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ABSTRACT 

International business offers challenges and opportunities to smaller firms. However, while small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) face international competition even in their home markets, they 
have no choice but to seek international opportunities. In this way, the Internet could help SMEs 
engage in international business more efficiently. 

Information technology (IT) is a catalyst for firms' international activities and IT adoption has been 
widely discussed; however, the barriers to adopting IT do not gain the same attention. The current 
study thus deals with two research streams: a) the Internet’s influence on SME internationalization 
and b) the barriers to adopting IT internationally faced by SMEs. The research problem is to 
investigate the potential influences of the Internet on SME internationalization and the barriers to the 
adoption of IT for SMEs. 

To answer the research problem and based on reviewing the relevant literature, these two research 
streams were divided into four research questions and a qualitative and exploratory study designed. 
This study was conducted among three SMEs that were homogenously selected among Iranian 
manufacturing firms and its findings are based on the perceptions of the three interviewed SME 
owner/managers. 

The study shows that IT has a positive impact on the scope and speed of internationalization and 
significantly impacts the extent of SME internationalization. Further, the ways in which SMEs use 
the Internet to improve the scope and speed of internationalization are shown. The study also 
concludes that the Internet has a positive impact on the exploration and exploitation of international 
opportunities by SMEs. Regarding barriers to IT adoption, the study finds that cost is not as 
important as suggested by previous studies, while several obstacles such as trust, security, and 
international legal issues are perceived to be important in the international business context. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND PROBLEM AREA 

This chapter presents the background of the research area and formulates the research 
problem. Later, it outlines the sequence of this thesis. 

1.1  Introduction 

The importance of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)1 in terms of their employment 
share in the job market and impact on economic growth is addressed by several researchers 
(Beck, 2005; Cravo, 2010; Li Xue, 2011; Mead & Liedholm, 1998). Although SMEs could 
diversify internationally to grow (Lu & Beamish, 2001), it is notable that domestic and 
international business are not the same in all circumstances. The international business 
activities of a firm occur in different environment(s) and range from administration to 
economic, cultural, and political backgrounds (Ajami, Cool, & Goddard, 2006). Therefore, 
we must consider the capacity of Information Technology (IT), which is defined by Buckland 
(1991) as any technology that handles information in the process of engagement in 
international business (see also Mathews & Healy, 2008). 

1.1.1 SME internationalization 

Etemad, Wilkinson, and Dana (2010, p. 320) state that “internationalization refers to the 
process whereby a firm increases its commitment and involvement to international markets, 
on all aspects of its productive activities.” According to Zimmerman, Barsky, and Brouthers 
(2009), although today's international business is more facilitated when trade agreements 
developed internationally and new technologies have been introduced, for many firms, 
especially SMEs, international diversification has not yet taken place. International business 
is more challenging for SMEs compared with larger enterprises, because they usually have 
far fewer resources, but the trends of SME internationalization are increasing significantly 
(Knight, 2009). 

There are several ways for a firm to internationalize. It could export goods and services 
abroad or it could license, which allows to the licensor to grant rights to a foreign licensee. 
Another way for a firm to internationalize is through franchising, which is similar to licensing 
but under franchising the franchisee has more control of the product by taking part in raw 
material supply or operations. Management contracts are another way for a firm to 
internationalize; in this case, international involvement occurs by renting expertise in the 
target foreign firm. Direct portfolio investment, contract manufacturing, and strategic 
alliances are other ways for firms to internationalize. Firms can also internationalize by 
owning subscribers or foreign arms, which are controlled in all business operations (Ajami et 
al., 2006). 

Etemad and Wright (2003) argue that the concept of the internationalization of SMEs differs 
from the concept of the internationalization of large multinational enterprises and that a 

                                                
1 According to Etemad, Wright, and Dana (2001), a single universal definition for SMEs is not available, and 
thus in this thesis the European Commission's SME definition is adopted (Recommendation 2003/361/EC); 
available at:  
 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2003:124:0036:0041:en:PDF (last visited, 
September, 2011).  

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2003:124:0036:0041:en:PDF
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thoroughly new paradigm should be expanded to outline SME internationalization. To 
understand the factors that cause SMEs to internationalize we must consider Etemad's 
(2004b) study, which categorizes the factors influencing the internationalization of SMEs as: 

• Push factors 
• Attractive pull factors 
• Interactive push/pull factors 

The sources of these factors are inter-organizational for push drivers and external for pull 
drivers, and the interaction between them causes an SME to internationalize (ibid). Despite 
these internationalization drivers, there are barriers to SME internationalization, which are 
either external such as financial barriers or internal such as limited human capital knowledge 
(Hutchinson, Quinn, Alexander, & Doherty, 2009). 

1.1.2 The adoption of IT by SMEs 
Rainer and Cegielski (2009) state that IT components (platform) such as hardware and 
software and telecommunication networks are used by an organization's IT staff to build IT 
services and the IT infrastructure that acts as a foundation for information systems such as the 
Internet2.  

Several researchers have used the IT-enabled phenomenon to emphasize the positive impacts 
of IT on organizations and their processes (e.g., Grover, Markus, & Davenport, 2008; 
National Research Council, Computer, & Telecommunications Board, 2002; Salazar, 2007). 
Firms rely on IT more and more over time as it has the potential to lift their performances and 
to facilitate their processes (Frye, 2007). 

When IT directly influences an individual's working methods (Mohan, 2010), IT, as a source 
for reengineering firms’ processes, has an indirect impact on firm performance (Chen & Zhu, 
2004). Mohan (2010) emphasizes that the aspects from planning for IT to implementing it are 
interlinked and that the phases of the IT implementation process overlap.Several researchers 
(e.g., Conference & Khosrowpour, 1993; Cooper & Zmud, 1990; Mohan, 2010) distinguish 
between these overlapping phases as presented in Table 1-2.  
 
Table  1-1: Different perspectives of the IT implementation process 

Steps/phases of 
IT 

implementation 

- Diagnosis 
- Design 
- Development 
- Transition 
- Implementation 
- Adaption 

- Identification 
- Specification 
- Design 
- Development 
- Implementation 
- Maintenance 

- Initiation 
- Adoption 
- Adaptation 
- Acceptance 
- Routinization 
- Diffusion 

Source Mohan (2010) Khosrowpour and Travers 
(1993, p. 164) 

Cooper and Zmud 
(1990) 

Fonkych and Taylor (2005) argue that the definition of any technology adoption varies 
according to two factors: what is to be adopted and the stage of the technology adoption 
process. Fink (1998, p. 8) defines IT adoption as “the process during which a firm becomes 
capable of transacting business using IT.” According to Khosrowpour (2003), a smaller 

                                                
2 The Internet is defined by the Federal Networking Council in the US as a global information system. The 
complete definition is available at: http://www.nitrd.gov/fnc/Internet_res.html, (last visited, September, 2011).  

http://www.nitrd.gov/fnc/Internet_res.html
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firm adopts IT to achieve efficiency, which means raising the ratio of output to input and 
effectiveness or firm's ability to achieve its goals. For this purpose, IT adoption in small firms 
occurs in four stages: 

• Efficiency focus 
• Effectiveness focus 
• Expertise focus 
• Interaction effect 

Most smaller firms stay in the first stage and try to evaluate efficiency, but if they go forward 
using IT, firms try to reach their strategic goals in the second stage. By reaching the third 
stage, the inter-firm knowledge and experience of IT is the focus of smaller firms, and in the 
last stage the interaction of previous goals make firms go deeper in their use of IT to gain 
efficiency and effectiveness (ibid.). 

1.2 Problem Area 

Cuervo-Cazurra, Maloney, and Manrakhan (2007) state that firms face obstacles to 
internationalize because of the loss of advantage related to transferring some resources 
abroad and the lack of the required resources for internationalization. Sandulli, Fernández-
Menéndez, Rodríguez-Duarte, and López-Sánchez (2010) state that the output of IT adoption 
for SMEs is a sustainable improvement in their productivity both for diversified and for 
internationalized SMEs. This results in growth and expansion both in the current international 
market and in new potential markets abroad (Mathews & Healy, 2008). 

SME internationalization has been well discussed in past research (e.g., Barkema & 
Drogendijk, 2007; Beck, 2005; Etemad & Wright, 1999, 2003; Ruzzier & Antoncic, 2007; 
Ruzzier, Antoncic, & Hisrich, 2007; Ruzzier, Antoncic, Hisrich, & Konecnik, 2007; 
Zimmerman et al., 2009). However, Brennan and Garvey (2009) state that knowledge-
intensive industries and the role of IT has challenged traditional internationalization theories. 
Further, Moini and Tesar (2005) acclaim the need to cover this area in different cultures and 
countries based on the different behavior of firms in different environments. Thus, the first 
issue of the current research could be outlined as: How can we investigate the impact of IT on 
SME internationalization? 

When adopting IT, the concern of research shifts from the adopter’s willingness to the IT 
adoption ability (Fichman, 1992), and thus there has been more research about the adoption 
compared with the non-adoption of IT (Walczuch, Van Braven, & Lundgren, 2000). 
Therefore, although IT adoption has been the concern of many scholars (e.g., Fink, 1998; 
Fonkych & Taylor, 2005; Haug, Pedersen, & Arlbjørn, 2011; Limayem & Cheung, 2008; 
Mehrtens, Cragg, & Mills, 2001; Mohan, 2010; Sandulli et al., 2010; Vu, 2011), Gunasekaran 
and Ngai (2008) state that understanding the barriers to implementing a system is a key factor 
for its successful implementation. Thus, the second research issue is outlined as: Exploring 
the barriers to SMEs adopting IT. 

The thesis is thus a fusion of the two mentioned research issues, and the main research 
problem could be formulated as:  

How to investigate the barriers to adopting IT and the influence of IT on the 
internationalization of SMEs? 
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1.3 Outline of the Study 

This thesis is divided into seven chapters. After this chapter, which introduces the research 
area and formulates the research problem, Chapter Two reviews the relevant literature. 
Chapter Three shapes the research questions and operationalises the dimensions of each. It 
also introduces the frame of reference in which the empirical data are gathered and analyzed. 
Chapter Four describes the methodology of the research by justifying the selection of 
research methods and techniques. Chapter Five presents the data gathered in the development 
of the study, which are analyzed according to the frame of reference in Chapter Six. Finally, 
Chapter Seven answers the research questions and draws conclusions and recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter reviews the relevant literature to the problem area and shapes the research 
question and frame of reference. 

2.1 Introduction 

A literature review is important since it determines the study’s feasibility by preventing 
duplication. It may even answer the research questions, increase the researcher's familiarity 
with the research area and offer research inspirations. Thus, the aim of the literature review is 
to reshape the research question(s) and help determine dimensions, concepts, and measures 
(Hair, Money, Samouel, & Page, 2007). 

Based on the previous chapter, the first research issue is to understand the impact of IT 
adoption on SME internationalization (section 2.2), while the second issue is to understand 
the barriers that hinder SMEs adopting IT (section 2.3). Given these two issues, the aim of 
the literature review is to gather core knowledge to shape the study's framework. 

2.2 SME Internationalization Know-How 

As Etemad et al. (2010) review the selection of theories and models of SME 
internationalization, Ruzzier, Hisrich, and Antoncic (2006) distinguish between four 
perspectives in which SME internationalization can be understood: stage models, network 
approach, resource-based models, and international entrepreneurship (IE). As the current 
research concerns influencing IT within SME internationalization, the models and theories 
that cover large firms are not subject to review. 

2.2.1 Incremental internationalization theories 
The Uppsala Internationalization Model (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, 1990), widely reviewed 
as a re-presenter of sequential models of internationalization (Ruzzier et al., 2006), is based 
on firm behavioral models and uncertainty about foreign markets (Manolova, 2002). The 
model is stage-based. Johanson and Wiedersheim-Paul (1975, cited in Andersen (1993, p. 
210) argue that firms follow stages of increasing involvement to internationalize: 

• “Stage 1: No regular export activities. 
• Stage 2: Export via independent representatives (agents). 
• Stage 3: Establishment of an overseas sales subsidiary. 
• Stage 4: Overseas production/manufacturing units” 

Johanson and Vahlne (1977) make some assumptions about internationalization. They 
assume that internationalization is a gradual process based on series of decisions and that 
firms face barriers to internationalize such as the lack of knowledge about foreign markets 
and uncertainty about them. As Figure 2.1 presents, two aspects in the Uppsala model are 
state aspects and change aspects. In state aspects, the commitment of resources to foreign 
markets increases knowledge about them. In change aspects, decisions about (new) 
commitments in foreign markets and firm performance shape a cycle and the process of the 
interaction between state and change aspects and vice versa (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, 
1990). 
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Figure  2-1: The Uppsala Internationalization Model  
Source: adapted from (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, p. 26) 
 
Another incremental internationalization model is the innovation-related model, which has 
several versions such as the work of Bilkey and Tesar (1977) with different stages. This 
model interlinks the learning process with the innovation adoption decision by management 
(Andersen, 1993). Bilkey and Tesar (1977, p. 93) in their version of the innovation-related 
model determine internationalization stages by this adopting of innovation as: 

• “Stage One. Management is not interested in exporting; would not even fill an 
unsolicited export order. 

• Stage Two. Management would fill an unsolicited export order, but makes no effort to 
explore the feasibility of exporting. 

• Stage Three (which can be skipped if unsolicited export orders are received). 
Management actively explores the feasibility of exporting. 

• Stage Four. The firm exports on an experimental basis to some psychologically close 
Country. 

• Stage Five. The firm is an experienced exporter to that country and adjusts exports 
optimally to changing exchange rates, tariffs, etc. 

• Stage Six. Management explores the feasibility of exporting to additional countries 
that, psychologically, are further away.” 

Ruzzier et al. (2006) emphasize that other innovation-related stage models such as the 
Uppsala model are based on the behavior of the firm and have the same incremental- and 
process-based views on the internationalization of firms. 

2.2.2 New business environment, new internationalization models 

Johanson and Vahlne (2009) state that since their introduction of the Uppsala 
internationalization model, the business environment has changed and new theories have 
emerged. Firms are now actors in network relationships compared with being independent 
entities before. This has caused a new perspective on SME internationalization, which is 
network-based and process-oriented (Ruzzier et al., 2006). Thus, Johanson and Vahlne 
(2009) revised the Uppsala model using a network lens (Figure 2.2). 

 

 

 
Figure  2-2: The business network internationalization process model  
Source: adapted from Johanson and Vahlne (2009, p. 1424) 
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Alongside traditional stage models and network-based approaches to internationalization, the 
third view to SME internationalization is the resource-based approach. Research in the area 
of SME internationalization has shifted from the processes to the resources required for 
internationalization (Ruzzier et al., 2006). Based on this view, researchers such as Barney 
(2001) emphasize the relevance of the resource-based view of management, i.e. general and 
entrepreneurial human capital and finance examined on SME internationalization (Westhead, 
Wright, & Ucbasaran, 2001). Although this perspective on SME internationalization is 
promising from other perspectives, for example network opportunities, determining specific 
resource(s) for the internationalization of SMEs is hard because of their heterogeneous 
environments (Ruzzier et al., 2006). 

Barkema and Drogendijk (2007) argue that not all companies internationalize incrementally 
as traditional theories have explained. Some companies take larger steps. Although bypassing 
incremental steps may disadvantage firm performance, they could overcome this via learning 
and increased experiences. Etemad (2004a) emphasizes entrepreneurial firms and the 
importance of the characteristics of SMEs' decision-makers, and states that the process of 
SME internationalization is not the same as an incremental and linear process of 
internationalization. 

Given the core role of knowledge described in earlier stage models, Brennan and Garvey 
(2009, pp. 122–125) categorize Challenges to the incremental Internationalization models as, 
contextual influence in which Importance of the business environment alongside the focus on 
the firm behavior, knowledge-intensive firms who have different needs then different 
internationalization decision and approach browses, advances in ICT in which technological 
facilities make the different internationalization context, and the role of knowledge in which 
development in the assumption of the knowledge, challenges the previous understanding of 
the internationalization's knowledge mentioned in the incremental internationalization 
models. 

Etemad et al. (2010) point to exceptions to the incremental perspective of firm 
internationalization, such as international new ventures3 and Born Globals (both terms are 
used interchangeably) (Fan & Phan, 2007). A new venture or born global firm is international 
from its establishment or does business internationally without ever doing it in the domestic 
market (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005; Rennie, 1993). 

According to Cavusgil and Knight (2009), international new ventures have several features. 
They internationalize from or soon after inception, they are heterogeneous in industry type, 
they have fewer resources than do multinational firms, they use a differentiation strategy to 
gain customer loyalty, they offer higher service or product quality, they rely on external 
partners for exports and shipments, they use IT more, and they have managers who are 
internationally oriented entrepreneurs. Alongside other Born Global features, the role of 
entrepreneurs in SME internationalization is important. Even when researchers studied 
traditional internationalization models among SMEs, they highlighted the role of one person 
whose knowledge has a significant influence on SME internationalization (Ruzzier et al., 
2006). Born Global is a window to another perspective of SME internationalization, namely 
IE. This view covers both the globalization and development of IT. It appeared with the 
emergence of the Internet and stresses SMEs when other internationalization theories do not 
focus on those firms (Etemad et al., 2010). 

