.

• Contributes to the developm ent o f a framework for 
dialogue on innovation policy-making and policy co 
ordination.

2002 Go Digi tal • Administered by the EBPG.
• A collaboration between the EU  m em ber states and  

the European Commission services.
• Aims to benchmark policies and instruments in order 

to promote e-business for SMEs.
2003 T h e  Sixth Fram ework  

Programme, (FP6)
• Formally launched in Brussels in N ovem ber 2003.
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T ab le  A. 11 — Sum m ary o f  the P rom inent EU P olicy  In itia tiv es  and  

Program m es Aimed at Stimulating Innovation a n d /or  the SME Sector
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A ppen d ix  L 

U K Policy In itia tives  a n d  P ro g ra m m es  
A im e d  a t S tim u la tin g  In novation  

a n d /o r  the SM E S ector

Year UK Initiatives About
1997 Technology Foresight • D T I report.

• A im ed to  con tribu te  to co llabo ra tion  betw een 
business and scientists in order that innovation can 
“flourish.”

• Linked with Competitiveness through Partnerships with  
People.

C o m p e titiv en ess  through  
Partnerships with People

• Linked with Technology Foresight.

1998 Our C om petitive Future: 
Building the Knowledge-Driven 
Economy

• D TI W hite Paper.
• Set out the roles o f governm ent and  business to 

improve the U K ’s competitiveness.
I n f o r m a t i o n  A g e  
Partnership (LAP)

• A key mechanism for e-business penetration.
• Provides a  forum for dialogue between the public 

an d  p riva te  sectors involv ing  the  U K ’s IT , 
com m unications, electronics and  creative content 
industries.

• C haired  by the Secretary of S tate for T rad e  and 
Industry.

• Brings together government ministers, senior officials 
and  the heads of U K  com panies from  across the 
in fo rm a tio n ,  te c h n o lo g y , e le c tro n ic s  a n d  
communications supply chains.

1999 Our Information Age: the 
Government’s Vision

• T he U K  government established its agenda and laid 
down targets to facilitate the U K  becom ing “the best 
place in the world” to conduct e-business.

T he Office of the e-Envoy 
(OofE)

• Sits inside the Cabinet Office.
• H as an advisory input into the T reasury’s financing 

decisions.
• Sets policy, ensures the co-ordination of e-economy 

issues across government.
• M anages selected pro jects th a t a re  o f cross- 

departm ental benefit.
2000 Business in the Information Age 

International Benchmarking 
Study 2000 ,

• D T I report.

Opportunity fo r  A ll in a World 
o f  Change White Paper

• Developed to specifically support and  stim ulate the 
SM E sector.

• Announced a £ 3 0  million initiative for a  three year
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Year UK Initiatives About
period to assist businesses transform  them selves 
through e-business usage.

e-commerce@itsbesL uk • Produced by T he C abinet Office’s Perform ance and 
Innovation Unit.

• P rom pted  the developm ent o f the th ree  U K  
government reports U K  Online fo r  Business, Technology 
Means Business, and Supply Chain.

Sm all Business Service 
(SBS)

• Established as an executive agency of the D TI.
• Aims to enable SMEs to have a voice in government.
• R eports to the Secretary of S tate for T rad e  and 

Industry.
• Works closely with the Cabinet Office’s Regulatory 

Impact U nit, the Better Regulation Task Force, and 
smallbusiness | Europe.

Sm all Business C ouncil 
(SBC)

• Established as an advisory N on-D epartm ental Public 
Body providing independent advice for the C hief 
Executive of the SBS on the needs of SMEs.

• Reports to the Secretary of S tate for T ra d e  and 
Industry on the effects o f government policy on small 
businesses.

• Produces recommendations in an annual report.
2001 U K  Online Report • Set the target for the U K  to have the most extensive 

and com petitive broadband  m arket in the G7 by 
2005.

U K  Online for Business • Inspired by T he Cabinet Office's Perform ance and 
Innovation Unit report e-commerce@itsbest.uk.

• Effectively the reb ran d ed  In fo rm ation  Society 
Initiative, which comes under the um brella o f U K  
Online, a nationwide e-business initiative that builds 
on existing support services.

• Focuses on in co rp o ra tin g  e-business in to  the 
businesses of SMEs.

• Is a private-public sector initiative in which public, 
private and  non-profit organisations p rom ote e- 
business to SMEs.

Technology Means Business • Inspired by T he C abinet Office’s Perform ance and 
Innovation Unit report e-commerce@itsbest.uk.

Supply Chain • Inspired by T he Cabinet Office’s Perform ance and 
Innovation Unit report e-commerce@itsbest.uk.

The Cross Cutting Revieiv o f  
Government Services fo r  Small 
Business

• Exam ined the range o f U K  governm ent services 
targeted at SMEs.

Government Gateway • Launched to enable online access to U K  governm ent 
departm en ts w ithin a  secure in terface betw een 
businesses, citizens and government departm ents.

2002 Regional Broadband Unit • Established to co-ordinate the regional grow th of 
broadband in rural UK.

2004 The Government Action Plan fo r  
Small Business

• Developed by the SBS.
• Jo in tly  endo rsed  by the P rim e M in iste r, the 

Chancellor of the Exchequer, and the Secretary of 
State for T rade and Industry.

U K  Business Adinsor Barometer • Developed by the SBS.
• D eveloped to m ap and  analyse how governm ent
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Year UK Initiatives About
expenditure on services for SM Es translates into 
customer experiences.

T he Social Enterprise U nit 
(SenU)

• Jo ined  the SBS in 2004.
• T heir shared agenda is to deliver D T I objectives.

T able A. 12 -  Sum m ary o f  P rom inent UK Policy In itia tiv es A im ed at 

Stimulating Innovation a n d /o r  the SME Sector
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A ppendix M  

A lternative Theoretical an d  
M ethodological A pproaches

A.M.1 Structuration Theory

G iddens’ (1984) Structuration Theory offers an account o f social life in term s o f social 

practices developing and changing over time and space (“tim e-space”), th a t makes no 

attem pt to directly theorise the IS dom ain. Rose and  Scheepers (2001) believe th a t 

S tructu ra tion  Theory works well in com bination with the in terpre tive case study. 

However, direct attempts to influence practice (an im portant com ponent o f  working in an 

applied field) have yet to be undertaken with Structuration Theory. Structuration T heory 

is “com plex, diverse and alien” (Rose and Scheepers, 2001: 219).242 T h ere  w ere a 

num ber o f challenges for the researcher with Structuration Theory:

212 The basic tenets of Structuration Theory are:

• Agency -  Human agency is “the capacity to make a difference” or “transformative capacity”
(Giddens, 1984: 14). Agency is connected with power, since the loss of the capacity to make a
difference is powerlessness. In practice, human agents almost always retain some transformational
capacity. Power involves the exploitation of resources. “Resources... are structured properties of
social systems, drawn on and reproduced by knowledgeable agents in the course of interaction”
(Giddens, 1984: 15). Resources are “of two kinds: authoritative resources, which derive from the
co-ordination of the activity of human agents, and allocated resources, which stem from control of
material products or aspects of the natural world” (Giddens, 1984: 15). Power is not itself a
resource, and actions have intended and unintended consequences.

• Structure -  Giddens regards structure as both constraining and enabling, and defines structure as
“rules and resources recursively implicated in social reproduction: institutionalised features of social
systems have structural properties in the sense that relationships are stabilised across time and
space.” Structure can be “conceptualised abstractly as two aspects of rules -  normative elements
and codes of signification (Giddens, 1984: 1). Structure “exists only as memory traces, the organic
basis of human knowledgeability, and is instantiated in action” (Giddens, 1984: 377). Structure
refers to “the structuring properties” that allow the “binding” of “time-space” in social systems, the
properties that make it possible for discemibly similar social practices to exist across varying spans of
time and space and that lend them a “systemic” form. Structure is a “virtual order” of
transformative relations (ie. social systems as reproduced social practices do not have “structures,”
but rather exhibit “structural properties,” and that structure exists as time-space presence, only in its
instantiations in such practices and as memory traces orienting the conduct of knowledgeable
human agents (Giddens, 1984: 17).

• The duality of structure -  Giddens considers structure and agency as a “duality” -  two concepts that are
dependent upon each other and recursively related. Social structure and human interaction are
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• T he (comparative) inaccessibility of the theory to IS researchers and practitioners.

• T he absence o f specific theories to technological innovation.

• G iddens’ (comparative) disinterest in practical uses o f his work, which leaves no 

obvious path to follow.

A.M.2 Resource-Based Theory

An alternative IS theory to SSM is Resourced-Based T heory , in w hich to provide 

competitive advantage, a resource must fulfil the following four criteria:

• Valuable -  it must grant strategic value to the firm by exploiting opportunities or 

neutralising threats.

• Rare — it m ust be unique or rare to find amongst the organisation’s cu rren t and 

potential competitors.

• Imperfect imitability -  it must not be possible to perfectly im itate o r copy the 

resource.

• Non-substitutability -  competitors cannot substitute it with an alternative (Barney, 

1991).

T he resource(s) o f a given organisation must have “heterogeneity and resource immobility 

and  satisfaction o f the requirem ent of value, rareness, im perfect im itability, and  no n 

substitutability” in order to be a source o f sustained competitive advantage (Grover et al., 

1998: 84). Assessing value-added capabilities and com petencies requires viewing the 

assets and resources o f a com pany from a knowledge-based perspective (C onnor and  

P rahalad, 1996; Prahalad and H am el, 1990). P rahalad and  H am el (1990) concentrate

broken down into three dimensions (solely for the purpose of analysis) and the recursive character of 
these dimensions is illustrated by the linking modalities. Thus, as human actors communicate, they 
draw on interpretative schemes to help make sense of interactions. At the same time, these 
interactions reproduce and modify those interpretative schemes that are embedded in social 
structure as meaning or significance. Similarly, the facility to allocate resources is enacted in the 
wielding of power, and produces and reproduces social structures or domination, and moral codes 
(norms) help determine what can be sanctioned in human interaction, which produces structures of 
legitimation. Structuration is therefore the process whereby the duality of structure evolves and is 
reproduced over time-space. Agents in their actions constantly produce and reproduce and develop 
the social structures that both constrain and enable them. “All structural properties of social 
systems... are the medium and outcome of the contingently accomplished activities of situated 
actors. The reflexive monitoring of action in situations of co-presence is the main anchoring feature 
of social integration” (Giddens, 1984: 191).
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attention on the collective learning processes of an organisation. T heir concept o f  “core 

com petencies” is related to mechanisms through which companies learn and accum ulate 

new skills in order to develop business capabilities to out-perform  their com petitors. A 

p rim ary  objective o f the theory  is to assist o w n er/m an ag ers  to  ap p rec ia te  why 

com petencies can be perceived as valuable assets to im prove business perform ance. A 

resource-based view of a  com pany accepts that attributes related to past experiences, 

organisational culture and competences are critical for the success o f the firm  (Campbell 

and Luchs, 1997; Hamel and Prahalad, 1996). Further, C onnor (1991: 140) suggests that 

“an in-house team is likely to produce technical knowledge, skill, or routine that fits better 

with the firm’s current activities.”

A.M.3 Actor Network Theory

Actor Network Theory (ANT) evolved from the wprk o f Callon (1991) and L atour (1992). 

T heir analysis o f a set o f negotiations describing the progressive constitution o f a network 

in which both hum an and non-hum an actors assume identities according to prevailing 

strategies o f interaction. An actor network is the act linked together w ith all o f  its 

influencing factors (which are also linked), thereby producing a network. Actors’ identities 

and qualities are defined during negotiations between representatives o f hum an and  non

h um an  actants. In this perspective, “representation” is understood as a  process o f 

delegation. T he most im portant o f these negotiations is “translation,” a  m ulti-faceted 

interaction in which actors:

• Construct common definitions and meanings.

• Define representation.

• Co-opt each other in the pursuit of (individual and collective) objectives.

In A N T, both actors and actants share the scene in the reconstruction o f the network o f 

interactions leading to the stabilisation o f the system. However, the crucial difference 

between them is that only actors are able to put actants in circulation in the system.

A N T ’s rich methodology embraces scientific realism, social constructivism, and  discourse 

analysis in its central concept o f hybrids or “quasi-objects” that are simultaneously real,
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social and discursive. Developed as an analysis o f scientific and technological artefacts, 

A N T ’s theoretical richness derives from its refusal to reduce explanations to  either 

natural, social or discursive categories while recognising the significance o f each (Latour 

1993). Despite this richness, however, A N T was not considered by the researcher to be 

the most suitable approach for this all-encompassing, multi-agency research project.

A.M.4 M ultiview

M ultiview com bines aspects o f some o f the m ajor m ethodologies and  them es into a 

flexible approach covering five stages o f systems analysis and design (Avison and W ood- 

H arper, 1995).243 Multiview combines both “hard” and “soft” techniques and  tools, but 

does not follow a rigid step-by-step description with specific techniques and  tools to be 

used at each stage with well-defined outcomes following each (Avison and W ood-H arper, 

1995: 109). Multiview examines the “whole process” o f designing inform ation systems in 

o rder to find an approach able to be responsive to changes as they arise (Avison and 

W ood-H arper, 1990).

Multiview was influenced by the work o f Checkland and M um ford (Avison and W ood- 

H arp er, 1995: 102; Avison and Fitzgerald, 2003: 457), and  is a com plete view o f the 

process o f IS developm ent requiring  th a t different viewpoints and  the relationships 

between them  are identified and recognised as different “solutions” will be appropriate to 

different organisations, and different departm ents o f organisations, to different users and 

user groups. A  flexible approach is therefore both appropriate and desirable.

243 The five stages of Multiview are:

• Stage 1 — analysis of human activity systems — involves an initial analysis of the human activity systems 
within which the IS is embedded. This stage involves SSM up to and including the development of 
conceptual models.

• Stage 2 -  information modelling -  involves more traditional IS techniques. A functional model is 
developed from one of the root definitions, and a dataflow diagram and entity model are produced.

• Stage 3 -  analysis o f socio-technical systems -  the purpose of this stage is to bring into consideration 
important social objectives and values in order to generate different possible systems designs so that 
the participants and users will be able to control the outcome.

• Stage 4 -  design o f the human-computer interface -  is concerned with the detailed design of the user 
interface. It is the last input into the final design of the system.

•  Stage 5 -  designing technical subsystems — the most technical stage, where the detailed specification is 
carried out. It is informed by both the information analysis of Stage 2 and the social and user- 
oriented objectives of Stages 3 and 4 (Avison and Wood-Harper, 1990).
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An “exploration” in the development of IS rather than a m ethodology (Avison and 

W ood-Harper, 1990), within Multiview there is a three-way “relationship o f interaction” 

between the analyst/user groups, the Multiview approach and the situation. This 

relationship is illustrated by Figure A.2.

Analyst
Methodology

Situation

F ig u re  A. 2 -  T h e  In te r a c tio n  B e tw e e n  th e  A n a ly st, th e  P r o b le m  S itu a t io n  a n d  

th e  M e th o d o lo g y  (A vison an d  W oo d -H a rp er , 1990: 21)

The systems life cycle covers the steps that a system goes through from the time that the 

users decide that they have a problem to be addressed, to the point where the system is 

functioning. These main stages are: definition, developm ent, and installation and 

operation. Multiview addresses problems associated with the analysis and design activities 

of IS definition by structuring the tasks of analysts and users, and evaluates potential 

solutions to IS processing problems through the creation of a framework, which attempts 

to take account of the different points of view of all stakeholders involved in using a 

technological system. Multiview enables them to communicate with each other about 

what is needed and what is proposed.

As with SSM, Multiview attempts to address the organisation as a whole, the people 

working in the organisation, their human-computer interactions, the function(s) that the 

information system is to perform, its required technical specification, and the techniques 

and tools chosen for the problem situation (Avison and W ood-Harper, 1990). Each stage 

of Multiview can be emphasised, reduced in scale, or even omitted, according to the 

circumstances of the problem being addressed. During the project, outputs of each stage 

either become inputs to the following stages or outputs of the methodology, which are: the
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social systems, the role-set and people tasks, the hum an-com puter interface and the 

technical specification, and the necessary inputs and outputs to support these. These 

include the information to design, implement, operate and maintain a m ore complete 

technical IS. These stages are shown in Figure A.3.

Inter-relationships

      Outputs

Inputs and Outputs 
necessary for non
application areas 
(will it affect 
anything else 
in the computer 
solution?)

1 Primary Task 2
Analyse Human Model Analyse Function Model _  /

Activity Information

Requirements

E ntity
Model

Entity
Model Role-set

'  —  I . — --------------Information Retrieval (what
information will I get?)
Database (what data we
involved?)
Database Maintenance (how 
do I maintain the database?) 
Control (what errors are 
detected?)
Recovery (what happens when 
it goes wrong?)
Monitoring (Is the system 
performing as specified?)

Human- Human-Computer Interface
(what inputs and outputs are 

- there?)

Analyse Sc Design 
Socio-Technical 

Aspects

Social Aspects (how will it affect 
me?)
Role-set (will my job change?) 
People Tasks (what will I have to 
dp?)

F ig u re  A .3 -  T h e  M u ltiv iew  F r a m e w o r k  (A vison  a n d  W o o d -H a r p e r , 1990: 22)

Another representation of Multiview is shown in Figure A.4, which illustrates a widening 

focus on, and an increased understanding of, the problem situation and its related 

technical and human characteristics and needs. Working from the outside in, there is an 

increasing concentration o f focus, an increase in structure and the progressive 

development of an information system.
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1 Human-Activity

2 Information

3 Socio-Technical

Human-Computer Interface

5 Technical

Qi
How is the infonnation system 
supposed to further the aims of 
the organisation using it?

How can it be fitted into the working 
lives of the people in the organisation 
using it?

How can the individuals concerned best 
relate to the computer in terms of 
operating it and using the output from it?

What infonnation processing function is 
the system to perform?

What is the technical specification of a 
system that will come close enough to 
meeting the identified requirements?

F ig u r e  A .4  -  T h e  M u ltiv ie w  M e th o d o lo g y  (A vison  a n d  W o o d -H a r p e r , 1990:

24)

R e sea rch  an d  p rac tice  are  in trinsica lly  re la ted . T h e re fo re , d ev e lo p in g  an  in fo rm a tio n  

system  in p rac tice  can be considered  to  be a  research  act in w hich  the  ap p ro a c h  to  IS D  is 

in te rp re ted . Avison an d  W o o d -H a rp e r  (1995) considered  th is ch an g e  as a  social p rocess 

w ith  techn ical a n d  cu ltu ral aspects. Its focus will vary  ac co rd in g  to  the  s itu a tio n  a n d  the 

social co n tex t on  w hich  it is based  -  in th is case , on th e  le a rn in g  p a ra d ig m  o f  S SM  

(M u m fo rd  et al., 1985): the system s ana lyst an d  the  user m u st ad ju s t th e  m eth o d o lo g y , 

th e ir  ro le  in th e  p a ra d ig m  o f  assum ptions, a n d  th e ir  r e a d in g  o f  th e  s itu a tio n . T h e se  

considerations are  illustrated in F igure A.5.
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HISTORY
SAUser

A perceived 
information 

situation ,

Development 
. team .

Framework
ISO approach

Culture

ANALYSIS of:
(1) intervention roles
(2) social context
(3) political aspects

HA

Learning

Reflecting and 
modifying

Paradigm: socially 
constructed

I
Method in use

F ig u r e  A .5 . A n A tte m p t to  D e p ic t  M u lt iv ie w  in  U s e  in  T e r m s  o f  SSM  

N o m e n c la t u r e  (A v iso n  a n d  W o o d -H a r p e r , 1 9 9 5 : 1 1 5 , a d a p t e d  f r o m  

C h e c k la n d  a n d  S c h o le s , 1990)

In  M ultiv iew 2 , th e  ou tcom es o f  IS  d eve lopm en t consist o f  th re e  e lem en ts: o rg an isa tio n a l 

b e h a v io u r s ,  w o rk  system s, a n d  te c h n ic a l a r te fa c ts .  T h e s e  a re  r e f le c te d  in  th e  

o rg a n isa tio n a l analysis, so c io -tech n ica l analysis a n d  des ign , a n d  te c h n ic a l des ign  a n d  

co n stru c tio n . IS  m odelling  com m unica tes an d  enacts  the  ou tcom es.

C h a n g es  in the  co n ten t from  M ultiview  to M ultiview 2 are  illu stra ted  in T a b le  A . 13.
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Part Change R ationale

O rganisational
an a lysis

• In c lu s io n  o f s tra te g ic  
assum ption surfacing and 
testing (SAST, M ason and 
Mitroff, 1989).

• R a d ic a l  c h a n g e  a n d  
business process redesign.

• In tro d u c tio n  o f e th ica l 
analysis.

• C o n s id e ra tio n  o f n o n 
hum an stakeholders.

• Inclusion  o f technology  
fo re s ig h t a n d  fu tu re  
analysis.

• T o  stren g th en  th e  concep tual 
analysis o f SSM with real-world 
s ta k e h o ld e r  ana ly sis  (V idgen 
1994).

• IT  as business en a b le r, rap id  
change in business environm ents 
(Wood eta l., 1995).

• S takeholders can have different 
moral ideals (W ood-H arper et al., 
1996).

• T o  su p p o r t  a  sy m m etric a l 
t r e a tm e n t  o f  s o c ia l a n d  
technological factors (Vidgen and 
M acM aster, 1996).

• C o n s id er the im p a c t o f the 
in te rv e n tio n  on  s ta k eh o ld ers  
(Avison et al., 1994, 1995) and the 
potential role of technology.

Inform ation
m od ellin g

• M ig ra tio n  to  O b je c t-  
O rien te d  Analysis (from 
structured methods).

• T he principles o f O O A  are more 
com patible with systems thinking 
th a n  a re  th e  p r o c e s s /d a ta  
separation and data flow m etaphor 
o f structu red  m ethods (eg. T he 
notion of systemic transform ation 
and state change).

Socio-technical 
an alysis and design

• E thnograph ic approaches 
to supplement ETH ICS.

• E thnographic approaches to socio- 
technical design (R andall et al., 
1994; Avison and Myers, 1995) aid 
the analyst in understanding how 
w ork is accom plished  (Sachs, 
1995).

T e c h n ic a l  d e s ig n  
and construction

• C onstruction  o f technical 
artefacts is in co rp o ra ted  
w ithin the scope o f the 
methodology.244

• P ro to typ ing , evo lu tionary , and  
rapid developm ent approaches to 
system developm ent require that 
analysis, design, and  construction 
be m ore tightly integrated (Budde 
e ta l., 1992).

T a b le  A. 13 -  C h a n g e s  in  th e  C o n te n t  fr o m  M u lt iv ie w  to  M u lt iv ie w 2  (A vison  

e t a l ., 1998 , fr o m  A v iso n  an d  F itz g e r a ld , 2003: 508)

2+4 Multiview 1 stopped at technical design.
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A ppendix N  

Socially C onstructed  R eality

Socially constructed reality forms a concept within the sociology o f knowledge and  the 

social constructionist strand o f postmodernism. Berger and Luckman (1966) popularised 

the concept and the terminology o f “socially constructed reality,” which stress the on

going mass-building o f worldviews by individuals in dialectical interaction with society. 

Social constructionism  examines the ways that individuals and  groups create their 

perceived reality. Social phenom ena are created, institutionalised, an d  m ade into 

tradition by hum ans (Berger and Luckman, 1966). T he realities comprise the im agined 

worlds o f  hum an social existence and activity, crystallised by hab it in to  institutions 

propped up by language conventions, given ongoing legitimation by mythology, religion 

and  philosophy, maintained by therapies and socialisation, and subjectively internalised 

by upbringing and education to become part of the identity o f social citizens.

Berger and Luckman (1966) believe that social o rder is an ongoing hum an production, 

produced by m an in the course o f his ongoing extem alisation, that it is no t biologically 

given o r derived from data in its empirical manifestations. Social o rder is not given in 

m an ’s natu ral environment; it exists only as a product o f hum an activity. Both in its 

genesis (social order is the result o f past hum an activity) and its existence in any instant of 

time (social order exists only and insofar as hum an activity continues to produce it), social 

order is a hum an product.

H acking argues that when something (X) is said to be “socially constructed ,” this is 

shorthand for the following claims:

• In the present state of affairs, X  is taken for granted: X  appears to be inevitable 

(Hacking, 1999:12).

• X  need not have existed or need not be at all as it is: X , or X  as it is at present, is 

not determined by the nature o f things: it is not inevitable (Hacking, 1999: 6).
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L atour (1987) uses the ideas o f social constructionism to relate supposedly objective facts 

to processes of social construction to show that hum an subjectivity imposes itself on those 

facts we take to be objective, not the other way around.

All hum an activity is subject to habitualisation. Any action that is repeated frequently 

becomes cast into a pattern, which can then be reproduced with an economy o f effort and 

which is apprehended by its perform er as that pattern. H abitualisation further implies 

that the action in question may be perform ed again in the future in the same or similar 

m anner. H abitualised actions retain their m eaningful charac te r for the individual, 

although the meanings involved becom e em bedded as routines in his general stock o f 

knowledge, taken for granted, and at hand  for projects into the future. In  term s o f the 

m eanings bestowed by man upon his activity, habitualisation makes it unnecessary for 

each situation to be defined anew, step by step. A large variety o f situations m ay be 

subsum ed under its predefinitions. T he activity to be undertaken in these situations can 

then be anticipated. These processes o f habitialisation precede institutionalisation.

Institutionalisation occurs whenever there is a reciprocal typification o f habitualised 

actions by types o f actors. The institutional typifications and the typicality o f not only the 

actions bu t also the actors in institutions are linked reciprocally (ie. the actions o f type X  

will be perform ed by actors of type X). Institutions further imply historicity and control. 

R eciprocal typifications o f actions are built up  in the course o f  a shared history. 

Institutions always have a history, o f which they are the products. It is impossible to 

understand an institution adequately without an understanding o f the historical process in 

which it was produced. Institutions control hum an conduct by setting up predefined 

patterns o f conduct, which channel it in one direction as opposed to the m any o ther 

directions that would theoretically be possible. This controlling character is inheren t in 

institutionalisation.

A social world, in the sense o f a comprehensive and given reality, confronts the individual 

in a m anner analogous to the reality o f  the natu ra l world. In  this way, the social 

form ations are transm itted to a new generation. In the early phases o f socialisation, 

children are incapable o f distinguishing between the objectivity o f natura l phenom ena 

and the objectivity o f the social formations. An institutional world, then, is experienced as
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an objective reality. It has a history that antedates the individual’s b irth  and  is not 

accessible to her biographical recollection. This history itself, as the trad ition  o f the 

existing institutions, has the character o f objectivity. T he  individual’s b iography is 

apprehended  as an episode located within the objective history o f the society. T he  

institutions confront the individual as undeniable facts. T he institutions are there, external 

to her, and  persistent in their reality. The process by which the externalised products o f 

hum an activity attain the character o f objectivity is objectification. T he institutional world 

is, therefore, objectivicated hum an activity.

T he relationship between m an (the producer) and  the social w orld (his product) is 

dialectical, as they in teract with each other. Externalisation and objectification are 

m om ents in the continuing dialectical process o f internalisation (by which the objectified 

social w orld is retrojected into consciousness in the course o f socialisation): society is a 

hum an product; society is an objective reality; m an is a social product.

Socially constructed practice is located in the shared understandings and  actions o f the 

people who undertake it, related to its context and  historical developm ent. M any 

theoretical lenses can be adopted to study socially constructed practice, ie. situated action 

(Suchman, 1987), Actor Network Theory (ANT) (Latour, 1987; Callon and Law, 1989) 

(which is described in Section 5.5.3 o f this chapter) and Structuration T heory  (which is 

described in Appendix M).

S tructuration Theory  focuses on the em ergent effects o f action and  structure and  the 

subsequent evolving pa tte rn  o f behaviours and  understand ings (G iddens, 1984). 

S tructuration Theory offers an explanation o f social practice as the recursive interaction 

o f agency and  structure (Barley, 1986; Orlikowski and Robey, 1991; W alsham  and  H an , 

1991; Jo n es  and  N andhakum ar, 1993; W alsham , 1993; Jones, 1997; Brooks, 1997; 

Orlikowski, 1992; 2000; Rose, 1998; Rose and Scheepers, 2001). Agency refers to w hat 

hum an actors choose to do, whereas structure refers to the sets o f personal and  collective 

understandings that form the context in which they do it, and  at least partly determ ines 

w hat they are able to understand as a viable potential action. H um an agency, in G iddens 

form ulation, is the “capacity to make a difference” (Giddens, 1984: 14). H e defines 

structure as:

444



Appendices

“Rules and resources recursively implicated in social reproduction, institutionalised 

features o f social systems have structural properties in the sense that relationships are 

stabilized across time and space. .. (Structure) exists only as memory traces, the organic 

basis o f human knowledgabilty. Structure refers, in social analysis, to the structuring 

properties allowing the “binding” o f time space in social systems, the properties which 

make possiblefor similar social practices to exist across varying spans o f time and space”

(Giddens, 1984: 17).

Social practice, then, can be regarded as the interaction o f structure (sets o f  individual and 

com m unal understandings) and  action. Giddens recasts the two independen t sets of 

phenom ena (dualism) o f structure and agency as a  “duality” (two concepts which are 

dependent upon each other and recursively related).

“The structural properties o f social systems are both medium and outcome o f the practices 

thy recursively organise”

(Giddens, 1984: 25).

Structuration is therefore the process whereby the “duality o f structure” evolves and  is 

reproduced over time and space to constitute social practice. Giddens suggests that the 

duality o f structure can be analysed as dimensions including signification, dom ination and 

legitimation (structure) and the related concepts o f com m unication, power and sanction 

(interaction). T h e  social construction  o f practice can therefore be understood  in 

structurational terms, as the recursive interaction o f structure and agency (analysable in 

term s o f the dimensions above), reproduced over time and space and  in tegrated  into 

em ergent patterns.

O rganisations tend to naturally choose or develop technologies th a t reflect their own 

social construction o f their operations, and the technologies therefore produce hidden 

reinforcing effects that tend to support rather than challenge existing practices. They can 

easily be integrated into the cycle o f structure and action, reinforcing the dom inant logics 

ra th er than  changing them . This does not m ean the program s are w ithout value, bu t 

ra th e r th a t they will tend to produce small increm ental im provem ents to existing
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practices. Challenging insights and radical im provem ent proposals must therefore come 

from other directions.