                                                
3 To review of another version of this phenomenon, see Rialp, Rialp, Urbano, and Vaillant (2005). 
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2.2.3 International entrepreneurship 

The IE perspective of SME internationalization is the meeting point of international business, 
in our case internationalization and entrepreneurship (McDougall & Oviatt, 2000). 
Internationalization is a firm's commitment to and participation in cross-border activities 
(Etemad et al., 2010), while entrepreneurship is “the discovery, evaluation, and exploitation 
of future goods and services” (Eckhardt & Shane, 2003, p. 339). Hence, IE can be defined as 
“the discovery, enactment, evaluation, and exploitation of opportunities4 across national 
borders to create future goods and services” (McDougall & Oviatt, 2005, p. 540). Although 
the approach of this study to describe SME internationalization perspectives from gradual 
models to IE was based on the introduction of international new ventures, IE is not restricted 
to those new ventures; it also covers established SMEs (Zahra & George, 2002). 

According to Keupp and Gassmann (2009), who reviewed the IE definitions by McDougal 
and Oviatt among others, this definition serves both new ventures and existing firms that are 
seeking to internationalize and highlights the role of opportunities in forging closer ties 
between international business and entrepreneurship. 

According to Etemad (2004a), IE could be adopted among SMEs as a multilayer system that 
involves several entities, entrepreneurs, firms, and markets, each with its attributes and which 
interact with their equivalent entities within their layer and with entities in the next and/or 
previous layer(s). In trying to find the contextual factors that influence the 
internationalization of entrepreneurial firms, Zahra and George (2002) distinguish between 
three factors that influence “the process of creatively discovering and exploiting opportunities 
that lie outside a firm's domestic markets in the pursuit of competitive advantage”, (p. 265). 
These sets of factors are environmental factors, organizational factors, and strategic factors as 
presented in Figure 2-3. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Figure  2-3: Factors that influence the internationalization of SMEs from an IE perspective 
Source: Adapted from Zahra and George (2002, p. 267)  

                                                
4 To understand what opportunity is, see the review by Hansen, Shrader, & Monllor (2011). 
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The internationalization decisions of managers have an important impact on IE alongside the 
resources of the firm and firm-level variables such as firm age and size. When the nature of 
the external ecosystem that a firm is located in is categorized to mask the nature of the 
domestic and international market, a third set of factors influences IE, namely a firm's 
strategies. These factors influence the speed, scope, and extent of IE and through 
internationalization firms gain competitive advantage (Zahra & George, 2002). 

2.2.4 Dimensions of SME internationalization 

The model of Zahra and George (2002) categorizes the influencing factors (the antecedents of 
internationalization) on IE as a process and points to a firm's competitive advantage as the 
antecedents of SME internationalization. They propose three dimensions for IE, which are the 
scope, speed, and extent of IE. The extent of internationalization is the percentage of foreign 
sales, speed is the time between firm inception to internationalizing, and scope is measured 
by the diversity of foreign markets or simply their number (ibid.). 

Luostrinen (1975, cited in Ruzzier and Konečnik, 2006) proposed three dimensions for 
internationalization: product to be offered internationally, operation needed to enter foreign 
markets and market to entrance. Later, Welch (1988) modified these dimensions and 
introduced seven patterns for internationalization: the operation method, sales objects, target 
markets, organizational capacity, personnel, organizational structure, and finance. Welch and 
Luostarinen (1999) proposed six dimensions for internationalization, what to be sold (product 
or sales object), where to do operations (market), how to do operations (operation method in 
foreign market), organizational structure, personnel, and finance. 

The importance of finance as a dimension for internationalization was mentioned in Hassel, 
Höpner, Kurdelbusch, Rehder, and Zugehör (2003), who proposed two dimensions for 
internationalization: financial or corporate governance and production. The proposed six 
dimensions of internationalization adopted partially and tested empirically by Ruzzier and 
Konečnik (2006), who find gap in time as an important dimension for SME 
internationalization. Thus, they introduce the terms, how, where, what, and when to 
internationalize to cover operations, markets, products, and time as dimensions of SME 
internationalization. These dimensions were repeated in the work of Ruzzier et al. (2006), 
who add international performance as a fifth dimension of SME internationalization. Table 
2.1 illustrates the dimensions in selected studies. 

Table  2-1: Internationalization dimensions in selected studies 

source Internationalization 
perspective Internationalization dimensions 

Ruzzier et al. (2006) Integration of traditional 
models and IE 

Mode, Market, Time, Product, 
International Performance 

Hassel et al. (2003) N/A Corporate Governance, Production 

Zahra and George (2002) IE Speed, Scope, Extent 

Welch and Luostarinen 
(1999) Traditional stage models 

What, Where, How, Organizational 
structure, Personnel, Finance 

Luostrinen (1975) in 
Ruzzier and Konečnik 
(2006) 

Traditional stage models Products, Operations, Markets 
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2.2.5 IT and SME internationalization, previous empirical findings 
Etemad et al. (2010) emphasize the importance of the Internet in the internationalization of 
the firm and state that the adoption of Internet-based technologies and processes are 
increasingly used as the backbone of internationalization. Accordingly, they introduce this 
process as “internetization” and state that Internet-based technologies act as the catalyst for 
the internationalization of SMEs. In parallel, Mathews and Healy (2008) use the term 
“internetalisation” to state that the Internet has the ability to help a firm's internationalization 
and market expansion. They also emphasize the need for the determination of the nature of 
the Internet’s influence on SME internationalization. Accordingly, Table 2-2 reviews some 
empirical studies that have addressed the influence of IT/Internet, in particular on SME 
internationalization. 
 



 

-11- 

Table  2-2: Selected studies on the influence of IT/Internet on SME internationalization  

Author(s) Research focus Method / 
sample 

Internationalization 
dimensions Implications  

Mathews and 
Healy (2008) 

Internet influence 
on Australian 

SMEs' international 
market growth rates 

Case 
study/ 12 
Australian 

SMEs 

Process 
 

Internet integrated in the process, allows reaching a vast quantity of information, 
SMEs to have more and deeper contacts with their partners. 

Path 
Internet lets the firm choose its virtual network intermediaries (e.g., websites, search 
engines) to be the unique internationalization path for one-third of studied firms, 
main path or even the supplementary path beside traditional paths.  

Pace 
Internet helped some firms to internationalize from inception (one third of cases), and 
some to internationalize rapidly (one quarter) while others internationalize 
incrementally. 

Current market penetration Using database marketing for some firms, and using websites for all firms causes 
value adding to current customers. 

New market development The firms couldn't internationalize without the Internet or internationalized when 
they use the Internet. 

Loane, 
McNaughton, 
and Bell (2004) 

The 
internationalization 
of Internet-enabled 
and start-up firms 

Case 
study/ 10 

Irish SMEs 

Pace All firms' speeds of internationalization were high, even some from inception that 
supported the Born Global phenomenon 

Patterns Wide market extent confirmed in almost all cases  

Mode All cases used direct exporting and a cost-effective entry mode 

Chrysostome 
and Rosson 
(2004) 

Identifying 
advantages and 

disadvantages of 
Internet usage for 

SME 
internationalization 

No 
sample(s) / 

several 
hypotheses 

built 

[Potential] Advantages Pace of market entry, Multiple market entry, Facilitating entry mode, Building inter-
firm networks in foreign markets 

[Potential] Drawbacks Strength of global competition by Internet usage, Difficulty of saving costs through 
the Internet, Legal issues in Internet usage 
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2.3 Barriers to SMEs' IT adoption, Know-What 

Zappal  (2006) distinguishes between three approaches to studying IT adoption among SMEs. 
The first approach is to consider the supply side, such as the introduction of new applications 
causes demand for them. Another approach is to consider the demand side, namely when 
SME decision-makers are aware of the IT adoption benefits, their use develops to another 
stage of IT adoption. The third approach to studying IT is the social network approach. 

IT adoption takes effect at two levels: organizational adoption and individual or user 
adoption. At the organizational level, the investment and installation of IT occurs, while at 
the user level, individual decisions about use are taken (Fonkych & Taylor, 2005). Some 
scholars (e.g., Limayem & Cheung, 2008) have taken additional steps forward and 
differentiated IT implementation and use into pre-adoption and post-adaption stages to stress 
the importance of continuous IT usage after adoption. Fichman (1992) maps the studies of IT 
adoption and categorizes them into two dimensional paths: a dimensional path regarding the 
nature and complexity of IT and another regarding the adopter. He further categorizes the 
adopter into organizations and individuals, extracts the type of adoption, and offers samples 
of those IT adoption types (Table 2-3). 
 
Table  2-3: Map of IT adoption research 

IT 
adoption 
studies 

IT adoption study level Variable type Dependent variable  

Individual 

Binary 
Adoption 

Non-adoption 

Non-binary 
Adoption time 

Frequency of use 

Organizational 
Binary 

Adoption 

Non-adoption 

Non-binary Stage of 
implementation 

Source: Extracted from Fichman (1992) 
 
As reviewed recently by Oliveira and Martins (2011), the most frequency used individual 
theories of IT adoption are the technology acceptance model (TAM), unified theory of 
acceptance and use of technology (UTAUT), and theory of planned behavior (TPB) as well 
as the diffusion of innovation (DOI) theory and the technology, organization and 
environment (TOE) model for firms. The next subsections review these models. 

2.3.1 Individual's IT adoption models 
According to Holden (2010), the stream of models on how individuals decide to use IT 
started with the TAM (Davis (1986) as cited in Davis, Bagozzi, and Warshaw (1989)), which 
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was based on the theory of reasoned action (TRA)5. Later, Venkatesh and Davis (2000) 
developed the TAM and named the new version TAM2, Venkatesh, Morris, Gordon, and 
Davis (2003) reviewed several studies that addressed TAMs and their study's result was 
UTAUT followed by Venkatesh and Bala’s (2008) model of TAM3 (Figure 2-4). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure  2-4: TAM, UTAUT, and TAM3, intention models of IT adoption by individuals  
Source: Adapted from I) Davis et al. (1989, p. 985), II) Venkatesh et al. (2003, p. 447), III) 
Venkatesh and Bala (2008, p. 276) 

The core idea in TAMs is that individual reaction to the use of IT results in their intention to 
use IT, which results in the actual usage of IT; hence, this reaction-intention-usage cycle 
could be investigated as IT acceptance and use (Venkatesh et al., 2003). As shown in Figure 
2-4, the TAM family of individual IT adoption models deals with two core concepts for6 the 
antecedents of behavioral intention and the use of IT behavior. These concepts are perceived 
usefulness and perceived ease of use. Perceived usefulness is the extent to which a potential 
IT user expects IT usage to increase the performance of her/his functioning in the firm and 
perceived ease of use is the extent to which a potential IT user expects IT usage to be easy to 
do (Davis et al., 1989).  

The TPB (Figure 2-5), is an extension of TRA and the core concept of this model is the 
intention of the prospective user to behave in a certain way (Ajzen, 1991). 
Perceived behavioral control refers to the extent of achieved behavior (Ajzen, 1991), whereas 
subjective norms reflect the influence of society on IT users (Holden, 2010). By interacting 
with the general behavioral attitudes, this makes the intention perceptible, which in turn is a 
predecessor for the actual use of IT in our case (Ajzen, 1991). 

                                                
5 The TRA of Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) and Ajzen and Fishbein (1980), both cited in Ajzen (1991), is a 
general psychological model and intention theory that aims to explain human behavior (Davis et al., 1989). 
6 For a complete definition of the concepts mentioned here and those in Figure 2-4, please see Holden (2010). 
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Figure  2-5: TPB of IT adoption by individuals 
Source: Adapted from Ajzen (1991, p. 182) 
 

2.3.2 Firms’ IT adoption models 

The aim of organizational IT adoption studies is to clarify the technology adoption decisions 
of firms. Hence, the unit of analysis in these models is the firm and in our case an SME 
(Oliveira & Martins, 2011; Ven & Verelst, 2009). The two models that cover this issue are 
DOI theory, which is the work of Rogers (1995), and the TOE model of organizational IT 
adoption by Tornatzky and Fleischer (1990) (see also Oliveira & Martins, 2011). 

Rogers (2003, p. 5) defines diffusion as the “process in which an innovation is communicated 
through certain channels over a period of time among the members of a social system”, while 
“an innovation is an idea, practice, or object that is perceived as new by an individual or other 
unit of adoption” (Rogers, 2003, p. 12). From these two definitions, the key elements in DOI 
theory are innovation, communication channels, time, and social system, which are 
considered to be the antecedents of organizational innovation adoption (Figure 2-6). The 
process of innovation diffusion consists of five stages, which as Rogers (2003) states are: 

• Knowledge, or being aware of the innovation 
• Persuasion in which the attitude towards acceptance shapes 
• Decision whether adopt the innovation or not 
• Implementation of the innovation 
• Confirmation of the decision 
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Figure  2-6: DOI theory by Rogers (1995) 
Source: Adapted from Oliveira and Martins (2011, p. 111) 

 

The central idea of the TOE framework is that technological, environmental, and 
organizational factors influence the decision of IT adoption in firms (Tornatzky and Fleischer 
(1990) in Jahankhani, Nkhoma, & Mouratidis, 2009). Figure 2-6 presents the antecedents of 
technological decision-making and their interaction in the TOE framework. 
 
 
                                                                                                    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure  2-7: TOE framework by Tornatzky and Fleischer (1990) 
Source: Adapted from Oliveira and Martins (2011, p. 112) 

2.3.3 Barriers to IT adoption in SMEs, previous empirical findings 
Considering the framework and models shown in the previous subsections, what hinders 
SMEs from adopting IT? Ihlström, Magnusson, Scupola, and Tuunainen (2003) distinguish 
between the barriers that SMEs face in adopting IT, either internal or external factors. Table 
2-4 presents selected studies of the internal and external barriers to IT adoption. 
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Table  2-4: Selected studies of the barriers to IT adoption  

 
 
 

Author(s) Research focus Method / sample 
IT adoption 

level and 
model 

Major results or assumptions regarding adoption barriers 

Loria, 
Mostaghel, and 
Salehi-Sangari 
(2008) 

Examining e-
government 
adoption among 
Swedish citizens  

A paper-based survey Individual level 
- Significant relationship between citizens’ skills and their e-services usage  
- Less importance of citizens’ demographic characteristics on e-services usage  

 

Gunasekaran 
and Ngai 
(2008) 

Perceived success 
factors and barriers 
to 
e-procurement 
adoption 

A quantitative e-mail 
survey with 
276 randomly 
selected companies 

Firm level 

The critical barriers listed as: 
- Lack of financial support 
- Lack of interoperability and standards with traditional communication systems,  
- Lack of top management support and commitment  
- Not being a priority of the company 
- Lack of data security 
Also, the study suggested a solution for each critical barrier. 

Lewis, Bajwa, 
Pervan, King, 
and Munkvold 
(2007) 

Barriers 
to the adoption and 
use of electronic 
meeting systems 

Survey of 419 
organizations Firm level 

- Lack of incentives 
- Resistance to change 
- High cost 
- Cost of facility  
- Lack of benefit measurement 
- Incompatibility with cognitive styles 
- Staff costs 
- Need to change power structures 
- Poor product positioning 
- Complexity  
- No value-added from adopted technology 
- Defectively designed related software 
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Table 2-4: Selected studies of the barriers to IT adoption (continued) 

Author(s) Research focus Method / sample 
IT adoption 

level and 
model 

Major results or assumptions regarding adoption barriers 

Hollenstein 
(2004) 

Determinants of 
firm-level IT 
adoption and 
adoption barriers 
among other 
adoption factors 

A quantitative survey 
of 6717 firms but 
barriers not illustrated 
from the result 

Firm level 

- Investment costs  
- Human capital restrictions  
- Information barriers and uncertainties about it  
- Managerial barriers 
- Sunk cost barriers may hinder increase in the use of ICT 

Simmons 
(2002) 

e-Learning 
adoption rates and 
barriers 

Study of 144 US 
firms Firm level 

- Time employees availability for training 
- Cost vs. value 
- Difficulty in measuring outcomes 
- Learning content quality 
- Perceived difficulty of use 
- Technology infrastructure 
- Internal resistance to use technology 

Gilbert, 
Balestrini, and 
Littleboy 
(2004) 

Perceived benefits 
and barriers to the 
adoption of e-
government 

555 questionnaires 
distributed Individual level  

- Experience 
- Information quality 
- Financial security 
- Low stress 
- Trust  
- Visual appeal 

Walczuch et al. 
(2000) 

Internet adoption / 
barriers to SMEs 

A mail 
survey in the 
Netherlands of 944 
SMEs 

Firm level - Firm are disquiet if Internet adoption leads to more efficiency or lower costs  
- Internet adoption is unsuitable for the firm's business 
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Further, Ebrahim and Irani (2005) review the literature on adoption barriers and suggest five 
dimensions to IT adoption barriers: infrastructure of IT, security concerns and privacy issues, 
skills, organizational issues, and cost. Most studies reviewed in this thesis were hypothetical 
studies examining the barriers to adoption compared with providing a model or theory-based 
infrastructure to find IT adoption barriers.  