Structuration Theory is explained in m ore detail in Appendix M.
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A p p en d ix  O 

Findings A risin g  From  The Case S tu d ies  
in  Line w ith  the L itera tu re  R e v ie w

N am e R ole O rgan isation
Peter O sborne O w ner/D irector Berkeley Square Gallery
Christopher Davis Founder/D irector Davis & Co.
William Goodenough Group Executive Chairm an Design Bridge
Christopher Foyle Part ow ner/D irector Foyles
Demetrios Zoppos Managing Director G-FX
Alex Fitzgibbons Founder/D irector Lobster
Jessica Seaton Founder/C E O Toast

T a b le  A. 14 - T a b le  o f  In te r v ie w e e s

Findings in  Line w ith R esearch
Finding C ase

O rganisation(s)
R eferences

The barriers to adoption 
and implementation of e- 
business were significant 
enough to be reasons for 
not adopting e-business for 
these case organisations.

• All • Presented in Chapters 2 and 3 and in 
Appendices A and C.

Owner-manager is a 
passionate advocate of 
technology.

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• Davis & Co.
• G-FX

• Evidence that this SME owner/manager 
characteristic is essential for championing 
e-business adoption is presented in 
Chapters 2 and 3 and in Appendix C 
(Kirby and Turner, 1993; Harrison, 1994; 
Iacovou et al., 1995; Yap and Thong, 1997; 
Berg and Karttunen, 1998; Nilsson, 1999; 
Turban et al., 2000).

Staff will usually only 
move on to another firm  
for a substantial pay rise, 
not career progression.

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

This is in line with the following findings:
• SMEs generally pay lower wages, as 

presented in Chapter 2 and Appendix B 
(Gunningle and Grady, 1984; Kennedy and 
Healy, 1985; McMahon, 1994).

• SMEs generally don’t train staff, as 
presented in C hap ter 2 and the 
comprehensive reference lists provided in 
Appendices B, E and F (which include: 
Hitchens and O ’Farrell, 1988; Blili and 
Raymond, 1993; Reynolds et a l., 1994; 
Bunker and MacGregor, 2000).

• People with management potential “do not 
tend to stay” with the gallery, as they are 
offered “no opportunity of promotion.”
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1Findings in  Line w ith R esearch
Finding C ase

O rganisation(s)
R eferences

The gallery is too small to offer an upward 
career path to ambitious staff -  a problem 
shared by many SMEs, as has been shown 
in Chapter 2 and Appendix B (Gunningle 
and Grady, 1984; M cM ahon, 1994; 
Kennedy and Healy, 1985; Blili and 
Raymond, 1993; Dennis, 2000).

Relied on existing physical 
infrastructure to deliver 
products to an online 
market.

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• Toast

• (Craig et al., 2003).

Considered knowledge to 
be a primary source of 
competitive advantage.

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• Davis & Go.
• G-FX
• Lobster

• A view supported by the findings 
comprehensively presented in Chapter 3 -  
look them up.

Owner-manager likes to 
micro-manage.

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• Lobster

• This is in line with evidence presented in 
Chapter 2 and Appendix B regarding the 
strong owner influence and centralised 
management of SMEs (Dandridge, 1971; 
Nelson and Winter, 1977; 1982; Welch and 
White, 1981; Oakey, 1985; Raymond, 
1985; Miller and Droge, 1986; Miller and 
Toulouse, 1986; Bekker and Staude, 1988; 
Blili and Raymond, 1993; Kirby and 
Turner, 1993; Harrison, 1994; Reynolds et 
al., 1994; Iacovou et al., 1995; Mulhern, 
1995; Murphy, 1996; Spender, 1996;Julien 
etal., 1997; Yap and Thong, 1997; Bolisani 
and Scarco, 1999; Bunker and MacGregor, 
2000; Dennis, 2000; Smallbone et.al., 2000; 
Olave and Nato, 2001)

Making technological 
decisions based on advice 
from  friends and/or the 
press, not experts.

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• Toast

References and examples in line with evidence 
in Chapters 2 and 3 and Appendices A, C, E 
and F are presented for the following aspects 
of this type of SME owner/manager decision
making:
• Informal and inadequate planning 

processes occur because of a lack of the 
ow ner/m anager’s recognition of the 
benefits of doing so (Gunnigle and Brady, 
1984; Giaglis etal., 1998; McMahon, 1994; 
Reynolds et al., 1994; Pollard and Hayne, 
1998; Chappell and Feindt, 1999; Bunker 
and MacGregor, 2000; Stauber, 2000; 
Millar and Besser, 2000; Lee, 2001; Levy et 
al., 2001a; 2001b; Raymond, 2001; Tetteh 
and Bum, 2001;Jeffcoate et al., 2002).

• SME owner/managers typically take advice 
from friends and family rather than from 
professionals (Dandridge, 1979; Clegg, 
1990; Cornford e ta l., 1991; Bunker and 
MacGregor, 2000; Castleman et al., 2000; 
Dennis, 2000; Gibb, 2000; Miller and 
Besser, 2000; Castleman and Coulthard,

4 48



Appendices

Findings in Line w ith R esearch
Finding Case

Organisation(s)
R eferences

2001; Drakopoulou-Dodd et al., 2002).
• SME owner-managers having short-range 

management perspective (Welch and 
White, 1981; Harrison, 1994; Reynolds et 
al., 1994; Giaglis et al., 1998; Pollard and 
Hayne, 1998; Bunker and MacGregor, 
2000; Tetteh and Burn, 2001; Jeflcoate et 
al, 2002).

• Chapters 1-4 present evidence regarding 
SMEs seeking out and taking advice from 
informal, often unprofessional, sources.

Limited computer skills of 
owner-manager. • Berkeley Square 

Gallery
• Toast

• This is in line with evidence presented in 
Chapters 2 and 3 and Appendices B, E and 
F (Roberts and Berry, 1985; Iacovou et al., 
1995; Poon and Swatman, 1996b; 1997a; 
1997b, Auger and Gallaugher, 1997; Yap 
and Thong, 1997; Tidd et al., 1997; Berg 
and Karttunen, 1998; Zimmerman and 
Mathiesen, 1998; Purao and Campbell, 
1998; Chau and Pederson, 2000; 
Farhoomand et al., 2000; Mirchandani and 
Motwani, 2001; Barry and Milner, 2002; 
Dixon et al., 2002; Roberts and Wood, 
2002).

Amount of programming 
and maintenance work 
underestimated.

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• As we have seen in Chapter 3 and 
Appendix F, many organisations launch 
websites without realising how much 
maintenance and ongoing development 
they will require (Sriram and Bannerjee, 
1994; Murphy, 1996; Berg and Karttunen, 
1998; MacGregor et al., 1998; 2004; St. 
Pierre et a l,  1999; Ritchie et al., 1999; 
Stauber, 2000; Sparkes and Thomas, 2001; 
Lee, 2001; Porter, 2001). Many SMEs are 
particularly disadvantaged by their lack of 
clearly thought out or articulated goals 
(Pollard and Hayne, 1998; Giaglis et al., 
1998; Kalakota and Robinson, 1999; 
Bunker and MacGregor, 2000; Evans and 
Wurster, 2000; Jeffcoate et al., 2002). In 
addition, because the internet is a relatively 
new medium, attitudes towards it within 
conservative public and commercial arts 
organisations are imbued with “prejudice 
and mystique” (Haapalainen, 1999).

Retrospective 
acknowledgement of need 
to define goals and 
strategies before launching 
online operations.

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• This issue is presented in Chapter 3 and 
Appendix F, and is in line with the findings 
of Giaglis et al., 1998; Pollard and Hayne 
(1998), Kalakota and Robinson (1999), 
Bunker and MacGregor (2000), Evans and 
Wurster (2000) and.Jeffcoate et al. (2002).

Many website designs do 
not take into account either 
the essential properties or 
the potential of the

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• As was illustrated by Table 4.2 in Chapter 
4, whereby although 73% of UK 
government services directed towards 
SMEs have some degree of electronic
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Findings in  Line w ith  R esearch
Finding

:
Case

O rganisation(s)
R eferences

medium, and many 
content features are 
introduced in electronic 
form  in the same guise as 
their traditional printed 
versions, such as 
brochures.

presence, in practice many of these are 
simply online equivalents of the paper- 
based services already available, and 
consequently offer insufficient additional 
value to users over their paper-based 
equivalents.

Evaluating and updating 
online operations are often 
overlooked once a site has 
launched.

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• Lobster

• This view is in line with evidence presented 
in Chapter 3 and Appendices E and F 
(Sriram and Bannerjee, 1994; Murphy, 
1996; Lawrence, 1997; Giaglis etal., 1998; 
MacGregor et al., 1998; Zimmerman and 
Mathiesen, 1998; Pollard and Hayne, 1998; 
Berg and Karttunen, 1998; Kalakota and 
Robinson, 1999; Ritchie et al., 1999; St. 
Pierre et al., 1999; Stauber, 2000; Bunker 
and MacGregor, 2000; Evans and Wurster, 
2000; Tetteh and Burn, 2000; 2001; Lee, 
2001; Porter, 2001; Sparkes and Thomas, 
2001; Jeffcoate etal., 2002; MacGregor et 
al., 1998; 2004).

The benefit of working 
more flexibly as a result of 
e-business adoption and 
implementation.

• Davis & Co.
• Foyles
• Lobster
• Toast

• The benefit of working more flexibly as a 
result of e-business adoption and 
implementation is explored in Chapters 2 
and 3 and in Appendices A, B and C, in 
line with the findings of a number of 
researchers (who include: Sterne, 1996; 
Guthrie and Austin, 1996; Auger and 
Gallaugher, 1997; Ghosh, 1998; Currie, 
1998; Watson, et al., 1998; Evans and 
W urster, 1999; Fraser et al., 2000; 
Timmers, 2000; Vescovi, 2000; Poon and 
Joseph, 2000; 2001; Reimenschneider and 
Mykytyn, 2000; Porter, 2001; Rayport and 
Jaworski, 2001).

• While technology is the enabler, flexible 
working is really about evaluating working 
practices in the light of these technologies, 
and changing those practices to gain 
advantage. Flexible working with internet 
and mobile technologies enables people to 
work from home or at any other location 
while remaining in touch with customers 
and colleagues via technology, such as 
WAP, messaging services, voiceover IP and 
internet-enabled call centres, a laptop and 
mobile phone. O rganisations are 
increasingly turning to flexible working to 
cut overheads and to meet the demands of 
an increasingly m obile workforce 
(Telew orking A ssociation, 2000). 
Introduced correctly and with the 
appropriate technology, flexible working 
can increase flexibility and reduce stress. 
Teleworking can enable employees to work 
more flexibly and effectively, and
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companies typically achieve increases in 
individual productivity. Additional benefits 
can include lower office and travel 
overheads, higher morale and increased 
productivity. A survey of NatWest Bank 
managers found a 20% increase in 
productivity on the days when they were 
teleworking (Teleworking Association, 
2000).

• However, there is a risk with flexible 
working that people may end up working 
longer hours, become more stressed, and 
feel cut off from their colleagues. Some 
people prefer the social hub of an office and 
are unsuited to working from home -  it is 
simply not the way they want, or are able, 
to work. Flexible working should therefore 
be introduced in a systematic and culturally 
sensitive way if it is to be effective 
(Teleworking Association, 2000).

The dual benefits of 
reduced costs and 
increased efficiency arising 
as a result of adopting and 
implementing e-business.

• Davis & Co.
• G-FX
• Lobster
• Foyles

• These issues are explored in Chapters 2 
and 3 and in Appendices A and C, in line 
with the findings of a num ber of 
researchers (who include: Raymond and 
Bergeron, 1996; Abell and Limm, 1996; 
Angehrn, 1997; Auger and Gallaugher, 
1997; Coccia, 1997; Kalakota and 
Whinston, 1997; Poon and Swatman, 
1997a; 1997b; 1997c; Shapiro and Varian, 
1998; Berg and Karttunen, 1998; Radstaak 
and K etelaar, 1998; Gulledge and 
Sommer, 1998; Currie, 1998; APEC, 1999; 
Hawkins and Prencipe, 2000; Turban et al., 
2000; Reimenschneider and Mykytyn, 
2000; Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000; Poon 
and Joseph, 2000; 2001; Raymond, 2001; 
Porter, 2001; Martin, 2001; Europmedia, 
2001; Howarth, 2002; Quayle, 2002a; 
2002b; DTI, 2002a; 2002b; 2002c).

Recognition of the value of 
organisational knowledge 
retention.

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• Davis & Co.
• G-FX
• Lobster

• This is line with findings presented in 
Chapter 3.

The ability to 
“personalise” and 
uniquely target products 
and services to potential 
and existing clients as a 
competitive driver of 
benefits arising from e- 
business adoption and 
implementation.

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• Davis & Co.
• G-FX
• Lobster
• Toast

• This ability is presented in Chapter 3 and 
Appendix A.

Espoused the benefits of • Berkeley Square • These benefits were discussed in Chapter 2
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SMEs engaging in formal 
and informal networking.

Gallery 
• Davis & Co.

(Lei and Slocum, 1992; Moller, 1992; 
Golden and Dollinger, 1993; Gibb, 1993; 
Gronroos, 1994; Ozcan, 1995; Webster, 
1995; Mowery etal., 1996; Raymond and 
Bergeron, 1996; Rosenfeld, 1996; Auger 
and Gallaugher, 1997; Gummeson, 1997; 
Dean et al., 1997; Gimeno et al., 1997; 
Tikkanen, 1998; Achrol and Kotler, 1999; 
Jeal and Wroe, 1999; Keeble et al., 1999; 
Miles et al., 1999; Dennis, 2000; Overby 
and Min, 2000; 2001; Engsbo eta l., 2001; 
Premaratne, 2001; O ’Donnell etal., 2001; 
Bar Nir and Smith, 2002).

• Davis & Co.’s experience confirms the 
findings o fJa rra tt (1998), Keeble e ta l.  
(1999), Overby and Min (2000) and others, 
as presented in Chapter 2, concerning 
alliances and networks providing SMEs 
with a higher and more stable flow of 
inform ation and resources. D avis’ 
networking prowess in entering operations 
in foreign markets supersedes the findings 
of researchers (Dicht et al., 1990; Devins, 
1994; Hamill and Gregor, 1997; Poon and 
Swatman, 1997a; Julien et al., 1997) 
regarding SMEs facing internal and 
external obstacles when attempting to do 
so, and the firm’s experience is not in 
accordance with Bennett (1997; 1998), 
whose research showed that businesses that 
trade online felt less physical distance from 
foreign markets. Findings regarding 
obtaining foreign representation when 
conducting businesses abroad are also 
presented in Chapter 2 (Boter and 
Holmquist, 1997; Gankema et al., 1997; 
Bennett, 1998; Hornby et al., 2002).