2.4 Summary 

This chapter aimed to explain SME internationalization by reviewing the studies that covered 
IT’s influence on SME internationalization. There are several approaches to SME 
internationalization. The tradition started with stage theories, which were later challenged by 
technological improvements and globalization. International new ventures were the milestone 
of this change from traditional perspectives to new ones. IE is new perspective to 
internationalization that links entrepreneurship and international business. To answer our 
question about the influence of IT on SME internationalization, dimensions regarding 
internationalization perspectives were listed. Section 2-2 ended with the empirical research 
that covered IT’s influence on SME internationalization to reduce the chance of duplication 
and potential bias. 

Section 2-3 reviewed the relevant literature to understand IT adoption in SMEs, such as the 
models, frameworks, and theories that explain organizational or individual-level adoption 
decisions. This section ended with a review of the empirical research on the barriers to IT 
adoption. 
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND 
CONCEPTUALIZATION 

Based on the literature review, this chapter consists of the research questions, which are 
relevant to concepts being developed. It also provides the frame of reference to be applied in 
the process of the research. 

3.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter provided the core knowledge of the research problem, which is a 
diffusion of two research streams, namely the influence of IT on SME internationalization 
and IT adoption barriers to SMEs. This chapter thus has two main aims. The first objective is 
to reshape the problem statement and export the research question from it. The second 
objective is to interlink the phenomena under study with the relevant concepts and the frame 
of reference. 

After this introductory section, section 3.2 provides the research delimitations, and the 
research questions (section 3.3) are then clarified. Section 3.4 deals with the concepts 
relevant to each research question. The frame of reference and summary of the chapter are 
presented in sections 3.5 and 3.6. 

3.2 Delimitations  

The Tech Term Computer Dictionary (2011) states that IT includes whatever is related to 
computing technology (e.g., the Internet and IT staff). Hence, we use this broad definition to 
consider the importance of the Internet in the internationalization of SMEs (Etemad et al., 
2010; Mathews & Healy, 2008; Moini & Tesar, 2005). This research emphasizes the Internet 
as representing IT to understand its influence on entrepreneurial SME internationalization. 

In addition to this delimitation, considering the international activities of the firm e.g. 
exports, franchising, direct and portfolio investment, etc. (Ajami et al., 2006), this study aims 
to understand the influence of IT on export activities among other ways in which firms 
internationalize. 

3.3 Research problem and questions 

In the first chapter, the research problem was outlined as: How to investigate the barriers to 
adopting IT and its influence on the internationalization of SMEs? Consisting of two research 
streams, the research problem can be divided to a) investigating the influence of IT on the 
internationalization of SMEs and b) the barriers to adopting IT among SMEs. Hence, the 
research question could be formulated as: How to investigate the barriers to adopting IT and 
the influence of IT on the internationalization of SMEs? 

Based on the literature review, among SME internationalization perspectives, the researcher 
adopts IE as the appropriate framework to investigate the internationalization of SMEs. 
Considering the IE model of Zahra and George (2002), in which IE, its dimensions, and its 
antecedents are assumed, this research adopts the internationalization indices or dimensions 
of speed, scope, and extent (ibid.). Hence, the first research question is: 
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RQ1: How can the impact of the Internet on the level of SME internationalization be 
investigated? 

Considering internationalization as explained by Etemad et al. (2010), namely firms’ 
participation and commitment in foreign markets, the process of the internationalization of 
entrepreneurial firms is related to how they deal with cross-border opportunities (McDougall 
& Oviatt, 2005).  

Several studies, as shown in Table 2.2, have examined the influence of IT/Internet on the 
internationalization SMEs and the impact of the Internet on SME internationalization (e.g., 
Mathews & Healy, 2008). However, there is a lack of studies of the role of IT/Internet on the 
process of entrepreneurial SME internationalization, as this process is described to be the 
discovery and exploitation of opportunities in the international arena (McDougall & Oviatt, 
2005; Zahra, Korri, & Yu, 2005). Thus, the influence of the Internet on the process of the 
internationalization of entrepreneurial SMEs shapes the second research question: 

RQ2: How can we investigate how the Internet influences IE? 

For the successful adoption of IT, the barriers must be considered. The source of these 
barriers could be related to the people, the SME, or the technology (Gunasekaran & Ngai, 
2008). As IT adoption is either firm-level or individual-level (Fichman, 1992), this research 
aims to determine the barriers to IT adoption at both levels. For the barriers that exist at the 
firm level, TAM is a starting model, while TAM2 and TAM3 explain individuals' IT 
adoption. Thus: 

RQ3: How can individual-level barriers to adopting the Internet among SME employees be 
investigated? 

Firm-level theories have thus far not addressed the barriers to IT adoption. Hence, the fourth 
research question will be formulated as: 
 

RQ4: How can decision-makers' barriers to adopting the Internet among SMEs be 
investigated? 

3.4 Conceptualization and frame of reference 

In order to link the ‘theoretical realms’ of the knowledge, models, and theories from the 
literature review to the ‘empirical realms’, which will be gathered as a field data, and vice 
versa, we must translate the concepts7 to the language of empirical data (measurement) and 
the empirical data to theoretical concepts (abstraction) (Thietart, 2001). 

Thus, in order to carry out measurements, the dimensions of each conceptual area (given 
from a particular research question) will be constructed in relation to their concepts. 

                                                
7 The four ways to define the concepts are ostensive, verbal, conceptual (descriptive), and operational 
definitions. The ostensive definition is defining the concept without using other words, verbal definition is 
defining a concept by another concept, the conceptual definition is a dictionary type definition, that is useful 
when done with construction in lower level, and the operational definition is the quantification of the conceptual 
definition of a concept (Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 2010). 
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Consisting of the following subsections, this section provides the relevant conceptual 
definitions of each research question. 

3.4.1 Internationalization indicators 

As RQ1 deals with the Internet’s influence on the level of SME internationalization by 
adopting the dimensions of IE provided by Zahra and George (2002), Table 3-1 illustrates the 
measurement of SME internationalization. 

Table  3-1: Measurement of SME internationalization indicators 
Conceptual 

area Concept  Conceptual definition Measurement the effect of 
the Internet on the concept 

In
te

rn
at

io
na

liz
at

io
n 

in
di

ca
to

rs
 in

flu
en

ce
d 

by
 In

te
rn

et
 

Internationalizatio
n Scope 

(Kuivalainen, 
Sundqvist, & 

Servais, 2007) 

Market concentration 
- Developing the business in the current 

foreign market 
Market diversification 
- Developing the business in new 

countries 

Assessment of  
- Internet’s influence on 

developing the current 
business in a given 
foreign market 

- IT’s influence on 
diversifying the business 
into new foreign markets 

Internationalizatio
n 

Speed 
(Jerzy & Eugene, 

2009) 

Export readiness 
- The time distance between the year of 

establishment and the year of the first 
export sale 

Export rapidity 
- The rate of export growth over time 

Assessment of 
- Impact of the Internet on 

distance between firm 
inception and firm 
internationalization 

- Growth of foreign 
activities over time 

Internationalizatio
n 

Extent 
(Zahra & George, 

2002) 

Percentage of the foreign activities of the 
SME of all its activities 

Assessment of the impact of 
the Internet on the ratio of 
foreign activities of the firm 
among all its activities 

 
Zahra and George’s (2002) SME internationalization dimensions were the scope, speed, and 
extent of internationalization. The construction of the scope dimension leads to market 
concentration and market diversification as its concepts (Kuivalainen et al., 2007). The speed 
dimension constructed the readiness and rapidity (Jerzy & Eugene, 2009). The extent8 
dimension for this study considered the simplest definition provided by Zahra and George 
(2002). 

3.4.2 International entrepreneurship 

RQ2 investigates the Internet’s influence on IE or the process of the internationalization of 
entrepreneurial SMEs, while IE concerns the identification and exploitation of cross-border 
opportunities (Zahra et al., 2005). Thus, the adopted explanation of IE in this study, based on 
the definition of McDougall and Oviatt (2005, p. 540), is the “discovery, enactment, 
evaluation, and exploitation of opportunities across national borders to create future goods 

                                                
8 Zahra and George (2002) pointed to internationalization extent as the degree of internationalization, which is a 
well-discussed measure for internationalization. For more information, see Sullivan (1994, 1996). 
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and services.” Hence, RQ2 evaluates the Internet’s influence on the identification and 
exploitation of cross-border opportunities. 

Zahra et al. (2005) emphasize opportunity identification and exploitation in the context of IE, 
and thus these two dimensions are examined regarding the Internet’s influence on them. 
Opportunity identification is a process of opportunity recognition and evaluation (Ardichvili, 
Cardozo, & Ray, 2003), while the evaluation is an assessment process (ibid.). Hence, the 
focus of international opportunity identification is on the discovery part of this process. The 
second concept of RQ2's conceptual area is international opportunity exploitation or the 
decision about a new market commitment (Choi & Shepherd, 2004), Table 3-2 shows the 
measurement foundation of RQ2. 

Table  3-2: Measurement of IE  
Conceptual 

area Concept  Conceptual definition Measurement the effect of 
the Internet on the concept 

In
te

rn
et

’s
 in

flu
en

ce
 o

n 
IE

 

international 
opportunity 

identification 
(Ardichvili et al., 

2003) 

International opportunity discovery 
- Perception of matching the market needs 

and available resources 
 

Assessment of the Internet’s 
influence on the perception of 
matching market needs and 
available resources 
 

International 
opportunity 
exploitation 

(Choi & Shepherd, 
2004) 

International opportunity exploitation 
- The decision of commitment in a new 

(foreign) market 
 

Assessment of the influence of 
the Internet on a new foreign 
market commitment decision  

 

3.4.3 Individuals’ barriers to adopting IT 

The conceptualization of individual's barriers to adopting IT is based on the TAM wave of 
models. Vishwanath and Scamurra (2007) review studies of IT adoption barriers, addressing 
the lack of perceived ease of use and usefulness as an approach to assess IT adoption barriers 
at the IT user level. Table 3.3 illustrates the measurement of the concepts of RQ3. The 
conceptual definition of the lack of perceived ease of use and lack of perceived usefulness is 
based on Davis et al. (1989). 

Table  3-3: Measurement of individuals’ barriers to adopting IT 
Conceptual 

area Concept Conceptual definition Measurement 

In
di

vi
du

al
 

ba
rr

ie
rs

 Lack of Perceived 
Ease of use, 

Davis et al. (1989) 

Lack of perceived ease of use is the extent to 
which a potential IT user expects IT usage 
not to be easy 

Assessment of factors that 
cause a decrease in the 
individual's perceived ease of 
using IT  

Lack of Perceived 
usefulness, 

Davis et al. (1989) 

Lack of perceived usefulness is the extent to 
which a potential IT user expects that IT 
usage will decrease the performance of 
her/his functioning in the firm 

Assessment of factors that 
cause a decrease in the 
individual's perceived 
usefulness of IT 
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SME internationalization 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Individual level barriers 

 
                          

SME IT adoption 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Firm level barriers 

    SME internationalization indices 
 
 
 
 

International Entrepreneurship 

3.4.4 Barriers to the adoption of IT for SMEs 

RQ4 considered IT adoption barriers at the firm level, which will be illustrated using the TOE 
framework in Table 3-4. 

Table  3-4: Barriers to the adoption of IT for SMEs 
Conceptual 

area Concept Conceptual definition Measurement 

In
di

vi
du

al
 

ba
rr

ie
rs

 Technological 
barriers The barriers that relate to the technology Assessment of the barriers that 

relate to the technology 

Organizational 
barriers The barriers that relate to the organization Assessment of the barriers that 

relate to the organization 

Environmental 
barriers The barriers that relate to the environment Assessment of the barriers that 

relate to the environment 

3.4.5 Conceptual framework 

As Thietart (2001) stated, the researcher should ground the research questions and existing 
literature on a conceptual framework, which describes, most often in a graphic form, the main 
dimensions to be studied. This framework provides the basis on which to construct a 
methodology and helps determine the characteristics of the case under study and units of 
analysis as well as the key variables and the relationships assumed to exist between them . It 
also determines the data to be collected and analyzed (ibid). Figure 3.1 presents the 
conceptual framework of the current study based on the models and theories related to the 
research questions. 

 

 

 

 

                  

             

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure  3-1: Graphical representation of the research's conceptual framework 
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3.5 Summary 

This chapter reformulated the research problem to the research questions. Because of the 
need to translate the concepts to the field data and vice versa, this chapter provided the 
measurements for the research question's concepts. It also produced the conceptual 
framework as the antecedent for the next chapter, in which the research methodology is 
discussed. 
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CHAPTER 4: METHODOLOGY 

This chapter provides a sequentially presented methodology to guide the qualified process of 
data collection and analysis for answering the current research's questions. 

4.1 Introduction  

Based on the research's problem area and literature review, the previous chapter developed a 
frame of reference and several research questions to be answered in the current study. In this 
chapter, the path in which these questions should be answered is described. 

Clough and Nutbrown (2007) state that the methodology isn't just a matter to deal with just in 
a particular chapter; it should cover the whole research. The current study started by shaping 
an idea to writing the research proposal and study plan. Subsequently, the first three chapters 
shaped the methodological decisions. According to Jonker and Pennink (2009), the 
methodology is the domain or path to be followed for reaching the research answers. When 
the start and finish points and the research map are determined by the methodology, the 
researcher's steps on this road are defined by certain methods and techniques. In this study, 
the methodological decisions and selected methods are based on a multilayer sequence 
introduced by Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2009, p. 108) named the ‘research onion’. The 
methodological decisions mainly concern the three outer layers, which are philosophies 
(section 4.2, Research paradigm), approaches (sections 4.3 and 4.4, Research purpose and 
Research approach), and strategies (section 4.5, Research strategy). Further, particular 
methods and techniques are a matter of the three inner layers, which are the choices and time 
horizon layers (section 4.6, Sample selection), and techniques and procedures (sections 4.7 
and 4.8, Data collection methods and Data analysis). Research quality criteria are given in 
section 4.9. 

4.2  Research paradigm 

A paradigm, as stated by Maxwell (2005), is a broad-spectrum philosophical assumption with 
respect to a researcher's view of reality (ontology) and understanding of it (epistemology). 
These assumptions include a particular way of conducting (methodology) the research (ibid.). 
Saunders et al. (2009) classify research paradigms as positivism, realism, interpretivism, and 
pragmatism. 

Based on Saunders et al. (2009, p. 118), the description of each paradigm is not positivism 
because of its causality orientation and highly structured methodology, and not pragmatism 
because of its multiple chosen view of reality and methodology. In this study, the researcher’s 
paradigm is more realism than interpretivism. Although the researcher is aware of bias and 
the probability of the findings being true, he also wants to make an in-depth investigation of 
the reality upon which his window is open. 

4.3  Research purpose 

The ways in which a researcher answers the research questions can be either exploratory, 
descriptive, or explanatory (Saunders et al., 2009). The exploratory research purpose is 
appropriate when the researcher has a lack of knowledge about the research problem(s) (Hair 
et al., 2007). Descriptive studies result in descriptive data about the phenomena being 
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researched (ibid.). When doing a descriptive study, the researcher must have a noticeable 
understanding about the research interest before collecting data on it. In explanatory research, 
the purpose is to explain relationships between variables; hence, it is also named casual 
research (Saunders et al., 2009). 

Saunders et al. (2009) regard the feasibility of complementary research purposes. The main 
purpose of this thesis is to explore how IT influences SME internationalization and the 
barriers that prevent SMEs adopting IT. Alongside  this exploratory goal, the research also 
aims to find the casual linkage between adopting IT and SME internationalization and 
describe IT adoption barriers for SMEs. 

4.4 Research approach 

Saunders et al. (2009) state that the researcher’s paradigms can be either deductive 
(appropriate for testing a theory) or inductive (helping it be built). Further, research 
approaches can be qualitative or quantitative (Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 2010; Thietart, 
2001). Quantitative approaches deal with quantities and the research results are usually 
presented in statistical formats (Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 2010). This approach handles 
tests rather than constructs (Thietart, 2001). The qualitative approach is rather construct-
oriented  (Thietart, 2001) and uses non-numerical elements (Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 
2010). According to Hair et al. (2007), a qualitative research approach is most appropriate 
and indeed the only method for achieving some research objectives. Sachdeva (2009), 
adapted from Cooper and Schindler (2006), compared these two approaches and 
distinguished them by research focus, researcher involvement and study purpose (Table 4-1).  

Table  4-1: Qualitative and quantitative research approaches 

Research agenda Qualitative Quantitative 

Focus Understand and interpret Describe, explain, and predict 

Involvement High as researcher is participant 
and catalyst 

Researcher keeps him/herself 
away to reduce bias 

Purpose In-depth understanding, theory 
building 

Describe, predict, and test 
theory 

Source: adapted from Cooper and Schindler (2006) in Sachdeva (2009, p. 182) 

Based on the foregoing, the present study uses qualitative and inductive approaches since the 
research problem is investigating IT’s influence on the internationalization of SMEs and 
barriers to IT adoption among those firms. This is a phenomenon that lack current theory. 

4.5 Research strategy 

Saunders et al. (2009) emphasize the importance of a research strategy and state that it should 
be suitable to help the researcher answers her/his research question(s) and achieve her/his 
objectives. Several strategies are available to conduct research. An experimental strategy is 
often used in natural sciences to find casual linkages between variables. A survey strategy 
usually has a deductive purpose in which quantitative data are gathered through questioner 
tools. A case study is opposite a experimental strategy because it is not conducted in a very 
controlled context and it is associated with a need for a deeper understanding of the processes 
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and phenomena. The action research strategy has several themes such as being part of a 
organization in which the research is taking place, and its focus is on change. The grounded 
theory strategy is good for theory building and its initial phase occurs without a particular 
research framework. Ethnography is used most often in social studies; this is a very time-
consuming research strategy that needs the researcher to act as a part of the society 
researched. Finally, archival research is another strategy in which the focus is on past events 
and processes (ibid.). 

Taking into consideration the research questions and frame of reference of this study, the 
experimental, action research, ethnography, archival research, and grounded theory strategies 
are unsuitable based on their attributes. Further, the survey strategy does not fit our 
qualitative purpose. Accordingly, based on the given research paradigm and Saunders et al.’s 
(2009, p. 118) suggestions, the research strategy using the realism and interpretivism 
paradigms that is appropriate for the current research is the multiple case study. 

4.6 Sample selection 

For selecting samples, the researcher must have a plan in which the sample population and 
sample frame (a list for possible samples) are defined (Hair et al., 2007). In the current thesis, 
the target population is Iranian SMEs, and the sampling frame is the database of the ISIPO 
(Iran's Small Industries and Industrial Parks Organization). 

Several researchers (e.g., Hair et al., 2007; Saunders et al., 2009; Thietart, 2001) divide 
sampling into probability sampling, in which every element has a given chance of being 
selected, and non-probability sampling, in which each element does not have a compulsory 
selection chance. Hair et al. (2007) state that non-probability sampling is widely used in 
exploratory research. As the purpose of this research is exploratory and descriptive, the 
research approach is qualitative and the research strategy is case study, non-probability 
sampling is the right method for the current research. 

According to Hair et al. (2007), non-probability sampling can be categorized into: 

• Availability or convenience sampling, in which the selection is based on sample 
availability. This is usually quick and cost effective; 

• Self-selection sampling, in which cases are selected based on their desire to be 
selected as samples; 

• Snowball sampling, in which the initial sample(s) direct the researcher to other 
samples until the required sample size has been reached; 

• Quota sampling, which is a non-probability version of stratified random sampling in 
which the strata is defined by the researcher. By considering the defined sample size, 
a quota from each stratum will be set; 

• Purposive or judgment sampling, a form of convenience sampling in which the 
researcher chooses the sample because he/she believes that it represents the target 
population. 
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Saunders et al. (2009) divide judgment or purposive sampling into several sub-techniques, 
such as: 

• Extreme sampling, which focuses on unusual cases; 
• Heterogeneous sampling, in which completely different cases are selected, enabling 

the researcher to describe key themes; 
• Homogeneous sampling, which focuses on special subgroups drawn from the study; 
• Critical case sampling, which focuses on the importance of cases assuming a result 

can be generalized; 
• Typical case sampling, which focuses on illustrations.  

In this thesis, the homogeneous purposive sampling technique is selected as the most 
appropriable because the idea of this study is to deeply understand how IT influences SMEs 
and what obstacles they face to adopting IT. Hence, samples are purposively selected Iranian 
SMEs that are active in export activities and are familiar with the usage of IT. Entrepreneurial 
cases are thus selected from the ISIPO database and Iranian Export Directory, as the revised 
sampling frame, to form a homogeneous sample. 

There are no specific roles for calculating non-probability sample sizes (Saunders et al., 
2009). Thus, for guidance on ensuring a sufficient sample size, the researcher must re-
conduct the study on new cases until ‘data saturation’ is reached, namely when the study of 
new cases provides no or few new insights (ibid.). Therefore, the sample size for this study 
was four Iranian SMEs, which provided sufficient data for conducting the current study. 

4.7  Data collection methods 

There are two kinds of data in research, secondary or existing data generated by someone else 
and primary data or original data, which is collected during the research (Hair et al., 2007; 
Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 2010; Saunders et al., 2009; Thietart, 2001). A source of 
secondary data could be either surveys or documentary materials (Saunders et al., 2009). As 
primary data should be collected, there is a need for a collecting method, which varies in 
regard to the research approach being qualitative or quantitative (Thietart, 2001). 

Appropriate primary data collection methods for qualitative approaches are observation and 
interview (Saunders et al., 2009). Two dimensions for categorizing interviews are structured 
(if yes, to which extent) or not, and interview mode, such as face-to-face, via telephone, or 
via the Internet (Hair et al., 2007; Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 2010; Saunders et al., 2009; 
Thietart, 2001). 

According to Saunders et al. (2009), structured interviews are conducted using a 
questionnaire, whereas in semi-structured interviews the interviewer uses a list of questions 
as an interview guide (Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 2010). The nature of this list and its 
organization may differ from one interview to another. Compared with structured and semi-
structured interviews, unstructured interviews are informal and do not have a prearranged 
interview guide (Saunders et al., 2009). 

In the current study, for secondary data documentation, the researcher considered the data 
available in the ISIPO (Iran Small Industries and Industrial Parks Organization), information 
from the SME-EOffice official website (www.sme.ir) as well as available case firm websites 

http://www.sme.ir)
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and internal documents. To collect primary data, the researcher used interviewing compared 
with observation. Observation was not considered because of the nature of SMEs and the 
research questions and time sequence of data development. 

I interviewed the managers of each firm. Individual interviews were preferred to group 
interviewing or a combination of individual and group interviewing, because knowledge 
about SMEs is mostly provided by the founder/managers of each firm. Face-to-face semi-
structured interviews were selected because of the lack of the researcher’s knowledge about 
the research problem and his need to conduct interviews using a list of questions based on the 
research questions and concepts in the conceptual framework (Appendix A). 

4.8  Data presentation and analysis 

Alongside data presentation, several data analysis methods exist, each with its weaknesses 
and strengths. Thus, the researcher should select them based on the research questions and the 
discipline in which she/he wants to answer them (Thietart, 2001). According to Hair et al. 
(2007), the objective of qualitative data analysis is to identify, examine, compare, and 
interpret patterns and themes. Saunders et al. (2009) emphasize that qualitative data analysis 
should be based on conceptualization and sequences three types of processes: summarizing 
the data to reduce the amount of data, categorizing them by defining, categorizing, and 
assigning relevant data to those categories, and structuring meanings in order to analyze the 
qualitative data. Likewise, Denscombe (2007) emphasizes the process of coding and 
categorizing the data, which is distinct from putting a reference code on the various pieces of 
data. Coding the data, in this sense, involves breaking the data down into units of analysis 
and categorizing these units of analysis, while the raw data take the form of interview 
transcripts, field notes, documents, and recorded media. 

In the current study, for analyzing data the researcher considered the detailed sequence 
introduced by Denscombe (2007) and used the qualitative data analysis program NVivo. 
After backing up all materials, interview transcripts were made and the data were handled in 
same software. This enabled the researcher to add notes later, comment on the raw data, and 
find linkages between materials. 

4.9 Quality issues 

Saunders et al. (2009) state that three types of quality issues can affect the study's results 
when using semi-structured interviews: if other researchers repeat the research and find the 
same answers (reliability), if the result of the case studies can be generalized to another cases 
(validity), and what variety of bias (interviewee or researcher bias).  

According to Hair et al. (2007), to ensure reliability and validity in the qualitative research, it 
is helpful to use triangulation between the researcher, data, methods and theory. The 
researcher cannot use all types but should find the best method(s). In the current study, to 
gain methods triangulation in both interviews and documentation, data triangulation included 
different types of questions and several case studies. 

To decrease bias as Saunders et al. (2009) suggest, the researcher can upgrade his/her level of 
knowledge and familiarize participants with the research by sending them materials before 
conducting the interviews. Hair et al. (2007) suggest other methods such as participant 
feedback and external peer review to ensure research quality. In this study, recording the 
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interviews and sending the transcripts to interviewees to correct any potential mistakes 
represented participant feedback. Further, researchers from the Lulea University of 
Technology and University of Tehran checked the interview guide and data presentation and 
analysis process (i.e. external peer reviewing). 

4.10 Summary  

Table 4.2 summarizes this chapter. 

Table  4-2: Research methodology 

Research 
problem 

Research 
purpose 

Research 
approach Research strategy Sample selection 

technique 
Data collection 

method 

How to 
investigate 
the barriers 
to adopting 
IT and the 

influence of 
IT on the 

internationa
lization of 

SMEs? 

 ■ Exploratory 
 □ Explanatory 
 ■ Descriptive 

● Inductive 
○ Deductive 

○ Experiment 
○ Survey 
○ Action research 
○ Grounded theory 
○ Ethnography 
○ Archival research 
● Case study 
 ○ Single 
 ● Multiple 

○ Probability 
● Non-Probability 
 ○ Convenience 
 ○ Self selection 
 ○ Quota 
 ○ Snow ball 
 ● Purposive 
   (Homogeneous) 

■ Documentation 
□ Observation 
■ Interview 
 (semi-structured, 
individual, face-
to-face) 

○ Quantitative 
● Qualitative 

Research 
Quality  Triangulation, interviewee and interviewer preparation, participant feedback, external peer review 
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CHAPTER 5: DATA PRESENTATION 

This chapter presents the empirical data gathered in the data collection phase of the current 
study and prepares the prerequisites for analyzing these gathered data. 

5.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter developed the methodology and techniques for conducting the 
fieldwork part of the study. This chapter presents the empirical data gathered from 
conducting interviews with the owner/managers of three Iranian SMEs as well as assessing 
their documents. After this introductory section, the empirical data gathered in the field study 
is presented in sections 5.2, 5.3, and 5.4. 

5.2 Case one: SME A 

The first company, which is denoted in this study SME A, is active in the field of electrical 
wire and cable production. The respondent left academic education and started his business 
when he was 22 years old. His first established company was unsuccessful and closed after 
three years, after which he started his current job with three workers and an admin assistant 
(seven years ago). 

SME A has about 45 white- and blue-collar employees. Product diversification has been 
increased from just one product to 68 products in 2011, and as such the annual sales of the 
company grew significantly in 2009 (4.8 times that in 2008) and 2010 (1.2 times that in 
2009). Annual sales were estimated to reach 13.8 million Euros by the end of 2011. SME A 
exports to the Persian Gulf states and Turkey and it has several orders from Afghanistan. The 
company imports manufacturing machines and technology from Germany among other 
European countries and raw materials from Asian countries, mostly China. 

5.2.1 Internet’s influence on internationalization indicators 

SME A uses IT in several ways internationally. For example, the company's bilingual website 
introduces its experiences and products and enables potential customers and suppliers to 
connect with it. The company also has a contract with online advertisement providers, works 
on search engine marketing, and uses mass email advertisements. 

5.2.1.1 Scope  

Regarding the Internet’s influence on developing current business in a given foreign market, 
SME A uses its website to handle its activities faster and cheaper. When the respondent was 
asked to explain, he stated: “Although we have representative staff in Turkey, we directly 
work with our customers, we send online invoices, bills of landing are done by the Internet, 
and the customer pays online so we need fewer staff there to carry out our business.” The 
respondent added that the role of the Internet is important to increase market share when the 
company's products are available in a country, because all their products have information 
about SME A’s website and online contact information. He also mentioned that by using the 
Internet, the company can customize its products to fit with the current market and gain 
customers more rapidly. He further pointed out that the Internet made the company more 
compatible. 
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The respondent mentioned the impact of the company's website on the reputation of the firm 
and clarified that when company visitors contacted potential users, they are asked to provide 
the company's website address to examine the company's reputation. When the respondent 
was asked about IT’s influence on diversifying the business into new foreign markets, he 
explained that the Internet is useful as an advertising tool for attracting customers in a new 
country and could facilitate evaluating the targeted market and clarifying the potential rivalry 
in that market. 

5.2.1.2 Speed 

The respondent argued that using IT internationally could allow the firm to internationalize 
from its inception, but he made it clear that this was not the case for SME A. He explained 
how the Internet influences the distance between SME A's inception and its 
internationalization, described the Internet as a “friction-free investment,” and argued that it 
helps overcome cultural differences and accordingly helps the elimination of language 
problems. According to the respondent, the Internet makes it possible to do business 24 hours 
a day, seven days a week, so it helps overcome restrictions related to the time. 

The respondent emphasized the role of the Internet on the growth of foreign activities over 
time. He stated that the Internet makes rivals among suppliers but creates more potential 
customers and helps eliminate intermediaries by buying and selling without the paperwork. 
This makes it easier to perform and revise contracts internationally and reduce costs. He 
explained: “In the early years, when I wanted to import a plastic injection machine, I had to 
travel to the exporter’s country to see the performance of the machine on the production line. 
Nowadays, I do a contract online. I review the machine’s attributes online, even the length of 
a shaft, and the technology provider sends me pictures of the machine on each side. I mention 
warranty conditions in the contract and things get done faster.” 

5.2.1.3 Extent 
The respondent of SME A asserted that the influence of the Internet on the extent of SME 
internationalization should be measured with respect to the firm's strategies. He said: “Once 
we found a customer in the UAE through our website. He wanted to buy about 95% of our 
annual production in a single contract, but our strategy is to satisfy our loyal domestic 
customers in the first place. Hence, the Internet has the potential to change the ratio of our 
export to all of our sales, but we do limit our foreign sales based on our limits of production.”  

5.2.2 Internet’s influence on IE 
The respondent of SME A emphasized that the Internet is an opportunity for his firm in terms 
of online education. Comparing online and in-class training, he mentioned that it is cost 
effective and keeps the production line going during the absence of a trainee. According to 
the respondent, SME A seeks international opportunities and is aware about them. The 
respondent linked opportunity exploitation with risk taking. The following parts of this 
subsection deal with the respondent's viewpoint on the Internet’s influence on the discovery 
and exploitation of international opportunities. 

5.2.2.1 Opportunity identification 
Regarding the Internet’s influence on the perception of matching market needs and available 
resources, SME A monitors international markets. He said: “For instance, we are a member 
of a site for an annual fee. This site sends us international tenders and auctions, and some of 
our sales are based on those notified tenders. We use the Internet to understand our desired 
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markets’ weaknesses and strengths.,” The respondent also argued that the Internet helps him 
know his company’s weaknesses in the domestic market and use this information to 
overcome those obstacles using international resources. He mentioned that SME A seeks 
current technologies in this field using the Internet. 

5.2.2.2 Opportunity exploitation 
Regarding how the Internet influences the decision to enter a new foreign market, the 
respondent pointed to the Internet as a marketing tool “that can help the firm use the 
discovered opportunities.”  The respondent also said that the Internet helps his firm monitor 
changes in the market. Moreover, he claimed that the Internet could better serve customers by 
helping customize the firm’s products as desired in the targeted market. The respondent also 
stated that the Internet could help SME A monitor the rivalry in the market in and discover 
opportunities to enter it. Accordingly, he pointed out that the “ Internet helps his firm engage 
in business networks and use their capabilities in target markets.”  

5.2.3 Individuals’ barriers to adopting IT 
According to the respondent, IT hinders employees compared with managers and experts. He 
also emphasized that the cost of implementing IT is not a considerable barrier to adopting it, 
since SME A implemented its IT infrastructure several years ago. 

5.2.3.1 Lack of perceived ease of use 
Regarding the assessment of factors that decrease an individual's perceived ease of using IT, 
the respondent pointed to a lack of IT knowledge and its training costs as well as renewing 
software. He also pointed to language problems for international interactions. The respondent 
also was concerned about security and trust problems. He further explained: “Our company 
uses an IT-based production line and an integrated IT network, and so I am afraid that using 
the Internet for international communication reduces the security level of the company. Also, 
as we don’t have face-to-face contact with our potential customers or suppliers, we have 
concerns about if we can trust them or not.”  

5.2.3.2 Lack of perceived usefulness 
Regarding factors that cause a lack of IT's perceived usefulness, the respondent said that the 
most important factor was IT investment. He stated: “We are not sure whether even the 
implementation of IT has any application for our firm or not?”  He also mentioned that using 
a website caused more competition to his company and even some fraud attempts. 

5.2.4 Barriers to the adoption of IT for SMEs 
Examining SME A's firm-level barriers to adopting IT, the respondent rated environmental 
barriers as the most important category followed by organizational and technological barriers. 
The respondent also interlinked the three categories of barriers; for instance, he related the 
usage risk of not copyrighted software as a technological barrier and an environmental 
barrier. 

5.2.4.1 Technological barriers 
The respondent pointed to the lack of network coverage on industrial sites and periodic 
interruption of communication channels. He also mentioned the lack of software support and 
availability of specialist helpdesks. Regarding software, he also emphasized the risk of 
accessing non-original software and whether after using a copyrighted software they register 
it or not because of international conflicts. The respondent stated that antivirus and antispams 
are not 100% reliable and had concerns about IT security and related hazards. 
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5.2.4.2 Organizational barriers 
The respondent highlighted two factors: managers’ attitudes and employee commitment. He 
explained: “Sometimes when we decided to introduce a new technology, some employees are 
afraid whether that technology acts as an alternative to themselves and that they may lose 
their jobs.”  He further added that if any SME wants to use IT internationally, it must recruit 
an IT administrator, which may be costly.  