• The nature of (formal and informal) 
networking is described in Chapter 2 (Lei 
and Slocum, 1992; Moller, 1992; Golden 
and Dollinger, 1993; G ibb, 1993; 
Gronroos, 1994; Ozcan, 1995; Webster, 
1995; Mowery etal., 1996; Raymond and 
Bergeron, 1996; Rosenfeld, 1996; Auger 
and Gallaugher, 1997; Gummeson, 1997; 
Dean et al., 1997; Gimeno et al., 1997; 
Tikkanen, 1998; Achrol and Kotler, 1999; 
Jeal and Wroe, 1999; Keeble et al., 1999; 
Miles et al., 1999; Dennis, 2000; Overby 
and Min, 2000; 2001; Engsbo et al., 2001; 
Premaratne, 2001; O ’Donnell etal., 2001; 
Bar Nir and Smith, 2002).

Using networks and 
alliances to begin to 
operate in foreign markets.

• Davis & Co.
• Design Bridge
• G-FX

• The traditional challenges SMEs faced 
when operating in foreign jurisdictions are 
examined in Chapter 2 (Dicht etal., 1990; 
Devins, 1994; Hamill and Gregory 1997;
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Boter and Holmquist, 1997; Gankema et 
al., 1997; Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 
Julien et al., 1997; Watson et al., 1997; 
Bennett, 1997; 1998; Kandasaami, 1998; 
Zimmerman and Mathiesen, 1998; Hornby 
etal., 2002).

Formal networks can 
provide a number of 
advantages over stand
alone organisations, such 
as:
• The sharing of financial 

risk (Jorde and Teece, 
1989)

• Technical knowledge 
(Marchewka and Towell, 
2000)

• Market penetration 
(Achrol and Kotler, 1999)

• Internal efficiency 
(Datta, 1988)

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• Davis & Co.
• G-FX

• In Chapter 2, it was shown by researchers 
that the SMEs that collaborate with 
business partners gain more benefit from 
technology adoption and implementation 
(Moller, 1992; Gronroos, 1994; Raymond 
and Bergeron, 1996; Gummeson, 1997), as 
networks, alliances and mentoring can 
provide SMEs with the assistance many 
need in order to adopt innovative ideas and 
practices, as well as to increase the 
availability of, and enable access to, specific 
skills and tools (Jeal and Wroe, 1999; Leo 
and Booth, 2001).

Their dealings with other 
businesses were informal 
and did not fall under any 
form  of enforced 
governance, and thus were 
not considered to be either 
networks or alliances.

• Design Bridge
• Foyles
• Lobster
• Toast

• In Chapter 2, research was presented that 
showed that informal alliances and 
networks provide SMEs with a higher and 
more stable flow of information and 
resources (Rosenfeld, 1996; Miles et al., 
1999; Overby and Min, 2001; Premaratne, 
2001), and that informal but long-lasting, 
stable collaborations between organisations 
can sign ificantly  inc rease  th e ir  
competitiveness (Buratti and Penco, 2001).

Formal networks provide a 
number of advantages over 
self-directed SMEs 
including:
• Technical knowledge
• Assistance in 

product/ service 
adjustment to suit a 
larger market

• Assistance in business 
methods to suit business 
techniques

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• Davis & Co.
• G-FX

• This issue was addressed in Chapter 2 
(Miles et al., 1999; Marchewka and Towell, 
2000; Dennis, 2000) have suggested that 
formal networks provide advantages over 
self-directed SMEs.

Oblivious to extant 
government policies and 
initiatives to encourage 
SMEs to adopt and 
implement e-business.

• All • This issue is addressed in some detail in 
Chapter 4.3 (including: Lei and Slocum, 
1992; Moller, 1992; Golden and Dollinger, 
1993; Gibb, 1993; Gronroos, 1994; Ozcan, 
1995; Webster, 1995; Mowery et al., 1996; 
Raymond and Bergeron, 1996; Rosenfeld, 
1996; Auger and Gallaugher, 1997; 
Gummeson, 1997; Dean et al., 1997; 
Gimeno et al., 1997; Tikkanen, 1998; 
Achrol and Kotler, 1999; Jeal and Wroe, 
1999; Keeble et al., 1999; Miles et al., 1999; 
Dennis, 2000; Overby and Min, 2000; 
2001; Engsbo et al., 2001; Premaratne,
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2001; O ’Donnell et al., 2001; Bar Nir and 
Smith, 2002).

Clients do not take full 
advantage of the 
technology available to 
them.

• Davis & Co. • Such benefits of e-business adoption and 
implementation are explored in detail in 
Chapter 3 and in Appendices A and C.

E-business enables small 
business operators to 
exercise new business 
models in established 
markets.

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• Davis & Co.
• G-FX
• Lobster
• Toast

• This is in line with the findings of research 
presented in Chapters 2 and 3 and in 
Appendices A and C (including: APEC, 
1999; Timmers, 2000; Rayport and 

Jaworski, 2001).

E-business enables small 
business operators to 
compete with larger 
organisations.

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• Davis & Co.
• Lobster
• G-FX
• Toast

• This is in line with the findings of research 
presented in Chapters 2 and 3 and in 
Appendices A and C (including: Guthrie 
and Austin, 1996; Watson et al., 1998; 
Turban et al., 2000).

E-business enables small 
business operators to 
operate a niche business 
whilst obtaining access to 
a wider customer pool 
than would otherwise be 
the case.

• Davis & Co.
• Lobster
• Toast

• This is in line with the findings of research 
presented in Chapters 2 and 3 and in 
Appendices A and C (including: Sterne, 
1996; Abell and Urn, 1996; Coccia, 1997; 
Kalakota and Whinston, 1997; Lawrence, 
1997; Bennett, 1997; 1998; Poon and 
Swatm an, 1997a; 1999a; 1999b; 
Puhakainen and Brannback, 1998; 
Kalakota and Robinson, 1999; Kaplan and 
Sawhney, 2000; Reimenschneider and 
Mykytyn, 2000; Turban et al., 2000; Lee, 
2001; Phan, 2001; Wilson, 2001; Daniel 
and Wilson, 2002; Power and Sohal, 2002; 
Windrum et al., 2003; Windrum, 2004; 
Windrum and Berrenger, 2004).

E-business enables stock to 
be ordered daily.

• G-FX
• Lobster

e-Business models leading to the benefits of 
reduced lead-time and greater efficiency are 
addressed in Chapter 3 and Appendix A 
(Abell and Limm, 1996; Raymond and 
Bergeron 1996; Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 
1997b; 1997c; Currie, 1998; Gulledge and 
Sommer, 1998; Radstaak and Ketelaar, 1996; 
Hawkins and Prencipe, 2000; Quayle, 2002a; 
2002b). Benefits relevant to this point are 
addressed in Chapter 3 and Appendix A:
• Lower administration costs - (Abell and Linim, 

1996; Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997b; 
1997c; Radstaak and Ketelaar, 1998; Berg 
and K arttunen, 1998; Currie, 1998; 
Hawkins and Prencipe, 2000; Turban et al., 
2002; Howarth, 2002; Quayle, 2002a; 
2002b).

• Lower production costs - ( Abell and Limm, 
1996; Raymond and Bergeron, 1996; 
Angehrn, 1997; Kalakota and Whinston,
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1997; Poon and Swatman, 1997a; 1997b; 
1997c; Berg and Karttunen, 1998; Currie, 
1998; Gulledge and Sommer, 1998; 
Shapiro and Varian, 1998; APEC, 1999; 
Hawkins and Prencipe, 2000; Turban et al., 
2000; Europmedia, 2001; Porter, 2001; 
Raymond, 2001; Howarth, 2002; Quayle, 
2002a; 2002b).

• Reduced stock - (Kalakota and Whinston, 
1997; Currie, 1998; Gulledge and Sommer, 
1998; Radstaak and Ketelaar, 1998; 
Quayle, 2002a; 2002b).

• Improved internal efficiency - (McWilliams, 
1995; Abell and Lim, 1996; Kalakota and 
W hinston, 1996; 1997; Auger and 
Gallaugher, 1997; Coccia, 1997; O ’Connor 
and O ’Keefe, 1997; Poon and Swatman, 
1997c; 1998a; 1998b; 1999a; 1999b; Berg 
and K arttunen, 1998; Currie, 1998; 
Gulledge and Sommer, 1998; MacGregor et 
al., 1998; Palumbo and Herbig, 1998; 
Radstaak and Ketelaar, 1998; APEC, 1999: 
Fraser et al., 2000; Hawkins and Prencipe, 
2000; Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000; Tetteh 
and Burn, 2000; 2001; Porter, 2001; 
Chaston and Mangles, 2002; Howarth, 
2002; Quayle, 2002a; 2002b).

• Improved quality o f information - (Abell and 
Limm, 1996; Kalakota and Whinston, 
1996; Auger and Gallaugher, 1997; Coccia, 
1997; Poon and Swatman, 1997c; 1999a; 
1999b; Cohen, 1998; Currie, 1998; 
Gulledge and Sommer, 1998; Palumbo and 
Herbig, 1998; Radstaak and Ketelaar, 
1998; Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000; Quayle, 
2002a).

Increasedflexibility and 
scalability.

• Davis & Co.
• Foyles
• G-FX
• Lobster
• Toast

• These benefits of adop ting  and 
implementing e-business are addressed in 
Chapter 3 and Appendix A (Currie, 1998; 
Feinberg and Eastlick, 1997; Kalakota and 
Whinston, 1997; Ghosh, 1998; Evans and 
Wurster, 1999; Fraser et al., 2000; Timmers, 
2000; Vescovi, 2000; Porter, 2001; Rayport 
andjaworski, 2001).

• Scalability and the flexibility to react to and 
change with market conditions as benefits of 
SMEs adopting and implementing e- 
business is addressed in Chapter 3 and 
Appendices A and B (Iocovou et al., 1995; 
Currie, 1998; Chappell and Feindt, 1999; 
Hadjimonolis, 1999; Feinberg and Eastlick, 
1997; Kalakota and W hinston, 1997; 
Ghosh, 1998; Troye-Walker, 1998a; 1998b; 
Evans and Wurster, 1999; Fraser et al., 
2000; Smallbone et al., 2000; Timmers, 
2000; Vescovi, 2000; Porter, 2001; Rayport
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andjaworski, 2001; Olave and Nato, 2001; 
Quayle, 2002a; 2002b).

• The benefits of the new business models e- 
business facilitates are examined in 
Chapters 2 and 3 and in Appendices A and 
C.

• Scalability and the flexibility to streamline 
operations and customer fulfilment as 
benefits of SMEs adop ting  and 
implementing e-business is addressed in 
Chapter 3 and Appendices A and B 
(Iocovou et al., 1995; Currie, 1998; 
Chappell and Feindt, 1999; Hadjimonolis, 
1999; Feinberg and Eastlick, 1997; 
Kalakota and Whinston, 1997; Ghosh, 
1998; Troye-Walker, 1998a; 1998b; Evans 
and Wurster, 1999; Fraser et al., 2000; 
Smallbone et al., 2000; Timmers, 2000; 
Vescovi, 2000; Porter, 2001; Rayport and 
Jaworski, 2001; Olave and Nato, 2001; 
Quayle, 2002a; 2002b).

Fear of security risks a 
barrier to operating at full 
e-business potential.

• Lobster • This issue features in Chapter 3 and 
Appendix E (Aldridge et al., 1997; Purao 
and Campbell, 1998; Oxley and Yeung, 
2001; Dixon et al., 2002; Quayle, 2002a; 
2002b).

• In line with research findings presented in 
Appendices E and F (Aldridge et al., 1997; 
Purao and Campbell, 1998; Ritchie and 
Brindley, 2000; Oxley and Yeung, 2001; 
Dixon et al., 2002; Quayle 2002a; 2002b; 
MacGregor et al., 2004).

Short-lived unsuitable 
alliances established due 
to lack of knowledge 
and/or experience.

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• Lobster

• This disadvantage arising from adopting 
and implementing e-business is discussed in 
Chapter 3 and Appendix F (Murphy, 1996; 
MacGregor et al., 1998; 2004; Giaglis et al., 
1998; Ritchie et al., 1999; Kalakota and 
Robinson, 1999; Tetteh and Burn, 2000; 
2001; S tauber, 2000; Bunker and 
MacGregor, 2000; Evans and Wurster, 
2000; Lee, 2001; Lee, 2001; Porter, 2001; 
Sparkes and Thomas, 2001; Jeffcoate et al., 
2002).

SME, but with overseas 
branches.

• Design Bridge
• G-FX

• In Chapter 2, it is explained that 
organisations categorised under the SME 
umbrella differ enormously, not only with 
respect to employee numbers and annual 
turnover, but also in their business activities, 
degree of international exposure, customer 
base(s), sector characteristics, and 
technological sophistication. As a result, a 
great variety of organisational structures 
exist, some of which resemble those of large 
businesses, and some of which resemble 
those of micro-businesses (Windrum and de
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Berranger, 2003; Windrum, 2004).
• Windrum and Berranger (2004) also posit 

that, the organisational structures of larger 
SMEs are often more like the specialised, 
divisional hierarchies that are traditionally 
associated with large organisations, with 
specialist middle managers in control of an 
independent d ep a rtm en ta l budget 
(Windrum, 2004). These findings are in line 
with the experience of Design Bridge, with 
its overseas branches.

Had to adopt e-business in 
order to remain 
competitive.

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• Design Bridge
• Foyles

• This is in line with research presented in 
Chapters 2 and 3 and Appendices A, B and 
C.

Market-dependent
knowledge-based
innovation.

• Davis & Co.
• Design Bridge
• G-FX
• Foyles

• In Chapter 3 and Appendix E the issue of 
knowledge-based innovation being often 
market-dependent is addressed (Davenport, 
1992; Cobbenhagen and Nauwelares, 
1999). An organisation with a knowledge 
challenge (such as Foyles during this period) 
could be blindsided by com petitors 
exploiting opportunities of which it is not 
even aware: it may simply miss the boat 
strategically (Haynes et al., 1998).

Chaotic organisational 
structure.

• Foyles • Chaotic organisational structure as a result 
of SME ow ner/m anager influence is 
explored in Chapter 2 and in Appendices B 
and E (Kirby and Turner, 1993; Benjamin 
and Levinson, 1993; Iacovou et al., 1995; 
Poon and Swatman, 1996a; 1996b; 
Zimmerman and M athiesen, 1998; 
Chappell and Feindt, 1999; Nilsson et al., 
1999; Chau and Pederson, 2000; Van 
Doren et al., 2000; Levy and Powell, 2000; 
2002; Levy et al., 2001a).

A lack of investment in 
technology as a result of an 
SME owner/manager not 
understanding the 
advantage of adopting and 
implementing it.