5.2.4.3 Environmental barriers 
The respondent pointed to the difference in the culture and language of both sides of an 
international partnership via the Internet as a barrier to using the Internet effectively. He also 
emphasized that political issues and problems “made the usage of the Internet in 
international activities face serious problems.”  Accordingly, the respondent mentioned the 
bureaucracy both at home and abroad as an obstacle to the adoption of IT internationally. 

5.3 Case two: SME B 

Case two, denoted in the current study as SME B, is a producer and exporter of building 
materials, gypsum particularly. The founder/manager, who in his early 40s, started his career 
after high school and had several unsuccessful attempts, between them a bankruptcy in his 
mid-20s. In 2000, he founded his current company with few employees; for several years 
before the inception of SME B, he was active in transferring building materials abroad. 

SME B's international activities are mainly exporting to countries located on the south coast 
of the Persian Gulf. Alongside exporting, the company maintains its ties with European 
partners and actually has a relationship with a Spanish manufacturer for exchanging 
technology and finance. 

5.3.1 Internet’s influence on internationalization indicators 
According to the respondent, the company carry out all its internal activities paperless and the 
production site is maintained and monitored by IT. In its international activities, SME B is a 
member of an e-marketplace and uses Internet marketing. 

5.3.1.1 Scope  
Assessing the Internet’s influence on developing a current business in foreign markets, the 
respondent emphasized that the Internet is a tool that lifts competitive abilities and has the 
potential to reduce the overall operation cost of doing business by expanding current 
activities. The respondent linked the Internet with the reengineering of SME B's activities and 
stated that using the Internet lifted the efficiency of activities and made current customers 
stay with the company while upgrading regular customers to loyal ones. The respondent also 
pointed to the Internet as a tool that helped bypass brokers and enabled his company to deal 
with its customers directly. In the case of the Internet’s influence on diversifying the business 
into new foreign markets, SME B uses the Internet to monitor the conditions of potential 
markets and as a marketing channel. 
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5.3.1.2 Speed  

Regarding the impact of the Internet on the distance between firm inception and 
internationalization, the respondent was unsure whether the Internet actually had an impact 
on the first export experience of his firm. However, he argued that the “Internet has the 
potential to internationalize a given firm from its inception and if I had had the same 
experience that I have today eight years ago, it wouldn’t have taken two years for our first 
export.” 

He pointed out that the Internet helps the firm overcome obstacles caused by differences in 
time horizon. It is also perceived by the respondent to be a facilitator of finding proper 
markets and it helps increase the chance of finding proper customers faster. On assessing the 
growth of foreign activities over time, the respondent pointed to the importance of the 
Internet for making contacts at less cost compared with traditional work trips. He also 
emphasized the importance of Internet marketing on increasing the rate of exports over time. 

5.3.1.3 Extent  
On assessing the impact of the Internet on the ratio of the firm's foreign activities, the 
respondent stated that as the firm is export-oriented, the Internet’s influence was not 
measurable. He explained: “The foreign market capabilities for a firm are huge compared 
with domestic choices. So it is wiser for firms to seek international customers, and the 
Internet can shift their direction as a marketing tool and a backbone for an international 
network of partners. It can also decrease the cost of international activities to help make the 
firm's international market competitive compared with its home market.”  

5.3.2 Internet’s influence on IE 
When talking about the international opportunities of his firm, SME B's owner/manager 
argued that opportunity and chance are sometimes the same thing. Accordingly, he stated that 
there are more opportunities in the international market than in the domestic one, but that it's 
more difficult to exploit them.  

5.3.2.1 Opportunity identification 
Assessing the Internet’s influence on the perception of matching market needs and available 
resources, the respondent categorized this impact as understanding the market situation, 
potential competitors' capabilities and weaknesses and self-assessment regarding those 
competitors. The respondent argued that the Internet links the prior knowledge of the 
entrepreneur to market situations. He further explained: “I believe that discovering the 
international opportunities of my firm is mostly related to the way in which previous 
knowledge is compared with the current situation and the Internet significantly facilitates this 
comparison.”  

5.3.2.2 Opportunity exploitation 
Regarding the assessment of the Internet’s influence on entering new foreign markets, the 
respondent pointed to the potential of the Internet for monitoring competitors, evaluating firm 
capabilities in the targeted markets, creating new networks, and maintaining and improving 
current market opportunities (e.g. by customizing products). He stated: “It is very important 
to see the consumer as the most important international opportunity for our firm, so the 
Internet could help our firm expand their loyalty and the length of our relationships.”  The 
respondent also said that the Internet could be used for evaluating pilot attempts in a given 
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market and that it typically acts as a marketing channel to help establish direct contact with 
those discovered in the opportunity-seeking phase. 

5.3.3 Individuals’ barriers to adopting IT 
For the respondent, the implementation and use of IT in his firm and among the firm's staff is 
very important, but SME B's staff’s willingness and attitude to use IT is less important. 
 

5.3.3.1 Lack of perceived ease of use 
Regarding the factors that decrease the individual's perceived ease of using IT, the respondent 
questioned: “I'm not sure. whether using IT is secure and if relations via IT are trustable.”  
The respondent also pointed to the insufficient experience and knowledge for efficient 
application as a barrier to adopting IT and asserted that preparing and training the staff would 
be costly and time consuming. 

5.3.3.2 Lack of perceived usefulness 
Regarding the assessment of factors that decrease the individual's perceived usefulness of IT, 
the respondent argued that IT-based contacts do not have the same impact to a potential 
consumer as face-to-face and traditional contacts do. Accordingly, he pointed to the 
complexity and cost of IT and asserted that investment in IT may not be returnable as 
predicted. The respondent also argued that IT makes his firm transparent to competitors and 
that the Internet may cause side effects to his firm. 

5.3.4 Barriers to the adoption of IT for SMEs 
Regarding firm-level barriers to adopting IT, the respondent rated environmental barriers as 
the most important and stated that technological and organizational barriers have similar 
levels of importance. 

5.3.4.1 Technological barriers 
The respondent pointed to the poor quality of IT/telecom services in the rural industrial area 
where his firm located. He also had concerns about the risk of accessing non-original 
software and the damage that the usage of non-copyrighted software may cause. The 
respondent emphasized his concerns about communication security and was uncertain about 
what technology SME B's potential partners may use: “Some customers prefer to use a 
certain e-marketplace and it is a difficult choice to decide even to participate with that 
service provider or lose those consumers.”  

5.3.4.2 Organizational barriers 
The respondent argued that employee resistance to change and implementing IT hindered the 
adoption of IT in his firm. He also asserted that IT adoption needs a separate department and 
allocated staff and that this is another organizational difficulty. He also pointed to the 
complexity of reorganizing the company: “ It is difficult to change old arrangements and to 
put things together in another way using IT.”  

5.3.4.3 Environmental barriers 
The respondent emphasized the role of government regulation and the difficulties related to 
it, and pointed to the cultural and social differences as sources of limited IT adoption. He also 
argued that as international relationships with foreign partners are not stable, adopting a 
particular information system that that partner uses may not be a wise decision. Further, the 
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respondent pointed to the international restrictions that his firm faces, while the lack of 
international protocols and agreements was another source of uncertainty about adopting IT. 

5.4 Case three: SME C 

Case three, denoted in the current study by SME C, is a manufacturer of small boats and 
tankers. The founding family have long been active in the insulation and maintenance of 
wooden vessels and other sea equipment. According to the respondent, a middle aged lady, 
the firm was established about 17 years ago. The respondent had for several years worked in 
other companies, even in management positions, before joining the family-owned SME C in 
its early stages of development. 

As the company’s work is project-based, it has about 20 staff but the number of workers may 
increase to 50 based on the company's job queue and the company often outsources parts of 
its manufacturing activities. Facing a severe condition and financial crisis, the average annual 
sales of the company in recent years were about 0.86 million Euros. 

SME C's international activities include importing raw materials from Europe, mainly 
England (resin and industrial paints), and southeastern countries in Asia, mainly Malaysia 
and China (wooden raw materials). It also imports technology, contracts with international 
designers and producers, and exports the built boats to neighboring partners in the Persian 
Gulf states. 

5.4.1 Internet’s influence on internationalization indicators 
According to the respondent, SME C uses the Internet in several ways. Besides direct online 
contacts with its international consultants and loyal customers, its website promotes the 
company. Further the company is a member of an e-marketplace, which is a website that 
links potential suppliers and customers and occasionally sends information about a customer's 
requests or suppliers' offers. 

5.4.1.1 Scope 

Assessing the Internet’s influence on developing current business in foreign markets, the 
respondent emphasized that word-of-mouth spreads faster through the Internet when engaged 
in a foreign market. “People who have experienced our product will talk about their 
experiences and will address our website. The website information, if well presented, 
facilitates the online word-of-mouth.” The respondent added that with an established base in a 
given market, using the Internet reduces the overall cost in that country so that a firm can 
allocate resources to gain market share. The respondent said that it is very important to have a 
sustainable business in the gained market, and the Internet helps SME C increase the period 
in which the company can continue its partnership with a certain customer. 

She also pointed to the role of online after-sales service in raising the company's market share 
in its current market. According to the respondent, the Internet as a tool also increases SME 
C's competition capability against its rivals in current international markets. In the case of the 
Internet’s influence on diversifying the business into new foreign markets, the respondent 
stated that SME C uses the Internet for marketing and advertising and that the Internet helps 
the firm better understand certain market capabilities and needs before taking the decision to 
enter it. 
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5.4.1.2 Speed 

Regarding the assessment of the impact of the Internet on the distance between firm 
experience and firm internationalization, the respondent said that her firm did not experience 
Internet usage for its first export. She added that the “Internet made the firm capable of being 
internationalized from its inception, since it could do marketing immediately in both domestic 
and foreign markets as well.” She emphasized the role of the Internet on overcoming cultural 
and language obstacles from inception. Further, contacting customers via the Internet is much 
easier than talking with a potential foreign customer on the phone. The respondent placed 
more weight on the role of the Internet in the growth of foreign activities over time; SME C 
found some of its customers through searching the Internet and the cost of business decreased 
over time as a result. According to the respondent, the Internet facilitates the finance process 
by attracting potential investors. She also stated that all initial contact with the firm’s partners 
is through the Internet, which is “significantly faster than the traditional modes of face-to-
face contact and negotiations.”  

The respondent used the term 'marketing speed’ as one of the positive impacts of the Internet 
on the speed of internationalization. She explained: “We market by advertising our goods and 
services. Traditional catalogues are more expensive to distribute and there are always risks 
of delays. However, when using the web as a media we delaminate most of our traditional 
advertisements and do it in a faster and more directed method.”  

5.4.1.3 Extent 
Regarding the impact of the Internet on the ratio of foreign activities, the respondent stated 
that the company mainly works with foreign partners and thus the Internet did not affect the 
extent of its internationalization. She further explained: “The Internet could dramatically 
change the level of a firm's international sales, because it is a window to a wider 
international market.”  

5.4.2 Internet’s influence on IE 
The respondent argued that her view is not simply to discover an opportunity but to 
distinguish appropriate opportunities from others. Hence, she monitors international markets 
and tries to exploit those opportunities that are evaluated as suitable ones. 

5.4.2.1 Opportunity identification 
Regarding how the Internet’s influences the discovery of international opportunities, the 
respondent said that the Internet helps create ‘sufficient’ market knowledge and explains 
people's needs in the target market. She added that the Internet helps SME C understand the 
cultural characteristics of the potential international target market and realize its 
circumstances in the given market. She also stated that the Internet helps SME C analyze its 
competitors and fill gaps in the market. 

5.4.2.2 Opportunity exploitation 
The respondent said that the Internet facilitates foreign market entry through advertising and 
emphasized the role of the Internet in strengthening ties with foreign partners. “We found a 
neighboring country with very attractive tourism opportunities. Using the Internet, we 
created a list of active tourism companies there, and then contacted them and offered them 
recreational boats.” The respondent emphasized the importance of monitoring international 
rivalry through the Internet for successful market entry and easier interactions with suppliers 
and buyers. 
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5.4.3 Individuals’ barriers to adopting IT 
The respondent pointed out that individual-level IT adoption is very important for her firm as 
the investment would not be as profitable with low IT usage. 

5.4.3.1 Lack of perceived ease of use 
The respondent stated that in the firm the infrastructure and devices are not up-to-date and 
that the staff has a problem using them. Further, the staff are less educated and don’t have 
sufficient familiarity with IT. She also pointed to the problem of allocating time for IT 
training and its cost. 

5.4.3.2 Lack of perceived usefulness 
The respondent was worried whether investment in IT would be profitable or not. She also 
mentioned that IT may not be reliable when sometimes the output does not fit with the inputs 
given by the manager. She further pointed to the increase in the competitive situation faced 
by the firm: “When SME C’s information goes online, it would be reachable by competitors, 
so it would face more rivalry.”  

5.4.4 Barriers to the adoption of IT for SMEs 
Regarding firm-level barriers to adopting IT, the respondent stated that environmental and 
technological barriers are more important than are organizational ones, as they are beyond the 
control of the firm's owner/manager, and hence are more difficult to overcome. 

5.4.4.1 Technological barriers 
The respondent pointed to the difficulty of implementing network infrastructure and stated 
that there would be a need for software upgrading and maintenance. She also stated that there 
is a risk of software fraud and lack of fit. Further, she said that “the Internet is not secure” 
and criticized that Internet filtering causes business restrictions. Alongside these barriers, the 
respondent stated that some hardware may be outdated and this limitation hinders the firm 
adopting IT. 

5.4.4.2 Organizational barriers 
The respondent emphasized that if the SME's owner/manager does not encourage and 
sponsor IT adoption, it would be difficult to implement it in a given firm. She also pointed to 
the employees' side and related IT adoption to their willingness and whether they resist 
changes or not. According to the respondent, IT adoption has its costs and can double up on 
work: “ It may be sound strange, but we have this problem. For instance, Standard Office and 
Industries and my office want us to fill in export forms online and send them a printed copy 
as well. The case is the same for the Tax Office.”  

5.4.4.3 Environmental barriers 
The respondent named political problems and different legal situations as the main 
environmental barriers. She further highlighted domestic regulations and the lack of 
governmental support as barriers. Further, international money exchange prevents her firm 
from using the Internet for international activities. The respondent also considered differences 
in languages as a hindrance to adopting IT internationally. She further expressed: “We now 
have fewer language problems because all our partners are able to use English and conduct 
messages by the Internet. For instance, an email seems to be easier than saying it face-to-
face or in a phone call.”  
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5.5 Summary 

This chapter presented the case studies with SMEs. Data were extracted mainly from the 
interviews conducted with the owner/managers of firms, denoted SME A, SME B, and SME 
C, and from their documentation. 
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CHAPTER 6: DATA ANALYSIS 

Based on the data presentation in the previous chapter, the purpose of this chapter is to 
analyze those data with respect to the frame of reference and to compare cases in order to 
draw conclusions.  

6.1 Introduction 

After the qualitative data gathered from the three case studies were prepared and presented in 
the previous chapter, the current chapter uses the analytical approach identified in the 
methodology chapter to discuss those data with respect to the frame of reference and 
compares the findings of cases. The current study cases and their characteristics are 
illustrated in Table 6-1. 

Table  6-1: The characteristics of the study cases and their owner/managers 

 
The following sections present a cross-case analysis of the gathered data. Section 6.2 
describes the Internet’s influence on SME internationalization indices, while section 6.3 
cross-case analyses the empirical data with respect to the Internet’s influence on IE. Sections 
6.4 and 6.5 contain cross-case analyses of the empirical data with respect to the individual- 
and firm-level barriers to adopting IT internationally among SMEs. 

6.2  Internet’s influence on internationalization indicators 

6.2.1 Internet’s influence on internationalization scope 
As illustrated in Table 6-2, regarding market concentration, the managers of all three firms 
perceived the Internet to reduce operation costs and reallocate the saved resources to improve 
the performance of international activities. Further, all three owner/managers perceived the 
Internet to be a useful tool that improves the competitive abilities of firms. In the cases of 
SME A and SME B, the Internet was perceived to improve market diversification by 

Attributes SME A SME B SME C 

Owner/manager 
characteristics 

Sex: Man Man Woman 

Age: Mid-30s Early-40s Mid-50s 

Education: Some colleges Bachelorus Some colleges 

Year of establishment 2005 2000 1994 

International from inception  No No No 

Industry  Wire and cable Building materials Boats and tankers 

International target markets Turkey, Persian Gulf 
states Persian Gulf states Persian Gulf states 

Last annual turnover 13.8 million Euros Not available 0.86 million Euros 
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increasing the speed of service delivery. The owners of SME B and SME C perceived the 
Internet to positively impact market diversification by improving a current customer's life 
cycle and offering better after-sales service. 
 
Table  6-2: Comparison of perceived influences of the Internet on the scope of SME 
internationalization 
Concept: Scope of Internationalization 
Measurement: Assessment of: a) how the Internet influences developing current business in given 
foreign markets and b) how the Internet influences diversifying the business to new foreign markets 

SME A SME B SME C 

a) Market concentration 

Cost reduction Reducing overall operation cost Reducing overall operation 
cost and reallocating resources 

Increase the speed of service 
delivery  

Doing activities more 
effectively   

Facilitates word-of-mouth   Word-of-mouth through the 
Internet 

More competitive More competitive The Internet is a competition 
tool 

Easier product customization   

Increase company’s reputation   

 Increasing customer life cycle Increasing partnership period 
with customers  

 Converting regular consumers 
to loyal customers Better after-sales service 

 Bypassing brokers  

b) Market Diversification 

Market evaluation Monitor conditions of potential 
markets 

Understanding market needs 
and situations  

Competitor evaluation   

Internet marketing Internet usage as a marketing 
channel 

Internet for marketing and 
advertising 

 

SME A reported the positive influence of the Internet on market diversification because of its 
role in product customization and improving the company's reputation, while for SME B, 
bypassing brokers using the Internet had a positive influence on market diversification. The 
only case that perceived the Internet to improve market diversification by facilitating positive 
word-of-mouth was SME C. 

Of these influences, the influence of the Internet on relationships with customers supports 
Mathews and Healy’s (2008) findings on the Internet’s influence on deeper contacts with 
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partners and adding value to them. The Internet’s potential to reduce international operation 
costs and eliminate intermediaries also support the empirical findings of Loane et al. (2004), 
which point to the direct exporting ability created by the Internet and its cost-effective entry 
mode. 

In connection with market diversification, Mathews and Healy (2008) argue that firms can 
internationalize faster when they use the Internet. In this study, the mentioned argument was 
supported by evidence from the studies of SMEs; in all three cases, the Internet was 
perceived to lift up market diversification by facilitating the evaluation of potential foreign 
markets and using the Internet for advertising and other marketing purposes. Only the 
owner/manager of SME A perceived the Internet to be used for competitor evaluation and 
entering new foreign markets.  

6.2.2 Internet’s influence on internationalization speed 

The influence of the Internet on the speed of SME internationalization, as described in Loane 
et al. (2004) and Mathews and Healy (2008), could be seen as its potential to help firms 
internationalize from inception. This issue was supported by the perceptions of all three 
interviewed owner/managers. 

Concerning export readiness, SME A and SME C perceived the Internet to allow them to 
overcome cultural and languages obstacles and speed up SME internationalization. The 
owners of SME A and SME B perceived the Internet to overcome differences in businesses 
time horizon. Only in the case of SME B was the Internet perceived to facilitate finding 
proper markets faster, while SME C perceived the Internet to speed up SME 
internationalization by providing easier contacts with partners compared with traditional 
ways. 

On the topic of export rapidity, all three cases pointed out the faster and cheaper marketing 
over time in addition to faster as well as more effective contracts with partners. Both SME A 
and SME C confirmed that business costs decrease over time through Internet usage and that 
this improves export rapidity. Only SME A perceived the Internet to increase rivalry among 
suppliers, while the owner/manager of SME C perceived the Internet to facilitate finance and 
through it improve export rapidity. 

The mentioned ways in which the Internet was perceived in this study to positively influence 
the speed of SME internationalization, considering its dimensions export readiness and export 
rapidity, are illustrated in Table 6-3. 
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Table  6-3: Comparison of perceived influences of the Internet on the speed of SME 
internationalization 
Concept: Speed of Internationalization 
Measurement: Assessment of: a) the impact of the Internet on the distance between firm inception 
and the firm and b) the Internet’s influence on the distance between firm inception and firm 
internationalization 

SME A SME B SME C 

a) Export readiness  
Easier to overcome cultural 
differences 

 Overcome cultural obstacles 
faster 

Faster elimination of language 
problems 

 Overcoming language 
obstacles faster 

Doing business 24 hours a day, 
seven days a week  

Overcome differences in 
business time horizons  

 Find proper markets faster  

  Easier contacts compared with 
traditional ways 

b) Export rapidity 
Increases rivalry among 
suppliers   

Elimination of intermediaries 
through direct marketing 

Internet marketing increases 
the rate of exports over time 

Faster and cheaper marketing 
over time 

Doing business paperless and 
less expensively  Cost of business decreases 

over time 
Faster and more effective 
contacts 

More effective contacts at less 
cost 

Faster contacts and 
negotiations 

  Facilitated finance 

6.2.3 Internet’s influence on internationalization extent 
Loane et al. (2004) point to wide market extent reported in firms that use the Internet in 
international activities. This issue was supported by all three cases of this study. When the 
Internet was perceived to positively influence the extent of SME internationalization, a 
dissimilarity in the export strategy of SME A compared with the other two firms could be 
seen. SME B and SME C are export-oriented, particularly SME B is completely export-
driven, while SME A has more focus on the domestic market but its owner is aware of the 
Internet’s potential for increasing internationalization extent. 

6.3  Internet’s influence on IE 

6.3.1 Internet and international opportunity identification 
All three firms used the Internet to monitor international markets and their potential 
competitors, as well as to evaluate their firms' weaknesses and strengths. Through these 
dynamisms, they find proper opportunities to consider. SME A also tries to find updated 
technology using the Internet, while SME B's owner/manager focuses on the role of the 
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entrepreneur and stated that the Internet works as a catalyst for matching previous 
experiences of decision-maker to the current situation to explore an opportunity. 

6.3.2 Internet and international opportunity exploitation 
Although empirical studies of the Internet’s influence on SME internationalization (i.e., 
Loane et al., 2004; Mathews & Healy, 2008) have not dealt directly with the opportunity-
based approach to internationalization, some of the presented evidence of opportunity 
exploitation overlaps with the findings of those studies (e.g., importance of business networks 
as mentioned in Mathews and Healy (2008)). Table 6-4 compares the influences perceived by 
the studied SME owner/managers. 
 
Table  6-4: Comparison of the perceived influence of the Internet on international opportunity 
exploitation 
Concept: lack of perceived ease of use 

Measurement: Assessment of factors that decrease the individual's perceived ease of using IT  

SME A SME B SME C 

Internet marketing 
Using the Internet for direct 
contact with potential 
customers 

Internet for marketing and 
advertising 

Monitoring changes in target 
markets   

Using the Internet for product 
customization 

Understanding product quality 
as desired by the target market  

Monitoring international 
rivalry  Monitoring competitors Evaluating the competition 

over the Internet 

Building cross-national 
networks 

Using the Internet for linkages 
between the firm and its 
potential partners 

Using the Internet for finding 
a proper network to join or 
establish  

 
Giving feedback from initial 
pilot actions 

Interactions with a firm's 
suppliers and buyers 

 

Evaluating a firm's 
capabilities in the target 
market 

 

 
All three SMEs owner/managers reported that they use the Internet for marketing to exploit 
their explored opportunities. Accordingly, all studied firms show evidence of using the 
Internet for monitoring competitors and building cross-national networks. In SME A and 
SME B, the Internet is used for product customization as a way to exploit opportunities, 
while in SME B and SME C, the Internet facilitates feedback from initial attempts of 
opportunity exploitation. SME A monitors the target market in the process of opportunity 
exploitation, while SME B evaluates firm capabilities in the target market. 

6.4 Individuals’ barriers to adopting IT 

6.4.1 Lack of perceived ease of use 
All three firms had insufficient experience and knowledge about efficient IT application and 
faced obstacles related to allocating training time and its cost. Evidence from both SME A 
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and SME B highlight the role of trust and security-related apprehensions as a source of poor 
IT usage. SME A pointed to the necessity of updating IT knowledge based on outdated 
software as well as language problems as reasons for the lack of ease of IT use. SME C also 
pointed to the quality of infrastructure and software with respect to the perceived ease of IT 
use. Table 6-5 compares the patterns perceived by the studied SME owner/managers. 
 
 
 
Table  6-5: Comparison of factors related to a lack of perceived ease of IT use 
Concept: lack of perceived ease of use 

Measurement: Assessment of factors that decrease the individual's perceived ease of using IT  

SME A SME B SME C 

Lack of IT knowledge  
Insufficient experience and 
knowledge for efficient IT 
application 

Lack of staff familiarity with 
IT 

Cost of IT training IT training is costly and time 
consuming 

Problems in allocating time to 
IT training and its cost 

Knowledge quickly becomes 
outdated    

Staff language problem in the 
international context   

Concerns about security  Whether IT is secure  

Concerns about trust Whether IT is trustable  

  Outdated infrastructure and 
software 

 
These factors support the findings of Gunasekaran and Ngai (2008), who pointed to the ‘lack 
of data security’, while Lewis et al. (2007) mentioned ‘complexity’ as a barrier to IT 
adoption. The concerns about the allocation of training time for staff reported in this study 
support the lack of human capital mentioned by Hollenstein (2004) and employee time 
availability for training as expressed in Simmons (2002). Accordingly, the lack of 
knowledge, which was perceived to hinder the adoption of IT, supports the barrier of 
‘experience’ that was pointed out by Gilbert et al. (2004), who also found trust to be an IT 
adoption barrier, as supported by the findings of the current case studies. 

6.4.2 Lack of perceived usefulness 
As Table 6-6 illustrates, in connection with the factors that are perceived to decrease the 
usefulness of IT, all three cases provided evidence of uncertainty about the relationship 
between more international IT investment and future profitability, as well as the rising 
competitive caused by the transparency of IT usage. In SME A and SME B, concerns about 
the potential side effects of IT usage and fraud attempts were expressed by interviewees. 
SME B reported that IT-based contacts do not have the same impact to a potential consumer 
as face-to-face and traditional contacts do, while SME C reported concerns about IT 



 

- 47 - 

reliability and the dissimilarity between implemented systems and the requested one as 
further barriers. 
Table  6-6: Comparison of the factors related to the lack of perceived usefulness of IT 
Concept: lack of perceived usefulness of IT 

Measurement: Assessment of factors that decrease the perceived usefulness of IT to individuals 

SME A SME B SME C 

Concerns about IT investment 
profitability 

Investment in IT may not be 
returnable 

Uncertainty about the 
relationship between 
investment in IT and 
profitability 

Using IT may cause more 
competition 

IT makes the firm transparent 
to its competitors 

Increase in the competitive 
situation through IT 
transparency 

Using IT may cause fraud 
attempts  

The Internet may cause side 
effects   

 

IT-based contacts don’t have 
the same impact as traditional 
contacts do 

 

  Concerns about whether IT is 
reliable or not 

  
Concerns about whether 
implemented systems would 
be as planned 

Among these patterns, perceived concerns about IT investment profitability supports Lewis et 
al.’s (2007) ‘lack of benefit measurement.’ This was also described by Simmons (2002) as an 
IT adoption barrier, but no evidence was found to support their claim of a lack of value-added 
from adopted technology as a hindrance to adopting IT. Accordingly, some of the evidence of 
trust concerns observed in these cases overlaps with Gunasekaran and Ngai’s (2008) finding 
that trust hinders the adoption of IT. 

6.5 Barriers to the adoption of IT for SMEs 

6.5.1 Technological barriers 

As the case study comparison illustrates in Table 6-7, a lack of sufficient infrastructure as 
well as concerns about the origin of software and security concerns were important 
technological barriers to adopting IT in all three cases. The after-sales service of bought 
software and the Internet filtering policy of local governments were also described as 
technological barriers in the case of SME A and SME C. SME B's owner/manager was 
concerned about the similarity of his firm’s adopted technology to that of its partners. 
Accordingly, some evidence of outdated hardware and peripherals were provided by SME C. 
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Table  6-7: Comparison of perceived technological barriers to the adoption of IT by SMEs 
Concept: Technological barriers  

Measurement: Assessment of the barriers that relate to technology 

SME A SME B SME C 

Lack of network coverage at 
industrial site 

Poor quality of IT/telecoms 
services 

Difficulty implementing a 
network infrastructure 

Lack of software support  Need for software upgrading 
and maintenance 

Risk of accessing non-original 
software 

Risk of accessing non-original 
software 

Software fraud and lack of fit 
to the original software 

Antivirus and antispams are 
not 100% reliable 

Concerns about 
communication security Internet is not secure 

Internet filtering causes 
business restrictions  Internet filtering causes 

business restrictions 

 

Uncertainty about what 
technology potential partners 
use 

 

  Outdated hardware 

 

Empirical studies (i.e., Gilbert et al., 2004; Gunasekaran & Ngai, 2008; Hollenstein, 2004; 
Lewis et al., 2007; Simmons, 2002) have pointed out several technological obstacles related 
to IT adoption. Among these factors, the security of data communication technology was 
mentioned by Gunasekaran and Ngai (2008), while the risks to financial security by IT 
adoption was mentioned by Gilbert et al. (2004). These points were both supported by the 
current case studies. 

Surprisingly, the cost of IT was not significant to the owner/managers of SMEs in contrast to 
the literature. The high cost of IT facilities has been claimed to be a barrier to adopting IT in 
the work of Gunasekaran and Ngai (2008) and also mentioned in other studies (i.e., Gilbert et 
al., 2004; Gunasekaran & Ngai, 2008; Hollenstein, 2004; Lewis et al., 2007; Simmons, 
2002). 

6.5.2 Organizational barriers 

As shown in Table 6-8, in relation to perceived organizational barriers to adopting IT among 
SMEs, evidence from all three cases pointed to the potential resistance of employees and 
necessity of predicting the cost of organizational change. In the cases of SME A and SME B, 
the lack of managerial support and poor attitude to adopting IT were reported as 
organizational hindrances, while only in case B were the difficulties of organizational change 
explained to be an IT adoption barrier. SME C's owner expected a duplication in the firm's 
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activities (paperless or non-automated) to be a source of organizational concern towards IT 
adoption. 

Among the reviewed empirical studies of this topic, Gunasekaran and Ngai (2008) find a lack 
of interoperability with traditional communication systems, while the mismatching of 
traditional and IT-based organizational systems was mentioned by Lewis et al. (2007). This 
broad point was supported by evidence from the current study. Managerial barriers were 
mentioned by Hollenstein (2004) and a lack of top management support and commitment was 
explained by Gunasekaran and Ngai (2008) as a hindrance to adopting IT. Again, these points 
were supported by the current case studies. Employee resistance and training costs, as 
described in the work of Lewis et al. (2007), were also confirmed in this study. 

Table  6-8: Comparison of perceived organizational barriers to the adoption of IT by SMEs 

Concept: Organizational barriers  

Measurement: Assessment of the barriers that relate to the organization 

SME A SME B SME C 

Poor managerial attitude to 
adopting IT  

Lack of owner/manager 
encouragement and 
sponsorship 

Staff concerns about their new 
situations 

Employee resistance to 
change Employee resistance 

Need for IT staff IT department facilities  Cost of organizational change  

 
Difficulty of changing old 
structure  

  Duplication in activities both 
paperless and non-automated 

6.5.3 Environmental barriers 

Although the reviewed literature (i.e., Gilbert et al., 2004; Gunasekaran & Ngai, 2008) 
pointed to financial support as an environmental barrier, the evidence of the current study did 
not support this. By contrast, in all three firms, international restrictions and the lack of 
international protocols and agreements as well as obstacles related to government regulations 
were perceived to be important external barriers to adopting IT. Cultural barriers were 
mentioned by SME A and SME B and language barriers reported by SME A and SME C. For 
SME B, the instability of international relations was perceived as an environmental barrier, 
while SME C suggested that the transfer of money was an environmental barrier. Table 6-9 
illustrates these barriers. 
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Table  6-9: Comparison of perceived environmental barriers to the adoption of IT by SMEs 

Concept: Environmental barriers  

Measurement: Assessment of the barriers that relate to the environment 

SME A SME B SME C 

Cultural differences Cultural and social differences  

Language differences  Difference in languages 

Political problems 
International restrictions and 
the lack of international 
protocols and agreements 

Political and international 
legal problems 

Government bureaucracy Obstacles related to 
government regulations  

Complexity of related 
government policies and lack 
of support  

 
Instability of international 
relations  

  
International online money 
transfer and exchange 
problems 

6.6 Summary 

The focus of this chapter was on a cross-case analysis of the observed SMEs based on the 
frame of reference and the reviewed literature. This analysis was illustrated in sections 6.2 to 
6.5 to provide the necessary basis for describing the research findings in the next and final 
chapter.  
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CHAPTER 7: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND 
CONTRIBUTIONS 

This final chapter extracts the findings to enlighten the problem area and uses the analyzed 
data to bridge the research gaps. It also clarifies how this initial step may show avenues for 
future research. 

7.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter analyzed the research's field data, while the current chapter goes a step 
further by assigning this information to the research questions. It also provides theoretical and 
managerial implications, discusses the research limitations, and – based on those limitations – 
makes suggestions for future studies. Section 7.2 answers the proposed research questions 
and section 7.3 discusses potential implications and suggestions for future research. 

7.2 Findings and conclusions 

The thesis’s main problem was: How to investigate the barriers to adopting IT and the 
influence of IT on the internationalization of SMEs? 

In Chapter three, based on the literature review, four research questions were listed:  

1. How can the impact of the Internet on the level of SME internationalization be 
investigated? 

2. How can we investigate how the Internet influences IE? 
3. How can individual-level barriers to adopting the Internet among SME employees be 

investigated? 
4. How can decision-makers' barriers to adopting the Internet among SMEs be 

investigated? 