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• Foyles

• This issue is explored in Chapters 2 and 3 
and Appendices A, E and F (Ein-Dor and 
Segev, 1978; Roberts and Berry, 1985; 
Cheney et al., 1986; Runge and Earl, 1988; 
Raymond, 1990b; 1992; 2001; Rothwell, 
1991; Davenport, 1992; Kirby and Turner, 
1993; Lefebvre and Lefebvre, 1993; 
Harrison, 1994; Iacovou et al., 1995; Poon 
and Swatman, 1996b; 1997b; 1997c; Auger 
and Gallaugher, 1997; Tidd et al., 1997; 
Yap and Thong, 1997; Westhead and 
Storey, 1996; Giaglis et al., 1998; Pollard 
and Hayne, 1998; Purao and Campbell, 
1998; Berg and K arttunen , 1998; 
Zimmerman and M athiesen, 1998; 
Cobbenhagen and Nauwelares, 1999; 
Lefebvre et al., 1999; Pitt et al., 1999; 
Bunker and MacGregor, 2000; Chau and
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Pederson, 2000; Farhoomand et al., 2000; 
Hill and Stewart, 2000; Jeficoate et a l., 
2000; 2002; Stauber, 2000; Chau and Hui, 
2001; Lee, 2001; Lee and Runge, 2001; 
Levy et a l., 2001b; M irchandani and 
Motwani, 2001; Porter, 2001; Sathye and 
Beal, 2001; Tetteh and Burn, 2001; Dixon 
et al., 2002; Barry and Milner, 2002; Dixon 
et al., 2002; Roberts and Wood, 2002).

e-Business enables small 
operators to operate niche 
businesses whilst 
obtaining access to a wider 
customer pool than would 
otherwise be the case.

• G-FX
• Lobster
• Toast

• This is in line with the findings of research 
presented in Chapters 2 and 3 and in 
Appendices A and C (references include: 
Sterne, 1996; Abell and Lim, 1996; Coccia, 
1997; Kalakota and Whinston, 1997; 
Lawrence, 1997; Bennett, 1997; 1998; Poon 
and Swatman, 1997a; 1999a; 1999b; 
Puhakainen and Brannback, 1998; 
Kalakota and Robinson, 1999; Kaplan and 
Sawhney, 2000; Reimenschneider and 
Mykytyn, 2000; Turban et al., 2000; Lee, 
2001; Phan, 2001; Wilson, 2001; Daniel 
and Wilson, 2002; Power and Sohal, 2002; 
Windrum et al., 2003; Windrum, 2004; 
Windrum and Berrenger, 2004).

Lack of financial and other 
resources hinders growth.

• Toast • SME growth hindered by a lack of financial 
(and other) resources is addressed in 
Chapters 2 and 3, and in Appendices B, E 
and F (Dandridge, 1979; Welch and White, 
1981; DeLone, 1988; Blili and Raymond, 
1993; Cragg and King, 1993; Caskill et al., 
1993; Thong et a l., 1993; Gaskill and 
Gibbs, 1994; Reynolds et a l., 1994; Tidd et 
al., 1997; Thong, 1999; 2001; Raymond, 
2001).

Interest in e-business and 
the internet grows as 
participants start gaining 
hands-on experience and 
realise its potential.

• All • Comprehensive references for these 
findings are presented in Chapter 3 and in 
Appendices B, C and E. (The 
comprehensive reference list includes: 
Cragg and King, 1993; Venkatraman, 
1994; Lefebvre and Lefebvre, 1993; 
Geroski, 1995; Iacovou et al., 1995; Rogers, 
1995; Abell and Urn, 1996; Coccia, 1997; 
Donckels and Lambrecht, 1997; Eden et al., 
1997; Evans and Wurster, 1997; Lawrence, 
1997; Poon and Swatman, 1997b; 1997c; 
Cobbenhagen and Nauwelares, 1999; 
Nilsson et al., 1999; Kaplan and Sawhney, 
2000; Reimenschneider and Mykytyn, 
2000; Timmers, 2000; Turban et al., 2000; 
Engsbo et a l., 2001; Levy et a l., 2001a; 
2001b; Mullins et al., 2001; Porter, 2001; 
Raymond, 2001; Rayport and Jaworski, 
2001; Sathye and Beal, 2001; Tetteh and 
Burn, 2001; Daniel and Wilson, 2002; 
Power and Sohal, 2002; Quayle, 2002a; 
2002b; Windrum and Berrenger, 2003;
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W indrum , 2004).

R ecognition  o f  the  
p o te n tia l s tra teg ic  
o p p o rtu n itie s  o ffered by 
em brac in g  e-bu sin ess w ith  
regard  to g row in g  th eir  
m a rk e t share.

• B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Design Bridge

• Foyles

• T oast

• In  line with the explanation  provided in 
C h a p te r  3, a n d  re fe ren ces  lis ted  in 
A ppendices A an d  C  (including: Bekker 
and Staude, 1988; Devins, 1994; Abell and 
L im m , 1996; G u th rie  an d  A ustin, 1996; 
Q u e lch  and  K lein , 1996; S terne, 1996; 
R aym ond an d  B ergeron, 1996; A ngehrn, 
1997; B ennett, 1997; 1998; C airncross , 
1997; Ham ill and  G regory, 1997; Ju lien  et 
al., 1997; K alakota  an d  W hinston , 1997; 
L aw rence, 1997; Poon a n d  S w atm an , 
1997a; 1997b; 1997c; Poon an d  S trom , 
1997; C u r r ie ,  1998; O 'K e e fe  a n d  
M c E a c h e rn , 1998; P u h a k a in e n  a n d  
B rannback , 1998; W atson  et al., 1998; 
Peypoch, 1998; APEC, 1999; K alakota and 
R obinson, 1999; Leidner, 1999a; 1999b; 
Shapiro  and  V arian , 1999; Hawkins and 
P ren c ip e , 2000 ; T u rb a n  et al., 2000; 
Vescovi, 2000; M artin  and  M atlay, 2001; 
R aym ond , 2001; R itch ie  and  B rindley, 
2001; Sparkes and  T hom as, 2001; T rappey 
a n d  T ra p p e y , 2001; Q u a y le , 2 002a; 
Vrazalic et al., 2002).

R ecognition  o f  the 
p o te n tia l stra teg ic  
o pportu n ities  offered by 
em brac in g  e-bu sin ess w ith  
regard  to su rpassin g  
co m p e tito rs .

• B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Davis & Co.

• Foyles

• G F-X

• Lobster

• Toast

• In line with C h ap te r 3, and  references listed 
in  A ppendices A an d  C  on im proved  
com petitiveness and  cu sto m e r services 
(including: P o rte r and M illar, 1985; Abell 
and  Lim, 19% ; G uthrie  and  Austin, 1996; 
Sterne, 1996; Auger and  G allaugher, 1997; 
Coccia, 1997; Feinberg and  Eastlick, 1997; 
Poon and  Sw atm an, 1997a; 1997b; 1997c; 
1997d; 1999a; 1999b; K a la k o ta  an d  
W hinston, 1997; M cK enna, 1997; C urrie, 
1998; Ghosh, 1998; Radstaak and  K etelaar, 
1998; W atson  et al., 1998; Evans an d  
W urster, 1999; Fraser et al., 2000; K aplan  
a n d  S aw hney , 2000; T im m ers , 2000; 
Vescovi, 2000; Porter, 2001; R ayport and 
Jaw orski, 2001; D T I, 2002a; 2002c; Daniel 
an d  G rim shaw , 2002; Pow er an d  Sohal, 
2002).

R ecognition  o f  the 
p o te n tia l s tra teg ic  
o pportu n ities  offered by 
em brac in g  e -bu sin ess w ith  
regard  to  tran sform in g  
th e ir  organ isa tions.

• B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Davis & Co.

• G -FX

• Lobster

• T oast

• In line with research presented in C hap ter 
3, and  references listed in A ppendices A 
and C.

R ecognition  o f  the  
p o te n tia l s tra teg ic  
o pportu n ities  offered by 
em brac in g  e-bu sin ess w ith  
regard  to  person a lis in g

• B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Davis & Co.

• Lobster

• In line with research presented in C hap ter 
3 and references in Appendices A and  C  on 
im proved relations with business partners 
an d  custom ers (including: B lattberg  and 
D eighton, 1991; M cW illiams, 1995; Abell
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c u s to m e r  rela tionsh ips. • Toast and  Lim, 1996; Q uelch an d  K lein, 1996; 
S tem , 1996; K alakota and  W hinston, 1996; 
1997; A uger an d  G a lla u g h e r , 1997; 
C airncross, 1997; F einberg  and  Eastlick, 
1997; M cK en n a , 1997; P ep p e rs  an d  
Rogers, 1997; Poon and Strom , 1997; Poon 
a n d  S w atm an , 1997a; 1997b; 1997c; 
B rannback and  Puhakainen, 1998a; 1998b; 
C urrie, 1998; Gulledge and  Som m er, 1998; 
O ’Keefe and  M cE achem , 1998; Palum bo 
a n d  H e rb ig , 1998; P u h a k a in e n  an d  
B rannback, 1998; A PEC , 1999; K alakota 
and  Robinson, 1999; Shap iro  and V arian , 
1999; H aw kins an d  P re n c ip e , 2000; 
Vescovi, 2000; Porter, 2001; Sparkes and 
Thom as, 2001; Quayle, 2002a; 2002b).

R eceiv in g  the fo llo w in g  
ben efits  a s  a resu lt o f  e- 
bu sin ess  adop tion  an d  
im p lem en ta tio n :
•  C osts.
•  R ela tio n sh ip s w ith  

b u sin ess  p artn ers.
• In tern al efficiency.
• Q u ality  o f  in form ation  

a s  a re su lt o f  e-business  
adop tion  an d  
im p lem en  tation.

• All • As detailed com prehensively in C hapters 2 
an d  3 and  in A ppendices A, B an d  C 
(Fuller, 1992; 2000; G o ldm an et al., 1995; 
M ouggayer, 1998; C urrie , 1998; D rucker, 
1998; G hosh, 1998; Evens an d  W urster, 
1999; Violino, 2000; Porter, 2001).

R ecognition  o f  an d  support 
f r o m  sen io r m an agem en t 
co n sid ered  to be crucia l to  
su ccessfu l e-bu sin ess SME 
adop tion  an d  
im p lem en ta tio n .

• All • T his attribute is explored in greater detail 
in C hapters 2 and  3 and  in Appendix C.

R ecognition  an d  
em p lo y m e n t o f  effective  
stra teg ie s  to launch, adapt 
an d  m a in ta in  online  
opera tion s con sidered  to  
be cru cia l to  su ccessfu l e- 
b u sin ess SME adoption  
an d  im p lem en ta tion .

• All • T his a ttribute is explored in g reater detail 
in C hapters 2 and 3 and in A ppendix C.
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R eleva n t a n a lys is  o f  the 
s tra te g ic  o pportu n ities  e- 
b u sin ess  fa c ili ta te s  
c o n s id e red  to be crucial to  
su ccessfu l e-bu sin ess SME 
a d o p tio n  an d  
im p lem en ta tio n .

• All • This a ttribu te  is explored in g reater detail 
in C hapters 2 and 3 and in A ppendix C.

C om preh en sive  in tegration  
o f  e -b u s in ess in to  the  
org a n isa tio n s  ’ core  
a c tiv it ie s  (which in turn  
p r o v id e  o pportu n ities  f o r  
fu r th e r  tran sform ation ) 
co n s id e red  to be crucia l to  
su ccessfu l e-bu sin ess SME 
ad o p tio n  an d  
im p lem en ta tio n .

• All • T his a ttribu te  is explored in g reater detail 
in C hapters 2 and 3 and in Appendix C.

F orm al p lan n in g  p ro cesses  
re su lte d  in  a m ore  fo cu sed  
approach  being adopted.

• Foyles

• G F-X

• Lobster

• T oast

• T hese  o rgan isations g a in ed  com petitive 
in te lligence a n d  ideas by investiga ting  
formally their com petitors’ websites.

• T h e  p la n n in g  p ro c e ss  p ro v id e d  a 
“roadm ap.”

• It enabled  them  to b e tte r exploit their e- 
business potential, as p lanning had enabled 
them  to feel that they “knew w hat to do .” 
T h is is in line with findings regard ing  
strategic organisational an d  m anagem ent 
a ttribu tes presented  in C h ap te rs  2 and 3 
and in Appendices A, C , E and  F.

T a ctica lly , w hen the case  
orga n isa tio n s exam in ed  in 
th is  research  looked  to 
begin trad in g  online, they  
a im e d  to  p ro v id e  
a d d itio n a l channels to  
m a rk e t.

• All • In line with findings presented in C hap ter 2 
and in Appendices A and C (Devins, 1994; 
G u th rie  an d  A ustin , 1996; Q u e lch  and  
K lein , 1996; S terne, 1996; H am ill and  
Gregory, 1997;Julien et al., 1997; Bennett, 
1997; 1998; C airncross, 1997; K alako ta  
an d  W h in sto n , 1997; L aw rence, 1997; 
Poon and  Swatm an, 1997a; 1997b; C urrie, 
1998; O ’K eefe and  M c E ach ern , 1998; 
Puhakainen and  B rannback, 1998; W atson 
et al., 1998; K alakota and  R obinson, 1999; 
T u rb a n  et al., 2000; V escovi, 2000; 
R ay m o n d , 2001; R itch ie  a n d  Brindley, 
2001; Sparkes and  T hom as, 2001; Quayle, 
2002a).

T actica lly , w hen the case  
o rgan isa tion s exam in ed  in 
th is  research  looked  to  
begin trad in g  online, they  
a im e d  to  in crease agility ,

I /

• All • In line with findings presented in C hap ter 3 
and  in A ppendices A an d  C  (Porter and 
M illar, 1985; G u th rie  an d  A ustin, 1996; 
Sterne, 1996; Feinberg and  Eastlick, 1997; 
K alakota and W hinston, 1997; M cK enna,
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resp o n siven ess , a n d /o r  
the a b ility  to react to  
changing m a rk e t 
co n d itio n s (w hich  w o u ld  in 
tu rn  in crease  m a rk e t 
share).

1997; C urrie, 1998; G hosh, 1998; R adstaak 
and  K etelaar, 1998; W atson, et al., 1998; 
Evans and  W urster, 1999; F raser et al., 
2000; T im m ers , 2000; V escovi, 2000; 
Porter, 2001; R ayport an d jaw o rsk i, 2001).

T actica lly , w hen the case  
organ isa tion s ex a m in ed  in  
th is  research  looked  to  
begin trad in g  online, they  
a im e d  to  ach ieve  
c o m p e tit iv e  advantage.

• All • In line with findings presented in C h ap te r 3 
and in Appendices A and C.

T actica lly , w hen the case  
organ isa tion s ex a m in ed  in  
th is  research  looked  to  
begin trad in g  online, they  
a im e d  to  tran sform  
re la tio n sh ip s  w ith  
cu sto m ers , su p p liers  an d  
b u sin ess partn ers.

• All • In line with findings presented in C h ap te r 3 
and  in Appendices A and  C  (Blattberg and 
D eighton, 1991; M cW illiam s, 1995; Abell 
and  Lim , 1996; K alakota  an d  W hinston , 
1996; 1997; Q u e lch  a n d  K le in , 1996; 
Stern, 1996; Auger and  G allaugher, 1997; 
C airncross, 1997; Feinberg  and  Eastlick, 
1997; M c K e n n a , 1997; P ep p e rs  an d  
Rogers, 1997; Poon and Strom , 1997; Poon 
an d  S w atm an , 1997a; 1997b; 1997c; 
O ’Keefe and  M cE achem , 1998; Palum bo 
a n d  H e rb ig , 1998; B ra n n b a c k  an d  
P u h akainen , 1998a; 1998b; Puhakainen  
a n d  B ran n b ack , 1998; C u rr ie , 1998; 
Gulledge and Som m er, 1998; A PEC, 1999; 
K alakota and  Robinson, 1999; Shapiro and 
V arian , 1999; H aw kins a n d  P ren c ip e , 
2000; Vescovi, 2000; Porter, 2001; Sparkes 
and T hom as, 2001; Q uayle, 2002a; 2002b).