Subsections 7.2.1 to 7.2.4 describe the relevant findings of the current research in relation to 
each of the above research questions. 

7.2.1 Internet’s influence on internationalization indicators 
In the current research, internationalization indicators were selected based on the IE model of 
Zahra and George (2002) in which the IE dimensions were internationalization scope, speed, 
and extent. The result of this study shows that of these three dimensions, internationalization 
extent was perceived to be of less importance compared with scope and speed in terms of 
factors influenced by the Internet. This may be because all three firms decided to export a 
certain percentage of their products. Although the potential side effects proposed by 
Chrysostome and Rosson (2004) were not tested in this study, all three interviewees were 
focused on the positive influences of the Internet on SME internationalization. Table 7-1 
presents the SME owner/managers’ answers to RQ1. 
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Table  7-1: Perceived influence of the Internet on SME internationalization indices 

 

Internationalization scope, as Kuivalainen et al. (2007) classified, could be seen as market 
concentration and market diversification. Concerning market concentration, as perceived by 
SME owner/managers, the Internet reduces overall operation cost and helps the firm 
reallocate its resources. It also makes the firm carry out its activities more efficiently, 
increases the reputation of the company in the current market, helps the company build a 
better customer relationship program, and customizes the firm’s products. With respect to 
market diversification, SME owner/managers perceived the Internet to be useful as a 
marketing tool and for understanding and evaluating market(s) and competitor(s). 

Pertaining to internationalization speed, with reference to export readiness and export rapidity 
as categorized by Jerzy and Eugene (2009), SME owner/managers perceived the Internet to 
facilitate export readiness by more quickly overcoming cultural and language obstacles and 
eliminating time horizon barriers. It also facilitates finding proper market(s) and customer(s) 
and provides faster and easier contact channels with them. The study also finds the Internet to 
be perceived as a facilitator of export rapidity, while it also increases rivalry among suppliers, 
provides faster and cheaper marketing channels, reduces the cost of international business 
over time, facilitates finding financial sources, reduces the cost of international contacts, and 
prepares a better environment for SMEs’ international contacts. 

SME 
internationalization 

indices 
Owner/managers’ perceived application of the Internet 

Scope 
 

a) Market concentration 
- Reducing overall operation cost and reallocating resources 
- Carrying out activities more efficiently 
- Increased company reputation 
- Better customer relationship management 
- Facilitating product customization 
b) Market diversification 
- Using Internet marketing as a tool 
- Understanding and evaluation of market(s) and competitor(s)  

Speed 
 

a) Export readiness  
- Overcomes cultural and language obstacles  
- Overcomes time horizon obstacles 
- Facilitates finding proper market(s) and customer(s) 
- Provides faster and easier contact channels 
b) Export rapidity 
- Helps increase rivalry among suppliers  
- Provides faster and cheaper marketing channels 
- Reduces the cost of international business over time 
- Facilitates finding financial sources 
- Reduces the cost and improves international contacts 

Extent 
The Internet has a direct influence on internationalization extent 
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The Internet also directly influences internationalization extent, because foreign markets 
usually have far more opportunities and capacities than do limited domestic ones. However, 
the degree of internationalization in the studied SMEs was fixed and no owner/manager had a 
plan to shift a proportion of exports. 

7.2.2 Internet’s influence on IE 

RQ2 was set to explore the influences of the Internet on the internationalization of 
entrepreneurial firms or IE. Based on Zahra et al.’s (2005) explanation of IE and the 
definition of McDougall and Oviatt (2005), the two dimensions of IE considered for the 
current study were opportunity discovery and opportunity exploitation. Table 7-2 shows the 
influence of the Internet on IE as perceived by studied SME owner/managers. 

The Internet was perceived to facilitate the discovery of international opportunities by 
monitoring international markets and competitors and evaluating a firm's situation. It also 
helps firms find proper technologies and act as a catalyst for entrepreneurs' experiences to 
serve in the process of opportunity exploration. 

Table  7-2: Perceived influences of the Internet on IE 

 
With respect to opportunity exploitation, the Internet can be used as a marketing tool as well 
as to facilitate product customization for particular customers. It also helps the firm build or 
join networks and monitor market situations. Firms need to give feedback in their initial 
attempts towards opportunity exploitation and the Internet is also perceived to facilitate this 
action as well as to provide the necessary information on the resources and capacities of the 
firm in the target market. 

7.2.3 Individuals’ barriers to adopting IT 

RQ3 was set to explore individual-level IT adoption barriers in international activities using 
the TAM model (Davis et al., 1989), while the UTAUT model described by Venkatesh et al. 
(2003) and TAM3 of Venkatesh and Bala (2008) were also used. The individual-level 
barriers described were the lack of ease of use and lack of usefulness (Davis et al., 1989). 
Table 7-3 illustrates the individual-level barriers to adopting IT internationally among SMEs 
as perceived by three interviewed owner/managers of SMEs. 

IE dimension Impact of the Internet 

Opportunity discovery 

- Monitoring international market(s) 
- Monitoring potential competitors 
- Evaluating firms’ capabilities and weaknesses 
- Finding up-to-date technology 
- Facilitating the usage of entrepreneurs’ experiences 

Opportunity exploitation 
 

- Marketing 
- Facilitating product customization 
- Monitoring competitors  
- Building or joining business networks 
- Giving feedback from initial pilot actions 
- Monitoring changes in the target market 
- Monitoring firm capabilities and resources in the target 

market 
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Regarding the lack of ease of use, a lack of IT knowledge among SME employees, cost of 
staff training, concerns about the duration of IT knowledge, language problems in the 
international context, security- and trust-related concerns, and the validity of technology were 
perceived to be the main barriers to adopting IT. 

With respect to the lack of IT usefulness, the risk of the non-profitability of IT investment 
was a major hindrance. Further, the owner/managers of the studied firms were concerned 
about whether IT would make their firm transparent to competitors. The potential side effects 
of IT usage such as Internet fraud, security- and trust-related problems, and the compliance of 
IT implementation were also described as obstacles to adopting IT by the studied SMEs. 
 
Table  7-3: Perceived individual-level barriers to adopting IT internationally among SMEs 

7.2.4 Barriers to the adoption of IT for SMEs 

To answer RQ4, which investigates firm-level barriers to adopting IT in the international 
activities of SMEs, this study adopted the TOE framework of Tornatzky and Fleischer 
(1990), as shown in Table 7-4. 

With respect to technological barriers, the quality of IT/telecommunications services, 
software after-sales services and support, and the risks of non-original software were 
perceived to be technological barriers to adopting IT. Providing data communication security 
as well as the risk of mismatching the adopted IT and what firms’ partners may use beside 
hardware and infrastructure quality were other perceived technological barriers. 

Further, managers’ commitment and attitudes to adopting IT, employee resistance to change, 
and the costs incurred by organizational change as well as its lack of compliance and 
potential interference in traditional organizational activities were perceived as organizational 
barriers. 
 
 

Dimensions of individual-level 
barriers to adopting IT Nature of barrier  

Lack of ease of use 

- Lack of IT knowledge 
- Cost of IT training 
- Short period of IT knowledge  
- Staff training 
- Language problems in the international context 
- Concerns about security problems 
- Concerns about trust 
- Technology validity 

Lack of usefulness 
 

- Uncertainty about the relationship between investment in 
IT and profitability 

- Transparency 
- Side effects 
- IT-based contacts don’t have the same impact as 

traditional ones do 
- Reliability 
- Concerns about the compliance of IT implementation and 

needs 
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Table  7-4: Perceived firm-level barriers to adopting IT internationally among SMEs 

 

7.3 Implications and suggestions for future research 

This study's findings have several implications, both for theoretical and managerial purposes. 
Theoretical contributions may lead to further research and managerial implications are 
applicable for SME owner/managers who are aiming to diversify their activities 
internationally using IT, particularly the Internet. Besides entrepreneurs, the findings of this 
study are applicable for policymakers to cope with smaller firms' international operations 
more effectively.  

7.3.1 Theoretical contributions 
This study contributed to the IE area within international business and the management of 
information systems, as this thesis is a fusion of two research streams, namely the Internet’s 
influence on the internationalization of entrepreneurial SMEs and barriers to adopting IT 
internationally among those SMEs. 

In first stream of concern, this thesis explored the Internet’s influence on IE and showed that 
the incremental model of internationalization of Johanson and Vahlne (2009) fits surprisingly 
well with the Iranian SMEs studied. Although the result confirms the potential of the Internet 
to allow a firm to internationalize from inception, all studied SMEs went international 
incrementally. This study also offers a new perspective on the Internet’s influence on IE, 
considering the opportunity-based definition of IE described by McDougall and Oviatt (2005) 
and Zahra et al.’s (2005) findings on opportunity identification and exploitation in the context 
of IE. 

Regarding the second research stream, which is IT adoption barriers internationally, the 
findings challenge (implementation) cost as an important barrier to IT adoption as supposed 
in previous research (e.g., Lewis et al., 2007). This may be explained by the decrease in the 

Dimensions of firm-level 
barriers to adopting IT Nature of barrier  

Technological barriers 

- Poor quality of IT/telecom services 
- Lack of software support 
- Risk of accessing non-original software 
- Concerns about communication security 
- Uncertainty about what technology potential partners use 
- Quality of hardware 

Organizational barriers 

- Managers’ attitude to adopting IT 
- Employee resistance to change 
- Costs of organizational change 
- Difficulty changing old structure 
- Duplication in activities (both paperless and automated) 

Environmental barriers 

- Cultural and language obstacles 
- International restrictions and the lack of international 

protocols and agreements 
- Obstacles related to government regulations 
- Instability of international relations 
- International  money transfer and exchange problems 
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cost of IT infrastructure and communication over time. Moreover, this study distinguishes 
between firm and individual levels of IT adoption barriers, which may provide a perspective 
for discovering those hindrances more efficiently. 

7.3.2 Managerial implications 
Managerial implications should be considered with an eye on the framework of the current 
study, not as a tested perception, so that the mentioned implications can be generally adopted 
by both managers and policymakers. 

Pertaining to the first research stream, the owner/managers of manufacturing SMEs who are 
not internationally active are advised to consider a gradual internationalization process. They 
must consider their limitations and resources and study the cons and pros of a given 
international activity before engaging in it. They must also use their networks and take into 
account the nearest and more culturally close cross-border markets in the first instance. They 
are further advised to use IT but not as an exclusive channel and to be aware of the trust 
concerns and security challenges its usage may cause. Firms' owner/managers are also 
advised to use IT to improve their internationalization scopes and speeds but not to forget the 
traditional ways of conducting business. With respect to RQ2, owner/managers are advised to 
place more focus on the exploration and exploitation of international opportunities and to 
seek opportunities using the Internet compared with waiting for a chance. 

With the respect to the second research stream, owner/managers are advised to receive 
feedback from staff when barriers include the lack of attitude or support of decision-makers 
compared with employees. SME owner/managers are also advised to keep their IT-related 
assets such as hardware and software updated and to provide other employees with IT staff 
and helpdesks as well as periodic training. To avoid halts on the production line 
owner/managers are advised to consider online training courses. 

Another suggestion for policymakers is to consider the importance of good regulations and 
international agreements for handling SME activities and to consider how they may be fragile 
compared with large multinational firms. 

7.3.3 Suggestions for future research 
A direction of future studies may be implied from the current research’s limitations. As the 
research was conducted on a small homogeneous set of selected Iranian manufacturing and 
entrepreneurial SMEs, its exploratory nature and qualitative approach do not guarantee that 
the research findings are generalizable outside the selected cases. Hence, the research setting 
of this study may be applied to other environments and cases to be quantitatively tested.  

With respect to first research stream, an interesting research avenue would be to consider 
other dimensions and models for the research questions. With the respect to RQ1, this study 
explored how the Internet influences those indices, but a suggested research avenue may be 
to measure the extent of this influence using other or more detailed indices. 

An interesting proposed research topic related to RQ2 may be to cover these two dimensions 
in more detail or adding other dimensions such as opportunity evaluation using data mining 
techniques. It is also worth trying to understand how the Internet manipulates entrepreneurs’ 
behavior and insights in an international context or how changes in the perceived nature of 
each opportunity take place.  
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Although this study tried to find barriers at the user level and the decision-maker level, a 
suggested research avenue may be an integrated model that covers both levels. Future studies 
should also consider each dimension of IT adoption barriers in more detail. For instance, a 
study could concentrate on organizational barriers and another on technological or 
environmental barriers to the successful adoption of IT among SMEs. Especially for Iranian 
firms, studying the impact of cross-national conflicts and sanctions on the limitations of 
international IT adoption and internationalization from a wider perspective would be 
interesting. Studying the barriers put up by decision-makers compared with other factors, 
both at a user level and at a firm level, would be a good research topic, because this study 
covered the barriers as perceived by owner/managers and they may disregard their own 
barriers.  

 
  



 

- 58 - 

REFERENCES 

Ajami, R. A., Cool, K., & Goddard, G. J. (2006). International Business: Theory and 
Practice. Armonk, NY, USA: M.E. Sharpe, Inc. 

Ajzen, I. (1991). The theory of planned behavior. Organizational behavior and human 
decision processes, 50(2), 179–211. 

Andersen, O. (1993). On the Internationalization Process of Firms: A Critical Analysis. 
Journal of International Business Studies, 24(2), 209–231. 

Ardichvili, A., Cardozo, R., & Ray, S. (2003). A theory of entrepreneurial opportunity 
identification and development. [doi: 10.1016/S0883-9026(01)00068-4]. Journal of 
Business Venturing, 18(1), 105–123. 

Barkema, H. G., & Drogendijk, R. (2007). Internationalising in Small, Incremental or Larger 
Steps? Journal of International Business Studies, 38(7), 1132–1148. 

Barney, J. B. (2001). Is the Resource-Based Theory a Useful Perspective for Strategic 
Management Research? Academy of Management Review, 26(1), 41–56. 

Beck, T. (2005). SMEs, Growth, and Poverty: Cross-Country Evidence. Journal of economic 
growth, 10(3), 199–229. 

Bilkey, W. J., & Tesar, G. (1977). The Export Behavior of Smaller-Sized Wisconsin 
Manufacturing Firms. Journal of International Business Studies, 8(1), 93–98. 

Brennan, L., & Garvey, D. (2009). The role of knowledge in internationalization. [doi: 
10.1016/j.ribaf.2008.03.007]. Research in International Business and Finance, 23(2), 
120–133. 

Buckland, M. K. (1991). Information and Information Systems: New Directions in 
Information Management. Westport, CT, USA: Greenwood Publishing Group Inc.. 

Cavusgil, S. T., & Knight, G. (2009). Born Global Firms: A New International Enterprise: 
Business Expert Press. 

Chen, Y., & Zhu, J. (2004). Measuring Information Technology's Indirect Impact on Firm 
Performance. Information Technology and Management, 5(1), 9–22. 

Choi, Y. R., & Shepherd, D. A. (2004). Entrepreneurs' Decisions to Exploit Opportunities. 
[doi: 10.1016/j.jm.2003.04.002]. Journal of Management, 30(3), 377–395. 

Chrysostome, E., & Rosson, P. (2004). The internet and SMEs internationalisation: promises 
and illusions. Paper presented at the Conference of ASAC. Retrieved from 
http://citt.management.dal.ca/Files/pdf%27s/DP-194.pdf 

Clough, P., & Nutbrown, C. (2007). A student's guide to methodology: justifying enquiry: 
SAGE. 

Conference, M. A. I., & Khosrowpour, M. (1993). Challenges for Information Management 
in a World Economy: Proceedings of the 4th Information Resources: Idea Group. 

http://citt.management.dal.ca/Files/pdf%27s/DP-194.pdf


 

- 59 - 

Cooper, D. R., & Schindler, P. (2006). Business Research Methods: Tata McGraw-Hill. 

Cooper, R. B., & Zmud, R. W. (1990). INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY 
IMPLEMENTATION RESEARCH: A TECHNOLOGICAL DIFFUSION 
APPROACH. [Article]. Management Science, 36(2), 123–139. 

Cravo, T. (2010). SMEs and economic growth in the Brazilian micro-regions T.A. Cravo 
SMEs and economic growth in Brazil. Papers in Regional Science, 89(4), 711–734. 

Cuervo-Cazurra, A., Maloney, M. M., & Manrakhan, S. (2007). Causes of the Difficulties in 
Internationalization. Journal of International Business Studies, 38(5), 709–725. 

Davis, F. D., Bagozzi, R. P., & Warshaw, P. R. (1989). User Acceptance of Computer 
Technology: A Comparison of Two Theoretical Models. Management Science, 35(8), 
982–1003. 

Denscombe, M. (2007). Good Research Guide. Buckingham, GBR: Open University Press. 

Ebrahim, Z., & Irani, Z. (2005). E-government adoption: architecture and barriers. [DOI: 
10.1108/14637150510619902]. Business Process Management Journal, 11(5), 589–
611. 

Eckhardt, J. T., & Shane, S. A. (2003). Opportunities and Entrepreneurship. [doi: 
10.1016/S0149-2063(02)00225-8]. Journal of Management, 29(3), 333–349. 