T actica lly , w hen the case  
o rgan isa tion s ex a m in ed  in 
th is  research  looked  to 
begin trad in g  online, they  
a im e d  to  redesign  th eir  
b u sin ess opera tion s  
through in n ovatin g  th e ir  
organ isa tion s.

• All • In line with findings presented in C h ap te r 3 
and in A ppendices A and  C (am ong them : 
T im m ers , 2000; R ayport an d  Jaw o rsk i, 
2001).

T actica lly , w hen the case  
organ isa tion s ex a m in ed  in 
th is  research  looked  to  
begin trad in g  online, th ey  
a im e d  to  reduce overh eads  
a n d  c o s ts  p e r  transaction .

• All • In  line with findings presented in C h ap te r 3 
and  in Appendices A an d  C  (McW illiams, 
1995; Abell an d  Lim m , 1996; R aym ond  
an d  B erg ero n , 1996; A n g eh rn , 1997; 
K alakota and  W hinston, 1997; A uger and 
Gallaugher, 1997; Coccia, 1997; O ’C o n n o r 
and  O ’K eefe, 1997; Berg an d  K arttu n en , 
1998; C u r r ie ,  1998; R a d s ta a k  a n d  
K e te laa r, 1998; G ulledge a n d  Som m er, 
1998; S h a p iro  a n d  V a r ia n ,  1998; 
M a c G reg o r  et al., 1998; A P E C , 1999; 
H aw kins and  Prencipe, 2000; Poon and 
Sw atm an, 1997a; 1997b; 1997c; Palum bo 
and  H erbig , 1998; A PEC , 1999; F raser et 
al., 2000; T u rb an  et al., 2000; Hawkins and 
P rencipe , 2000; K ap lan  a n d  Saw hney,
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2000; Porte r, 2001; E uro p m ed ia , 2001; 
Porter, 2001; T etteh  and  B urn, 2000; 2001; 
Q uayle, 2002a; 2002b; R ay m ond , 2001; 
H o w arth , 2002; C h asto n  and  M angles, 
2002).

The d a ta  arisin g  f r o m  
th ese  case  organ isa tion s  
in d ica te s  th a t fin a n c ia l 
reso u rces are not the  
lead in g  fa c to r  in  
m o tiv a tin g  o r  in h ib itin g  an  
SM E ’s  adop tion  o f  e- 
bu sin ess.

• All • In line with findings presented  in A ppendix 
C (H ow ard, 1977; Geroski, 1995; Iacovou 
et al., 1995; E den et al., 1997; Coccia, 1997; 
O ’C onnor and  O ’Keefe, 1997; T id d  et al., 
1997; D rucker, 1998; Poon and  Sw atm an, 
1998a; 1998b; Nilsson, 1999; P rem kum ar 
and  R oberts, 1999; K aplan  and  Saw hney, 
2000; T u rb a n  et al., 2000; P o rte r, 2001; 
Q u ay le . 20 0 2 a ; 20 0 2 b ; C h a s to n  a n d  
M angles, 2002; R aisinghan i an d  F rank, 
2003).

T echnology acqu isition  
w a s  cu sto m er orien ted , in 
th a t they each sought a 
c u s to m e r  rela tion sh ip  
m a n a g em en t so lu tion  that 
co n so lid a ted  in form ation  

f o r  b e tte r  cu sto m er  
su p p o r t an d  fu tu re  sa les  
g ro w th .

• All • In  line with findings presented in C h ap te r 3 
an d  A ppendices A, B an d  C  ((Abell and  
Lim , 1996; A uger and  G allaugher, 1997; 
B ennett, 1997; 1998; C alde ira  an d  W ard , 
2001; 2002; Coccia, 1997; C oom bs et al., 
1987; D aniel and  G rim shaw , 2002; D T I, 
2002a; 2002b; 2002c; Iacovou et al., 1995; 
K alakota  an d  R obinson , 1999; K a lako ta  
a n d  W h in s to n , 1997; K a p la n  a n d  
Sawhney, 2000; K irby an d  T u rn er, 1993; 
L aw rence, 1997; Lee, 2001; Lefebvre and  
Lefebvre, 1993; Levy et al., 2001a; 2001b; 
M acG reg o r et al., 1998; M artin , 2001; 
Nilsson, 1999; Parker and  Sw atm an, 1997; 
P han , 2001; Poon and  Sw atm an , 1997a; 
1999a; 1999b; Pow er a n d  Sohal, 2002; 
P r e m k u m a r  a n d  R o b e r ts ,  1 9 9 9 ; 
Puhakainen and  B rannback, 1998; Q uayle, 
2002a; 2002b; R aisch , 2001; R ay m o n d , 
2001; R e im en sch n e id e r a n d  M ykytyn, 
2000; Rothwell, 1992; S terne, 1996; T id d  et 
al., 1997; T u rb a n  et al., 2000; W ebster, 
1995; W ilson, 2001; W indrum  et al., 2003; 
W indrum , 2004; W indrum  and  B errenger, 
2004; Y ap et al., 1992; Y ap an d  T h o n g , 
1997).

The barr ier  o f  e-B usiness  
n o t f i t t in g  (seam lessly)  
w ith  th eir
p r o d u c ts /s e r v ic e s  w a s  
experienced .

• B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Davis & Co.

• A com prehensive  list o f  re fe ren ces o f 
barriers to e-business adoption by SM Es is 
p resen ted  in A ppendix  E. A sim ilarly  
com prehensive  list o f re ferences o f  the 
d i s a d v a n ta g e s  o f  a d o p t in g  a n d  
im plem enting  e-business is p resen ted  in 
A ppendix F (Abell and  Lim m , 1996; Bakos 
an d  B rynjolfsson, 2000; C a ld ie ra  an d  
W ard , 2001; 2002; C h au  an d  P ederson , 
2000; C oom bs et al., 1987; C rag g  an d  
K ing , 1993; K irby  an d  T u rn e r ,  1993; 
D ixon  et al., 2002; E id  et al., 2002; 
F a rh o o m an d  et al., 2000; Iacovou et al.,
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1995; K endall et al., 2001; K ulm ala  et al., 
2002; M eh rten s et al., 2001; Poon  and  
Sw atm an, 1999a; 1996b; Q uayle, 2003; 
Rogers, 1995; T am bin i, 1999; Y ap et al., 
1992; Y ap and Thong, 1997).

A la ck  o f  appropria te  
b u sin ess  m o d e ls  w as  
experienced .

• B erkeley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Toast

• A com prehensive  list o f  references o f 
barriers to e-business adoption  by SM Es is 
p resen ted  in A ppendix  E. A sim ilarly 
com prehensive  list o f  references o f  the 
d is a d v a n ta g e s  o f  a d o p t in g  a n d  
im plem enting  e-business is p resen ted  in 
A ppendix  F (Clarke, 2000; D rew , 2002; 
Engsbo  et al., 2001; K o th a  et al., 2001; 
Porter, 2001).

P ro b lem s / i s s u e s  w ith  
ob ta in in g
a p p ro v a l /r a is in g fu n d s  fo r  
th e in v e s tm e n t and  
ado p tio n  c o s ts  w ere  
experienced .

• B erkeley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Design Bridge

• Lobster

• A com prehensive  list o f  re ferences o f 
barriers to e-business adoption  by SM Es is 
p resen ted  in A ppendix  E. A sim ilarly 
com prehensive  list o f  references o f  the 
d is a d v a n ta g e s  o f  a d o p t in g  a n d  
im plem enting  e-business is p resen ted  in 
Appendix F (Auger and  G allaugher, 1997; 
B arry  an d  M ilner, 2002; C happell and  
Feindt, 1999; C hau and  Pederson, 2000; 
D an dridge, 1979; D eL one, 1981; 1988; 
D FA T, 1999; D ixon et al., 2002; D rucker, 
1998; 1999a; 1999b; E den  et al., 1997; 
Geroski, 1995; G olden an d  GrifFm, 1999; 
2000; H ow ard, 1977; Iacovou et al., 1995; 
O w ens and  Beynon-Davies, 2001; Porter, 
2001; Poon and  Sw atm an, 1996b; Purao  
a n d  C am p b e ll, 1998; Q u ay le , 2002a; 
2002b; 2003; R atnasingam , 2000; R oberts 
an d  W ood, 2002; SE T E L , 2002; T hong , 
1999; T id d  et al., 1997; W elch and  W hite, 
1981).

P ro b lem s w ith  
recognising, sourcin g  and  
a lloca tin g  the re levan t 
reso u rces a n d  sk ills  w ere  
experien ced .

• B erkeley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Davis & Co.

• Foyles

• Lobster

• Toast

• A com prehensive  list o f  re ferences o f 
barriers to e-business adoption  by SM Es is 
p resen ted  in A ppendix  E. A sim ilarly 
com prehensive  list o f  references o f  the 
d is a d v a n ta g e s  o f  a d o p t in g  a n d  
im plem enting  e-business is p resen ted  in 
A p p end ix  F (B unker a n d  M acG reg o r, 
2000; C hau  an d  H u i, 2001; C h au  and  
P ed e rso n , 2000; C h e n ey  et al., 1986; 
C o b b e n h ag e n  an d  N au w e la re s , 1999; 
D avenport, 1992; D ixon et al., 2002; Ein- 
D or and  Segev, 1978; Giaglis et al., 1998; 
H arrison , 1994; Hill an d  Stew art, 2000; 
Iacovou et al., 1995; Jeffcoate et al., 2000; 
2002; K irby and T u rn er, 1993; Lee, 2001; 
Lee an d  R u n g e , 2001; L efebvre  an d  
Lefebvre, 1993; Lefebvre et al., 1999; Levy 
et al., 2001b; Pitt et al., 1999; Pollard and  
H ayne, 1998; Poon and Sw atm an, 1996b; 
1997b; 1997c; Po rte r, 2001; P urao  and
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C am pbell, 1998; R aym ond, 1990b; 1992; 
2001; R othw ell, 1991; R unge  and  E arl, 
1988; Sathye and  Beal, 2001; S tauber, 
2000; T e tteh  and  B urn, 2001; W esthead 
and Storey, 1996; Yap and T hong , 1997).

The cu ltu re  o f  the com pan y  
w a s  a barr ier  to e-bu sin ess  
ad o p tio n  and  
im p lem en ta tio n .

• B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Foyles

• A co m prehensive  list o f  re ferences o f 
barriers to e-business adoption  by SM Es is 
p resen ted  in A ppendix  E. A sim ilarly 
com prehensive  list o f  references o f  the 
d is a d v a n ta g e s  o f  a d o p t in g  a n d  
im plem enting  e-business is p resen ted  in 
A ppendix F (Abell and Lim m , 1996; Bakos 
an d  B rynjolfsson, 2000; C a ld ie ra  an d  
W ard , 2001; 2002; C h au  and  Pederson, 
2000; C oom bs et al., 1987; C ragg  an d  
K in g , 1993; D ix o n  et al., 2 0 0 2 ; 
F a rh o o m an d  et al., 2000; Iacovou et al., 
1995; K irby and T u rn er, 1993; K ulm ala et 
al., 2002; M ehrtens et al., 2001; Nilsson, 
1999; Poon and  Sw atm an, 1999a; 1996b; 
Q uayle, 2003; R ogers, 1995; Y ap et al., 
1992; Yap and Thong, 1997).

C hannel conflict issu es  
w ere  experienced.

• B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Davis & Co.

• Foyles

• Lobster

• T oast

• A co m prehensive  list o f  re ferences o f  
barriers to e-business adoption by SM Es is 
p resen ted  in A ppendix  E. A sim ilarly 
com prehensive  list o f  references o f the 
d is a d v a n ta g e s  o f  a d o p t in g  a n d  
im plem enting  e-business is p resen ted  in 
Appendix F (Abell and Lim m , 1996; Bakos 
and  B rynjolfsson, 2000; B lattb erg  and  
D e ig h to n ,  1991; B ra n n b a c k  a n d  
P u h ak a in en , 1998a; 1998b; C h a u  and  
Pederson, 2000; D ixon et al., 2002; Eid et 
al., 2002; Farhoom and et al., 2000; Iacovou 
et al., 1995; K alakota and  R obinson, 1999; 
K endall et al., 2001; Law rence, 1997; Lee, 
2001; M a c G reg o r  et al., 1998; 2004; 
M ehrtens et al., 2001; Peppers and  Rogers, 
1997; Poon an d  Sw atm an, 1999a; 1996b; 
Q uayle, 2003; R aym ond , 2001; R ogers, 
1995; Shapiro and V arian , 1999; S tauber, 
2000; T am b in i, 1999; T e tte h  and  B urn, 
2000; 2001; Y ap a n d  T h o n g , 1997; 
Z im m erm an and  M athiesen, 1998).

L ack  o f  technical, 
op era tio n a l a n d /o r  
b u sin ess  m an agem en t 
sk i l ls  w ere  a h indrance to 
e -b u s in ess  adop tion  a n d  
im p lem en ta tio n .

• B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Davis & Co.

• Lobster

• A co m p rehensive  list o f  references o f 
barriers to e-business adoption  by SM Es is 
p resen ted  in A ppendix  E. A sim ilarly 
com prehensive list o f re ferences o f the 
d is a d v a n ta g e s  o f  a d o p t in g  a n d  
im plem enting  e-business is p resen ted  in 
Appendix F (Abell and Lim m , 1996; Bakos 
a n d  B rynjolfsson, 2000 ; B u n k er a n d  
M acG regor, 2000; C h a u  an d  Pederson, 
2000; D ixon  et al., 20 0 2 ; E vans an d  
W urster, 2000; F a rh o o m an d  et al., 2000;
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Organisation (s)
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Giaglis et al., 1998; Iacovou et al., 1995; 
Je f fc o a te  et al., 2002 ; K a la k o ta  an d  
R o b in so n , 1999; M ehrtens et al., 2001; 
P o llard  an d  H ay n e , 1998; Poon  an d  
Sw atm an, 1999a; 1996b; Q uay le , 2003; 
Rogers, 1995).

U n certa in ty  abou t 
a d eq u a te  le ve ls  o f  
a ccep tan ce  by su p p lie rs  
a n d /o r  co n su m ers  w ere  
experien ced .

• B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Davis & Co.

• Lobster

• A com prehensive  list o f  re ferences o f  
barriers to e-business adoption  by SM Es is 
p resen ted  in A ppendix  E. A sim ilarly 
com prehensive  list o f  references o f  the 
d i s a d v a n ta g e s  o f  a d o p t in g  a n d  
im plem enting  e-business is p resen ted  in 
A ppendix F (Abell and Lim m , 1996; Bakos 
a n d  B rynjolfsson, 2000; B lattb erg  and  
D e ig h to n ,  1991; B r a n n b a c k  a n d  
P uhakainen, 1998a; 1998b; C ald iera  and  
W ard , 2001; 2002; C oom bs et al., 1987; 
C ragg and  King, 1993; D ixon et al., 2002; 
K alakota  and  R obinson, 1999; K irby and  
T u rn e r ,  1993; K u lm a la  et al., 2002; 
L aw rence, 1997; Lee, 2001; Levy et al., 
2001a; 2001b; Peppers and  Rogers, 1997; 
Poon and  Sw atm an, 1997b; 1997c; Porter, 
2001; Puhakainen  and  B rannback, 1998; 
R aym ond , 2001; R ogers, 1995; Shap iro  
and  V arian , 1999; S tauber, 2000; T e tteh  
and Burn, 2001; W ebster, 1995; Yap et al., 
1992; Yap and Thong, 1997.

e-B u sin ess d id n ’t J it w ith  
the w a y  th e ir  c u sto m ers  
p e rc e iv e d  th e ir  bu sin ess.

• B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Foyles

• A com prehensive  list o f  re ferences o f 
barriers to e-business adoption  by SM Es is 
p resen ted  in A ppendix  E. A sim ilarly 
com prehensive  list o f  references o f  the 
d is a d v a n ta g e s  o f  a d o p t in g  a n d  
im plem enting  e-business is p resen ted  in 
Appendix F (Abell and Lim m , 1996; Bakos 
an d  Brynjolfsson, 2000; B lattberg  and  
D eighton, 1991; C aldiera and W ard, 2001; 
2002; C oom bs et al., 1987; C ragg  and  
K ing, 1993; D ixon et al., 2002; K alakota  
an d  R obinson, 1999; K irby  and  T u rn e r, 
1993; Peppers and Rogers, 1997; Poon and 
S w atm an , 1997b; 1997c; P o rte r , 2001; 
P u h a k a in e n  a n d  B ra n n b a c k , 1998; 
R ay m ond , 2001; S tau b er, 2000; T e tteh  
and  Burn, 2001; W ebster, 1995; Yap et al., 
1992; Y ap and Thong, 1997).

The advan tage(s) o f  using  
e -b u s in ess  c o u ld n ’t be 
seen .

• Design Bridge •  A com prehensive  list o f references o f  
barriers to e-business adoption  by SM Es is 
p resen ted  in A ppendix  E. A sim ilarly 
com prehensive  list o f references o f  the 
d i s a d v a n ta g e s  o f  a d o p t in g  a n d  
im plem enting  e-business is p resen ted  in 
Appendix F (Blattberg and  Deighton, 1991; 
B rannback and Puhakainen, 1998a; 1998b; 
K alakota  and  R obinson, 1999; Law rence,
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1997; Lee, 2001; Levy et al., 2001a; 2001b; 
Peppers a n d  R ogers, 1997; P o o n  an d  
S w atm an , 1997b; 1997c; P o rte r , 2001; 
P u h a k a in e n  a n d  B ra n n b a c k , 1998; 
R ay m o n d , 2001; S h ap iro  an d  V a rian , 
1999; S tauber, 2000; T e tte h  an d  B urn, 
2001; W ebster, 1995).

C u sto m e r  edu ca tion  w a s  
needed .

• B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Davis & Co.

• G -FX

• Lobster

• A com p reh en siv e  list o f  re fe ren ces o f  
barriers to e-business adoption  by SM Es is 
p resen ted  in A ppendix  E. A sim ilarly  
com prehensive  list o f re ferences o f  the  
d is a d v a n ta g e s  o f  a d o p t in g  a n d  
im plem enting  e-business is p resen ted  in 
Appendix F (Blattberg an d  D eighton, 1991; 
B rannback and Puhakainen, 1998a; 1998b; 
K alakota and Robinson, 1999; Peppers and 
R ogers, 1997; R aym ond , 2001; S h ap iro  
and V arian , 1999; Stauber, 2000).

D eve lo p m en t an d  
o p era tio n a l is su e s  such  as 
d is in te rm e d ia tio n  w a s  
ex p erien ced  by the case  
o rgan isa tion s.

• B erk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Davis & Co.

• Design Bridge

• G -FX

• Lobster

• In  line  w ith  th e  find ings o f  re sea rc h  
presented in Appendices E an d  F (Blattberg 
an d  D e ig h to n , 1991; W eb s te r , 1995; 
L aw rence, 1997; P ep p ers  an d  R o gers, 
1997; Poon and  Sw atm an, 1997b; 1997c; 
P u h a k a in e n  a n d  B ra n n b a c k , 1998; 
K alako ta  and  R obinson , 1999; S tau b er, 
2000; Lee, 2001; Levy et al., 2001a; 2001b; 
Porter, 2001; R aym ond, 2001; T e tteh  and  
B um , 2001).

R esis ta n ce  a t va riou s  
le v e ls  (such as su p p lie rs  
dec lin in g  to  p ro v id e  
p ro d u c ts  to  p u re ly  online  
o p era tio n s, su p p lie r  
sc e p tic ism  a n d  reluctance  
to  d e liv e r  d irec tly  to  
cu s to m ers , a g en era l lack  
o f  accep tance by su p p lie rs  
a n d /o r  ex is tin g  o r  
p o te n tia l c u s to m ers , an d  
channel con flic ts).

• B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Davis & Co.

• Design Bridge

• Lobster

• In  line  w ith  re fe ren ces p re se n te d  in 
A ppendix E (Clarke, 2000; E ngsbo et al., 
2001; K o th a  et al., 2001; P o rte r, 2001; 
Drew, 2002).

D ifficu lties w ith  the  
im p le m e n ta tio n  o f  
bu sin ess  s tra teg ie s  (a lack  
o f  c lea r  lin kage betw een  
th e o rg a n isa tio n ’s  
bu sin ess  sk i lls  w ith  the  
o rg a n isa tio n ’s  b u sin ess  
s tra te g ie s  a n d  the  
techn ology adop ted ).

• B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Davis & Co.

• Design Bridge

• G -FX

• Lobster

• In  line w ith  the  find ings o f  re sea rc h  
presented in C hap ter 2 an d  in A ppendices 
E an d  F  (Iacovou et al., 1995; Poon  an d  
Sw atm an, 1996b; T idd  et al., 1997; E den  et 
al., 1997; A uger and  G a llau g h er, 1997; 
C happell and  Feindt, 1999; D FA T , 1999; 
D rucker, 1998; 1999a; 1999b; P u rao  and  
Cam pbell, 1998; T hong, 1999; G olden and  
Griffin, 1999; 2000; C h au  and  Pederson, 
2000; R a tn asin g am , 2000; O w ens a n d  
Beynon-Davies, 2001; P orter, 2001; B arry 
and  M iln er, 2002; D ixon  et al., 2002; 
R oberts and  W ood, 2002; SE T E L , 2002; 
Quayle, 2002a; 2002b; 2003).

L ack  o f  bread th  in • B e rk e ley  S q u a re • In line w ith the list o f research references
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b u sin ess sk ills  an d  a lack  
o f  a w a ren ess  o f  the range 
o f  o th er  sk ills  n ecessary  to 
run an e-business.

Gallery

• Design Bridge

• Toast

presented in Appendices E an d  F (Iacovou 
et al., 1995; Poon an d  S w atm an, 1996b; 
1997a; 1997b; A uger a n d  G a llau g h er, 
1997; T id d  et al., 1997; Y ap and  T hong , 
1997; Berg and  K a rttu n en , 1998; Purao  
and  C am pbell, 1998; Z im m erm an  and  
M ath iesen , 1998; C h au  an d  P ed erso n , 
2 0 0 0 ; F a r h o o m a n d  et al., 2 0 0 0 ; 
M irchandan i and M otw ani, 2001; B arry 
an d  M iln er, 2002; D ixon  et al., 2002; 
Roberts and  W ood, 2002).

O pera tion a l issu es, w hich  
v a r ie d  according to each  
ca se  o rg a n isa tio n ’s). 
T echn ica l d ifficu lties arose  
in  develop ing , 
im p lem en tin g  an d  
opera tin g  the w eb s ite s  an d  
sy s te m s . A s a resu lt, so m e  
o f  the case organ isa tion s  
(eg. B erkeley Square  
G allery an d  L obster) fa i le d  
to  m a in ta in  a con tinual 
p ro g ra m  o f  w eb s ite  an d  
sy s te m
in teg ra tio n /in n o va tio n .

• B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Lobster (outsourced 
co re  fu n c tio n s to 
obtain best practice 
l e v e l s  o f  
performance)

• G -FX  (considered it 
e ssen tia l to  keep  
core  functions in- 
house)

• In line w ith research findings presented  in 
C h a p te r  3 a n d  the list o f  re fe ren ces 
presented in Appendices E and  F (M urphy, 
1996; Law rence, 1997; M acG reg o r et al., 
1998; 2004; Z im m erm an  an d  M athiesen , 
1998; Berg and K arttunen , 1998; R itchie et 
al., 1999; S tauber, 2000; T etteh  an d  B um , 
2000; 2001; Lee, 2001; P o rte r , 2001; 
Sparkes and  Thom as, 2001).

The co sts  requ ired  to  
a ttra c t cu sto m ers  exceeded  
expecta tion s.

• All • In line w ith research findings presented  in 
C h a p te r  3 a n d  the  list o f  re fe ren ces 
presented in Appendices E and F (M urphy, 
1996; M acG regor et al., 1998; R itchie et al., 
1999; S tauber, 2000; Lee, 2001; Porte r, 
2001; Sparkes and T hom as, 2001).

The req u irem en t f o r  
ongoing fu n d in g  f o r  
m ain ten an ce, expansion , 
a n d  to  co ver opera tion a l 
lo sses .

• All • In line w ith research findings p resented  in 
C h a p te r  3 a n d  the  list o f  re fe ren ces 
presented in Appendices E an d  F (Berg and 
K arttunen , 1998; M acG regor et al., 1998; 
2004; Sparkes and T hom as, 2001).

The n ecess ity  to  rev ise  an d  
ex p a n d  the in itia l bu sin ess  
m o d e ls  an d  stra teg ies  
em ployed .

• All • In line with findings presented in C h ap te r 3 
and  in A ppendices E an d  F  (Giaglis et al., 
1998; Pollard and  H ayne, 1998; Jeffcoate  
a n d  R o b in so n , 1999; B u n k e r  a n d  
M acG regor, 2000; Evens an d  W urster, 
2000).

U nreliable s tra teg ic  
p a rtn ers .

• B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Lobster

• In line with findings presented in C h ap te r 3 
and in A ppendices E and  F (B lattberg and 
Deighton, 1991; Peppers and  Rogers, 1997; 
B rannback and Puhakainen, 1998a; 1998b; 
K alakota and  Robinson, 1999; Shapiro  and 
V a ian , 1999; S tauber, 2000; R ay m o n d , 
2001).

O pera tin g  c o s ts  (although  
m a n y  o f  th ese  c o s ts  w ere  
n o t technology in ves tm en t  
c o s ts  p e r  se , bu t ra ther  
h u m an  resource issu es,

• All • In line with findings presented in C h ap te r 3 
and in Appendices E and  F (M urphy, 1996; 
M acG regor et al., 1998; R itchie et al., 1999; 
S tauber, 2000; Lee, 2001; P o rte r, 2001;

___S m r l - p c  - J i i f l  T h r t T f i a c __7 .0 0  1 )____________
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su ch  a s  s ta f f  tra in in g /re 
tra in ing , a n d  the co sts  o f  
a cqu ir in g  em p lo yees  w ith  
n ew  sk ills).

Sparkes and T hom as, 2001).

In itia lly  experien ced  
d ifficu lty  loca tin g  IT  
p r o v id e r s  th ey  f e l t  cou ld  
tru s t to  h elp  th em  
tra n s la te  th e ir  bu sin esses  
on line /  e le c ted  to  take  
back  desig n  an d  
m a in ten a n ce  to  so m e  
ex ten t, becau se  online 
o p era tio n s  becam e an 
in teg ra l p a r t  o f  th e ir  
b u sin ess.

• B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Davis & Co.

• G -FX

• These findings are consistent with those of 
B a llan tin e  et al. (1998) an d  Blilli and  
R aym ond (1993), as presented in C hap ter
2.

The la ck  o f  a sse ssm e n t  
m eth o d o lo g ies  to  gauge the  
c o s ts  o f  e -b u s in ess  re la tive  
to  i t s  p erfo rm an ce.

• B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Design Bridge

• Foyles

• Lobster

• Toast

• In line with findings presented in C hap ter 3 
and  in A ppendices E an d  F (Poon and  
Sw atm an, 1996b; 1997b; 1997c; Giaglis et 
al., 1998; Pollard and H ayne, 1998; Purao 
and  C am pbell, 1998; C o b b enhagen  and 
Nauwelares, 1999; Lefebvre et al., 1999; Pitt 
et al., 1999; S tauber, 2000; B unker and 
M acG regor, 2000; C h au  an d  Pederson, 
2000; Hill and  Stew art, 2000; JefTcoate et 
al., 2000; 2002; C hau  an d  H ui, 2001; Lee, 
2001; Lee and  R unge, 2001; Levy et al., 
2001b; P o rte r, 2001; Sathye an d  Beal, 
2001; T etteh  and  B um , 2001; R aym ond, 
2001; Dixon et al., 2002).

D eterm in in g  w a y s  to  a d d  
va lu e  a s  m a rg in s  g row  
s lim m e r .

• All • In line with findings presented in C hap ter 3 
and in Appendices E and  F (M urphy, 1996; 
M acG regor et al., 1998; R itchie et al., 1999; 
S tauber, 2000; Lee, 2001; Sparkes and 
T hom as, 2001; Porter, 2001).

The em ergen ce o f  new  
f o r m s  o f  de livery .

• Davis & Co.

• Foyles

• G -FX

• Lobster

• In line with findings presented in C hap ter 3 
and in Appendices E an d  F (Coom bs et al., 
1987; Y ap et al., 1992; C ragg  and  King, 
1993; K irby  an d  T u rn e r , 1993; R ogers, 
1995; Abell an d  L im m , 1996; Y ap and 
T h o n g , 1997; Bakos an d  B rynjolfsson, 
2000; C a ld ie ra  an d  W ard , 2001; 2002; 
D ixon et al., 2002; K ulm ala et al., 2002).

C o m p la cen cy . • B e rk e ley  S q u a re  
Gallery

• Davis & Co.

• Toast

• In line with research findings presented in 
C h a p te r  3 a n d  the  list o f  re ferences 
presented  in A ppendices E and  F (Poon 
a n d  S w atm an , 1996b; 1997b; 1997c; 
W esthead  an d  S torey , 1996; Y ap and  
T hong , 1997; Pollard  and H ayne, 1998; 
Giaglis et al., 1998; P u rao  and  C am pbell, 
1998; P u ra o  a n d  C a m p b e ll,  1998; 
C o b b en h ag en  a n d  N au w e la re s , 1999; 
L efebvre et al., 1999; P itt et al., 1999; 
B unker and  M acG regor, 2000; C hau and 
Pederson, 2000; Hill a n d  Stew art, 2000;
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Stauber, 2000; Jeffcoate et a l., 2000; 2002; 
Lee, 2001; Lee and Runge, 2001; Levy et 
al., 2001b; Chau and H ui, 2001; Porter, 
2001; Raym ond, 2001; Sathye and Beal, 
2001; Tetteh and Burn, 2001; Dixon et al., 
2002).

Staff resistance to change. • Berkeley Square  
Gallery

• Foyles

• In line with research findings presented in 
Chapter 3 and the list o f  references 
presented in Appendices E and F (Lee, 
2001; MacGregor et al., 2004).

Powerful trading partners 
seem to be accepted as 
technology leaders more 
readily than were 
governments.

• All • In Chapter 3, examples o f  EDI and VA N  
platforms were offered as examples o f  this 
scenario. EDI was widely im plem ented by 
SMEs, but was usually facilitated, accessed 
and utilised by larger organisations due to 
its high im plem entation costs. M any e- 
business solutions that connect to the 
system(s) o f larger organisations occur as a 
result o f pressure from the larger (and often 
more powerful) corporate partner to do so 
(Webster, 1995; Parker and Sw atm an, 
1997). In some cases, SMEs are forced to 
becom e interdependent (eg. an SM E  
supplier to a major corporation is pressured 
to install EDI in order to m aintain its 
business with that organisation) (Webster, 
1995). SMEs are typically in a poor power 
position  in relation to their larger  
counterparts (Webster, 1995).

Fewer government 
interventions were 
recommended by the case 
organisation principals in 
the e-business area than in 
other areas where 
government provided other 
business support.

• All • This is consistent w ith the findings 
presented in Chapters 2, 3 and 4  and in 
Appendices A, C, E and F, possibly because 
they were unfamiliar with governm ent e- 
business initiatives and contributions (Ein- 
Dor and Segev, 1978; W elch and W hite, 
1981; Pahl, 1984; W eber, 1985; Oakey, 
1985; R aym ond, 1985; 1989; 1990b; 
Cheney et al., 1986; Clegg, 1990; Cornford 
et a l., 1991; Granovetter, 1992; Reynalds et 
al., 1994; Mulhern, 1995; Thom pson and 
M cHugh, 1995; Murphy, 1996; W esthead 
and Storey, 1996; C hen and W illiam s, 
1998; Bunker and MacGregor, 2000; Gibb, 
2000; Smallbone et al., 2000; Castleman et 
al., 2000; Castleman and Coulthard, 2001; 
Curran and Blackburn, 2001; T hong, 
2001; Tatnall and Burgess, 2001).

The tendency of SMEs to 
prefer existing sources of 
advice rather than 
government-sponsored 
advisors.

• All • This suggests that even considerable  
specific SM E e-business adoption and 
im plem entation support efforts will not 
necessarily gain great adherence from time- 
strapped SMEs who are in the process of 
adoption and implementation o f  e-business 
and, at the very least, are som ewhat
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mistrustful o f  government. Section 4.3 o f  
Chapter 4, entitled Why Aren’t SMEs 
Accessing the Help that’s Available? explains this 
issue in some detail.

The participation rate of 
SME owner /managers in 
the suggested workshop(s) 
would (likely) be higher 
than the rate of 
respondents to 
questionnaires.

• All • It was shown in Chapters 1 and 4 that 
governm ent departm ents and agencies 
employ a range of feedback techniques to 
ascertain the needs o f the SME community. 
Such feedback is obtained mainly from  
large-scale multiple-choice surveys. These 
have a num ber o f  disadvantages. For 
instance, checkbox ticks determine the SBS 
and Business Link service satisfaction levels. 
This approach is likely to bring about 
skewed results, as on the one hand, these 
agencies serve only those SM Es that 
approach them (statistically a very small 
proportion); on the other, the SM E  
owner/m anager might be being polite and 
marking up -  customers cannot always 
gauge what a service should be delivering 
(and therefore what they should expect), 
and respondents in such scenarios tend to 
mark up, rather than down. M ultiple  
choice questionnaire responses also have a 
number o f additional disadvantages:

o  A very low response rate, 

o  Answers that are shaped by the 
multiple-choice format.

An additional problem with multiple-choice 
questionnaires is that the questions are 
often formulated by government (or their 
agencies) to meet targets and satisfaction 
objectives (SBS, 2004a; 2004b).

Further research is 
considered to be needed in 
order to test the hypothesis 
of my proposed 
workshop(s) in an attempt 
to generate more 
appropriate policies for 
SMEs.

•  All •  A goal directly in line with those stated by 
the SBS, the FSB, the DTI and the EU. 
Evidence for this is presented in Chapter 5, 
and also to the fo llow in g  relevant 
references: SBS, 2003c; FSB, 2002a; DTI, 
1999; 2001; 2002c; European Commission, 
2002a; 2002b.

T a b le  A. 15 -  F in d in g s  in  L in e w ith  R e se a r c h
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R eferences

The firm  has a proven 
track record of dealing with 
computer contracts, both 
for customers and for 
suppliers, and assists 
others.

• Davis & Co.

• G -FX  (although  
the company was 
a start-up , its 
CEOs and senior 
managers had)

• This is not in line with the usual experience 
o f SM Es, according to the findings o f  
research presented in Chapters 2 and 3.

The level of growth 
experienced by the case 
organisations is 
uncharacteristic of the SME 
sector as a whole.

• All • In line with the explanation tendered in 
Chapter 2 that SMEs are less likely to expand 
than large businesses (Churchill and Lewis, 
1983; Disney et al, 2000; Dale and Morgan, 
2001; SBS, 2004b). It was also presented in 
that chapter that most job creation in the UK  
SME sector comes from start-ups rather than 
from the expansion o f existing businesses 
(DeLone, 1981; 1988; Cooley et al., 1987; 
M artin, 1989; D T I, 1993a; 1993b). 
H owever, it was also noted that som e  
researchers (among them: K im  and Lee, 
1998; Kennedy and Healy, 1985) found that 
the “greater volatility” o f SMEs translates to 
higher gains, losses and closures than for 
larger organisations. T h is volatility  is 
illustrated by sm all businesses being  
responsible for around 66% of U K  job losses 
(SBS, 2004b).

These case study principals 
also felt that many of the 
systems and practices they 
needed to operate 
effectively online were 
already in place before 
making the decision to 
launch online operations. 
They believed that, as a 
result, they would be 
subject to fewer operating 
costs than their 
competitors (this, however, 
has not proved to be the 
case in any of the case 
organisations).

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

• Design Bridge

• Foyles

• Toast

• This outcome o f adopting and implementing 
e-business is featured in A ppendix  F 
(Murphy, 1996; M acG regor et al., 1998; 
Ritchie et al., 1999; Stauber, 2000; Lee, 2001; 
Porter, 2001; Sparkes and Thomas, 2001).
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A ppendices

Findings N ot in  Line w ith R esearch
Findings C ase

O rganisation(s)
R eferences

Staff will usually only 
move on to another firm  
fo r  a substantial pay rise, 
not career progression.

• Berkeley Square 
Gallery

This is in line with the following findings:
• SM Es generally  pay low er w ages, as 

presented in Chapter 2 and Appendix B 
(Gunningle and Grady, 1984; Kennedy and 
Healy, 1985; McMahon, 1994).

• SMEs generally don’t train staff, as presented 
in Chapter 2 and the com prehensive  
reference lists provided in Appendices B, E 
and F (which include: H itchens and  
O ’Farrell, 1988; Blili and Raym ond, 1993; 
R ey n o ld s et a l., 1994; B unker and  
MacGregor, 2000).

• People with management potential “do not 
tend to stay” with the gallery, as they are 
offered “no opportunity o f promotion.” The  
gallery is too small to offer an upward career 
path to ambitious staff -  a problem shared by 
many SMEs, as has been shown in Chapter 2 
and Appendix B (Gunningle and Grady, 
1984; McMahon, 1994; Kennedy and Healy, 
1985; Blili and Raym ond, 1993; Dennis, 
2000).

T a b le  A. 16 -  F in d in g s  N o t in  L in e w ith  R e se a r c h
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Acronyms and Abbreviations

A cronym s and A bbreviations

BAH — Booz | Allen | Hamilton

B2B -  business-to-business -  commercial activity between two or more organisations, or the 
use of IC T to facilitate payment management, inventory management and distribution 
management. The B2B model has become the most significant form of e-procurement, in terms of 
growth, volume and financial impact of the e-business models (Addo et al., 2003). The B2B sector 
provides the most opportunity for exploitation, especially in the supply chain, where B2B activity is 
concentrated.

B2G -  business-to-consumer — commercial activity between businesses and consumers, or the 
use of e-business to enable customer information interaction, personal finance management, 
purchasing products and the dissemination of after-sales information (Rayport andjaworski, 2001).

BADA — The British Antique Dealers’ Association

BAMF — The British Art Market Federation

BLO — Business Link Operator

BT — British Telecom

C2B -  consumers-to-business -  the banding together of consumers who present themselves as 
a buyer group to businesses (Rayport andjaworski, 2001).

G2G — consumer-to consumer — electronic exchanges between and among consumers (eg. 
auctions mediated by third parties such as eBay.com).

GAD — Computer-Aided Design

GBI — Confederation of British Industry

GBIS — Computer-based Information Systems

CBR -  Case-Based Reasoning

GINOA -  The Confederation Internationale des Negociants en Oeuvres d ’Art 

CIS — Community Innovation Survey 

GOP — Case Organisation Principal

GREA — Capital Risque pour les Enterprises d’Amor9age -  provides seed capital to cover 
part of the operating costs of an organisation during the start-up phase.

CURDS -  Centre for Urban and Regional Development Studies

DEEDS — Digital Economy Policies Exchange & Development for SMEs
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Acronyms and Abbreviations

DEFRA -  Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

DFAT — Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 

DTI — Department of Trade and Industry 

EBPG — e-Business Policy Group

e-Business -  those business activities related to the business operations of an organisation over 
the internet. e-Business encompasses all commercial activities. The definition of e-business that was 
agreed by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the EU is 
the method by which the order is placed which determines whether a transaction is e-business, not 
the payment or delivery channels. Shifting business activities from paper-based, local, face-to-face 
and manual processes to electronic, dispersed, mediated and automatic processes is the essence of 
e-business, whether in dealing with customers or suppliers (Wilkins et al., 1999). e-Business activities 
include, but are not limited to:

• Website
• Email order confirmation
• Intranet
• Email

' • E-procurement
• Web catalogues
• Staff remote online ERP via web
• Trading exchanges
• Internet auctions
• B2C
• Online ordering on our ERP
• View orders on ERP online

e-Gommerce — those business activities related to the actual buying and selling of goods and 
services among organisations over the internet. e-Commerce has been defined as “the buying and 
selling of information, products and services via computer networks” (Kalakota and Whinston, 
1996: 1) or the application of ICTs with the aim of increasing the effectiveness of the business 
relationships between trading partners (Kalakota and Whinston, 1997). e-Commerce systems can 
be divided according to whether or not it is internally and externally integrated (Kalakota and 
Whinston, 1996). Internal integration refers to processes and systems within an organisation, while 
external integration refers to the integration of processes and systems with other organisational 
partners. Types of external integration have previously included EDI systems, but the advent of 
the internet has created new systems for B2B and B2G e-business.

EAI — Enterprise application integration systems — allow disparate computer systems of 
different firms to communicate with each other and share relevant business information.

e-distribution — a critical component of the supply chain for most organisations.

EDI — Electronic Data Interchange -  the computer-to-computer exchange of data (eg. 
Invoices) in a structured format that enables the automatic processing of data without manual 
intervention. EDI is based on a trust relationship between an organisation and its partners or 
between an organisation and a value-added network (VAN) provider that handles the access, 
security, and other issues related to EDI transmissions. Certain inherent characteristics of EDI 
discourage unauthorised access into the network by non-EDI partners, including the stringent data 
formatting requirements for specific industries and the secure, dedicated nature of EDI 
transmissions between specific trusted partners.
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Acronyms and Abbreviations

EIMS — European Innovation Monetary System

e-Government -  the use by government agencies of ITs that have the ability to transform 
relations with citizens, businesses and other arms of government. These technologies can serve a 
variety of different ends: better delivery of government services to citizens, improved interactions 
with business and industry, citizen empowerment through access to information, or more efficient 
government management. The resulting benefits can be less corruption, increased transparency, 
greater convenience, revenue growth, and/or cost reductions (World Bank, 2002).

e-marketplace — the arena within which businesses conduct internet-mediated B2B trade. 
Within this arena, suppliers can advertise and market their products and services.

e-procurement -  Purchasing in the e-marketplace -  The e-procurement process involves 
the following steps:

• Search -  such as the ability to search online for appropriate suppliers, contacts, brochures, 
etc;

• Qualify -  such as online research of company background, credit history, comparisons 
with competitors, etc;

• Negotiate -  such as negotiating the price, credit terms, quality, timing, etc;
• Purchase -  such as ordering the product, initiating the purchase order and entering the 

information into the system;
• Invoicing -  such as receiving the invoice and matching the purchase order, entering the 

information into the financial and production systems;
• Shipping — such as the shipping and delivery of goods, entering the information into the 

shipper’s tracking system; and
• Remittance payment -  such as receiving goods, verifying and correcting invoice, sending 

payment, and entering the record into the system, and providing online after-sales 
support (Laudon and Traver, 2001).

ERDF — European Regional Development Funds

ESF — European Social Funds

EU — European Union

FP5 — Fifth Framework Programme

FP6 — Sixth Framework Programme

FEAG — The Federation of European Art Galleries

FSB — Federation for Small Business

G8GIS -  G8 Global Information Society

G2B — Government to Business -  the interaction between government and business 
enterprises.

G2C -  Government to Consumer -  the interaction between government and citizens.

G2G — Government to Government -  the interaction between inter-govemmental agencies. 

GF-X — Global Freight Exchange
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Acronyms and Abbreviations

HMSO -  Her Majesty’s Stationery Office 

LAP — Information Age Partnership

IASTD -  International Association of Science and Technology for Development

IGT — Information and Communication Technologies

IEI — Internet Economy Indicators

IFLN — International Freight Logistics Network

IFPDA -  International Fine Print Dealers Association

Intra-business -  the use of ICTs to share information internally within an organisation 

IMT -  Innovation Management Technique 

IP — Intellectual Property 

IR — Inland Revenue

IS -  Information Systems -  An information system has been described as “a system 
to collect, process, store, transmit, and display information” (Avison and Wood-Harper, 1990: 3).

IT — Information Technology

JCESB -  Joint Committee on Enterprise and Small Business

JEV — Joint European Venture — Trans-national joint ventures within the European Union 
that provide funding for SMEs

LAs — Local Authorities

LAP ADA -  The Association of Art and Antique Dealers

LFG — Local Futures Group

LSP — Local Strategic Partnership

M&A — Mergers and Acquisitions

MIEC — Ministry of Industry, Employment and Communications

NOIE — The National Office for the Information Economy

OECD -  Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

ONS — Office for National Statistics

OofE — Office of the e-Envoy

NRC — National Research Council
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Acronyms and Abbreviations

RDA — Regional Development Agency 

RIS — Regional Innovation Strategy

RITTS — Regional Innovation and Technology Transfer Infrastructures and 
Strategies

RTT — Regional Technology Transfer Projects

SBC — Small Business Council

SBS — Small Business Service

SDP -  Strategic Data Planning

SenU — Social Enterprise Unit

SETEL — Small Enterprise Telecommunications Centre

SIS — Strategic Information Systems

SISP -  Strategic Information Systems Planning

SLAD — Society of London Art Dealers

SME -  Small- and Medium-Sized Enterprises

SSM -  Soft Systems Methodology

TIP — Technological Infrastructure Policy

TUC — Trades Union Congress

UK — United Kingdom

VAN — Value Added Network
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