Etemad, H. (2004a). International Entrepreneurship as a Dynamic Adaptive System: Towards 
a Grounded Theory. Journal of International Entrepreneurship, 2, 5–59. 

Etemad, H. (2004b). Internationalization of Small and Medium-sized Enterprises: A 
Grounded Theoretical Framework and an Overview. Canadian Journal of 
Administrative Sciences / Revue Canadienne des Sciences de l'Administration, 21(1), 
1–21. 

Etemad, H., Wilkinson, I., & Dana, L. (2010). Internetization as the necessary condition for 
internationalization in the newly emerging economy. Journal of International 
Entrepreneurship, 1–24. 

Etemad, H., & Wright, R. W. (1999). Internationalization of SMEs: Management response to 
a changing environment [Article]. Journal of International Marketing, 7(4), 4–10. 

Etemad, H., & Wright, R. W. (2003). Internationalization of SMEs: Toward a New Paradigm. 
Small Business Economics, 20(1–4), 1–4. 

Etemad, H., Wright, R. W., & Dana, L. P. (2001). Symbiotic International Business 
Networks: Collaboration between Small and Large Firms. Thunderbird International 
Business Review, 43(4), 481–499. 

Fan, T., & Phan, P. (2007). International New Ventures: Revisiting the Influences behind the 
'Born-Global' Firm. Journal of International Business Studies, 38(7), 1113–1131. 

Fichman, R. G. (1992). Information Technology Diffusion: A Review of Empirical Research. 
ICIS 195–206. 



 

- 60 - 

Fink, D. (1998). Information Management in Small Business: From Automation to 
Entrepreneurship. Paper presented at the World Conference of the International 
Council for Small Business. Retrieved from 
http://www.sbaer.uca.edu/research/icsb/1998/20.pdf 

Fonkych, K., & Taylor, R. (2005). State and Pattern of Health Information Technology 
Adoption. Santa Monica, CA, USA: RAND Corporation. 

Frye, D. (2007). Information Technology and Its Role in the Modern Organization Network 
Security Policies and Procedures (Vol. 32, pp. 1–9): Springer US. 

Gilbert, D., Balestrini, P., & Littleboy, D. (2004). Barriers and benefits in the adoption of e-
government. [DOI: 10.1108/09513550410539794]. International Journal of Public 
Sector Management, 17(4), 286–301. 

Grover, V., Markus, M. L., & Davenport, T. (2008). Business Process Transformation. 
Armonk, NY, USA: M.E. Sharpe, Inc. 

Gunasekaran, A., & Ngai, E. W. T. (2008). Adoption of e-procurement in Hong Kong: An 
empirical research. [doi: 10.1016/j.ijpe.2007.04.012]. International Journal of 
Production Economics, 113(1), 159–175. 

Hair, J. F., Jr., Money, A. H., Samouel, P., & Page, M. (2007). Research methods for 
business. Chichester, West Sussex, England: John Wiley & Sons Ltd. 

Hansen, D. J., Shrader, R., & Monllor, J. (2011). Defragmenting Definitions of 
Entrepreneurial Opportunity. Journal of Small Business Management, 49(2), 283–
304. 

Hassel, A., Höpner, M., Kurdelbusch, A., Rehder, B., & Zugehör, R. (2003). Two 
Dimensions of the Internationalization of Firms*. Journal of Management Studies, 
40(3), 705–723. 

Haug, A., Pedersen, S. G., & Arlbjørn, J. S. (2011). IT readiness in small and medium-sized 
enterprises. Industrial Management and Data Systems, 111(4), 490–508. 

Holden, R. J. (2010). The Technology Acceptance Model: Its past and its future in health 
care. Journal of biomedical informatics, 43(1), 159–172. 

Hollenstein, H. (2004). Determinants of the adoption of Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICT): An empirical analysis based on firm-level data for the Swiss 
business sector. [doi: 10.1016/j.strueco.2004.01.003]. Structural Change and 
Economic Dynamics, 15(3), 315–342. 

Hutchinson, K., Quinn, B., Alexander, N., & Doherty, A. M. (2009). Retailer 
internationalization: Overcoming barriers to expansion. The International review of 
retail, distribution & consumer research, 19(3), 251–272. 

Ihlström, C., Magnusson, M., Scupola, A., & Tuunainen, V. K. (2003). SME barriers to 
electronic commerce adoption: nothing changes-everything is new Managing IT in 
government business & communities (pp. 147–163): IGI Publishing. 

http://www.sbaer.uca.edu/research/icsb/1998/20.pdf


 

- 61 - 

Jahankhani, H., Nkhoma, M. Z., & Mouratidis, H. (2009). Security Risk Management 
Strategy. In H. Jahankhani, D. L. Watson & G. Me (Eds.), Handbook of Electronic 
Security and Digital Forensics: World Scientific Pub Co Inc. 

Jerzy, C., & Eugene, K. (2009). The Speed Of Internationalization Of Entrepreneurial Start-
Ups In A Transition Environment. Journal of Developmental Entrepreneurship 
(JDE), 14(04), 375–392. 

Johanson, J., & Vahlne, J.-E. (1977). The Internationalization Process of the Firm-A Model 
of Knowledge Development and Increasing Foreign Market Commitments. Journal of 
International Business Studies, 8(1), 23–32. 

Johanson, J., & Vahlne, J.-E. (1990). The Mechanism of Internationalisation. International 
marketing review, 7(4), 11. 

Johanson, J., & Vahlne, J.-E. (2009). The Uppsala internationalization process model 
revisited: From liability of foreignness to liability of outsidership. Journal of 
International Business Studies, 40(9), 1411–1431. 

Jonker, J., & Pennink, B. (2009). The Essence of Research Methodology: A Concise Guide 
for Master and PhD Students in Management Science: Springer. 

Keupp, M. M., & Gassmann, O. (2009). The past and the future of international 
entrepreneurship: A review and suggestions for developing the field. Journal of 
Management, 35(3), 600–633. 

Khosrowpour, M. (2003). Information technology and organizations: trends, issues, 
challenges and solutions: Idea Group Pub. 

Khosrowpour, M., & Travers, J. (Eds.). (1993). Challenges for Information Management in a 
World Economy: Proceedings of the 4th Information Resources: Idea Group. 

Knight, G. (2009). International business competence and the contemporary firm. Journal of 
International Business Studies, 40(2), 255–273. 

Krishnaswami, O. R., & Satyaprasad, B. G. (2010). Business Research Methods. Mumbai, 
IND: Global Media. 

Kuivalainen, O., Sundqvist, S., & Servais, P. (2007). Firms' degree of born-globalness, 
international entrepreneurial orientation and export performance. [doi: 
10.1016/j.jwb.2007.04.010]. Journal of World Business, 42(3), 253–267. 

Lewis, L., Bajwa, D., Pervan, G., King, V., & Munkvold, B. (2007). A Cross-Regional 
Exploration of Barriers to the Adoption and Use of Electronic Meeting Systems. 
Group Decision and Negotiation, 16(4), 381–398. 

Li Xue, C. (2011). SMEs as motor of growth: A review of China's SMEs development in 
thirty years (1978-2008. Human systems management, 30(1/2), 39–54. 

Limayem, M., & Cheung, C. M. K. (2008). Understanding information systems continuance: 
The case of Internet-based learning technologies. [doi: 10.1016/j.im.2008.02.005]. 
Information & Management, 45(4), 227–232. 



 

- 62 - 

Loane, S., McNaughton, R. B., & Bell, J. (2004). The Internationalization of Internet-Enabled 
Entrepreneurial Firms: Evidence from Europe and North America. Canadian Journal 
of Administrative Sciences / Revue Canadienne des Sciences de l'Administration, 
21(1), 79–96. 

Loria, K., Mostaghel, R., & Salehi-Sangari, E. (2008). What hinders use when nothing 
hinders access. Paper presented at the 5th Scandinavian Workshop on e-Government. 
Retrieved from http://pure.ltu.se/portal/files/2324724/workshop081030.pdf 

Lu, J. W., & Beamish, P. W. (2001). The internationalization and performance of SMEs. 
Strategic Management Journal, 22(6–7), 565–586. 

Manolova, N. (2002). Internationalization of Small Firms. International small business 
journal, 20(1), 9. 

Mathews, S., & Healy, M. (2008). 'From garage to global': the internet and international 
market growth, an SME perspective. International Journal of Internet Marketing and 
Advertising, 4(2–3), 179–196. 

Maxwell, J. A. (2005). Qualitative research design: an interactive approach: Sage 
Publications. 

McDougall, P. P., & Oviatt, B. M. (2000). INTERNATIONAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP: 
THE INTERSECTION OF TWO RESEARCH PATHS. [Article]. Academy of 
Management Journal, 43(5), 902–906. 

McDougall, P. P., & Oviatt, B. M. (2005). Defining International Entrepreneurship and 
Modeling the Speed of Internationalization. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 
29(5), 537–554. 

Mead, D. C., & Liedholm, C. (1998). The dynamics of micro and small enterprises in 
developing countries. [doi: 10.1016/S0305-750X(97)10010-9]. World Development, 
26(1), 61–74. 

Mehrtens, J., Cragg, P. B., & Mills, A. M. (2001). A model of Internet adoption by SMEs. 
Information and Management, 39(3), 165–176. 

Mohan, R. R. (2010). Information Technology Management. Jaipur, IND: Global Media. 

Moini, H., & Tesar, G. (2005). The internet and internationalization of smaller manufacturing 
enterprises. Journal of global marketing, 18(3–4), 79–94. 

National Research Council, S., Computer, S., & Telecommunications Board, S. (2002). 
Information Technology Research, Innovation, and E-Government. Washington, DC, 
USA: National Academies Press. 

Oliveira, T., & Martins, M., F. (2011). Literature Review of Information Technology 
Adoption 

Models at Firm Level. The Electronic Journal Information Systems Evaluation, 14(1), 110– 
121. 

http://pure.ltu.se/portal/files/2324724/workshop081030.pdf


 

- 63 - 

Oviatt, B. M., & McDougall, P. P. (2005). Toward a Theory of International New Ventures. 
Journal of International Business Studies, 36(1), 29–41. 

Rainer, R. K., & Cegielski, C. G. (2009). Introduction to Information Systems: Enabling and 
Transforming Business: John Wiley & Sons. 

Rennie, M. W. (1993). Born global. [Article]. McKinsey Quarterly(4), 45–52. 

Rialp, A., Rialp, J., Urbano, D., & Vaillant, Y. (2005). The born-global phenomenon: A 
comparative case study research. Journal of International Entrepreneurship, 3(2), 
133–171. 

Rogers, E. M. (2003). Diffusion of Innovations, 5th Edition: Simon & Schuster. 

Ruzzier, M., & Antoncic, B. (2007). Social capital and SME internationalization: An 
empirical examination. Transformations in Business and Economics, 6(1), 122–138. 

Ruzzier, M., Antoncic, B., & Hisrich, R. (2007). The internationalization of SMEs: 
Developing and testing a multi-dimensional measure on Slovenian firms. 
Entrepreneurship and Regional Development, 19(2), 161–183. 

Ruzzier, M., Antoncic, B., Hisrich, R. D., & Konecnik, M. (2007). Human capital and SME 
internationalization: A structural equation modeling study. Canadian journal of 
administrative sciences, 24(1), 15–29. 

Ruzzier, M., Hisrich, R. D., & Antoncic, B. (2006). SME internationalization research: past, 
present, and future. [DOI: 10.1108/14626000610705705]. Journal of Small Business 
and Enterprise Development, 13(4), 476–497. 

Ruzzier, M., & Konečnik, M. (2006). The internationalization strategies of SMEs: The case 
of the Slovenian hotel industry. Management, 11, 17–35. 

Sachdeva, J. K. (2009). Business Research Methodology. Mumbai, IND: Global Media. 

Salazar, A. J. (Ed.). (2007). Handbook of Information Technology In Organisations and 
Electronic Markets. River Edge, NJ, USA: World Scientific. 

Sandulli, F., Fernández-Menéndez, J., Rodríguez-Duarte, A., & López-Sánchez, J. (2010). 
The productivity payoff of information technology in multimarket SMEs. Small 
Business Economics, 1–19. 

Saunders, M., Lewis, P., & Thornhill, A. (2009). Research methods for business students 
(Fifth ed.). Essex, England: Pearson Education Limited. 

Simmons, D. E. (2002). The Forum Report: E-Learning Adaption Rates and Barriers In A. 
Rossett (Ed.), The ASTD e-learning handbook: McGraw-Hill. 

Sullivan, D. (1994). Measuring the Degree of Internationalization of a Firm. Journal of 
International Business Studies, 25(2), 325–342. 

Sullivan, D. (1996). Measuring the Degree of Internationalization of a Firm: A Reply. 
Journal of International Business Studies, 27(1), 179–192. 



 

- 64 - 

The Tech Term Computer Dictionary. (2011). Retrieved 2011/01/01, from 
http://www.techterms.com 

Thietart, R.-A. (2001). Doing Management Research: A Comprehensive Guide. London, 
GBR: SAGE Publications Inc. (US). 

Tornatzky, L. G., & Fleischer, M. (1990). The Processes of Technological Innovation. 
Lexington, Massachusetts: Lexington Books. 

Ven, K., & Verelst, J. (2009). The Adoption of DEMO: A Research Agenda. In A. Albani, J. 
L. G. Dietz & J. Barjis (Eds.), Advances in Enterprise Engineering III: 5th 
International Workshop, Ciao! 2009, and 5th International Workshop, Eomas 2009, 
Held at Caise 2009, Amsterdam, the Netherlands, June 8-9, 2009, Proceedings: 
Springer. 

Venkatesh, V., & Bala, H. (2008). Technology Acceptance Model 3 and a Research Agenda 
on Interventions. Decision Sciences, 39(2), 273–315. 

Venkatesh, V., & Davis, F. D. (2000). A Theoretical Extension of the Technology 
Acceptance Model: Four Longitudinal Field Studies. [Article]. Management Science, 
46(2), 186. 

Venkatesh, V., Morris, M. G., Gordon, B. D., & Davis, F. D. (2003). User Acceptance of 
Information Technology: Toward a Unified View. MIS Quarterly, 27(3), 425–478. 

Vishwanath, A., & Scamurra, S. D. (2007). Barriers to the adoption of electronic health 
records: using concept mapping to develop a comprehensive empirical model. Health 
Informatics Journal, 13(2), 119–134. 

Vu, K. M. (2011). ICT as a source of economic growth in the information age: Empirical 
evidence from the 1996-2005 period. [doi: 10.1016/j.telpol.2011.02.008]. 
Telecommunications Policy, 35(4), 357–372. 

Walczuch, R., Van Braven, G., & Lundgren, H. (2000). Internet adoption barriers for small 
firms in The Netherlands. [doi: 10.1016/S0263-2373(00)00045-1]. European 
Management Journal, 18(5), 561–572. 

Welch, L. (1988). Internationalization: Evolution of a Concept. Journal of general 
management, 14(2), 34–55. 

Welch, L. S., & Luostarinen, R. (1999). Internationalization: Evolution of a Concept. In P. J. 
Buckley & P. N. Ghauri (Eds.), The internationalization of the firm: International 
Thomson Business Press. 

Westhead, P., Wright, M., & Ucbasaran, D. (2001). The internationalization of new and small 
firms: A resource-based view. Journal of Business Venturing, 16(4), 333–358. 

Zahra, S. A., & George, G. (2002). International entrepreneurship: The current status of the 
field and future research agenda. In M. A. Hitt, R. D. Ireland, S. M. Camp & D. L. 
Sexton (Eds.), Strategic Entrepreneurship: Creating a New Mindset. Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishers. 

http://www.techterms.com


 

- 65 - 

Zahra, S. A., Korri, J. S., & Yu, J. (2005). Cognition and international entrepreneurship: 
implications for research on international opportunity recognition and exploitation. 
[doi: 10.1016/j.ibusrev.2004.04.005]. International Business Review, 14(2), 129–146. 

Zappal , S. (Ed.). (2006). Impact of e-Commerce on Consumers and Small Firms. Abingdon, 
Oxon, GBR: Ashgate Publishing, Limited. 

Zimmerman, M. A., Barsky, D., & Brouthers, K. D. (2009). Networks, SMEs, and 
International Diversification. [Article]. Multinational Business Review, 17(4), 143–
162. 

 
 
  



 

- 66 - 

APPENDIX 
 
 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 
Name:      Date:   
Company:     Position: 
 
A. General information about the firm and the respondent 

1. Respondent’s experiences 
2. Firm production or service description 
3. Firm background (e.g., owner, when founded, employee number, decision-making 

process, annual turnover, etc.) 
4. Please describe the firm’s international position, target market, and turnover. 

B. RQ#1 
 

5. Please describe the usage of IT in your firm. 
6. Do you use IT in your international activities (e.g., Internet marketing)? If so, please 

describe the usage method. 
7. Did the Internet influence developing your current business in a given foreign 

market(s)? If yes, how? 
8. Did the Internet influence diversifying the business into a new foreign market(s)? If 

yes, how? 
9. Do you think the Internet influenced the distance between your firm experience and 

its internationalization? If yes, how?  
10. Did the Internet influence the growth of foreign activities over time in your firm? 

 
C. RQ#2 

11. How do you describe the international opportunities of your SME? Do you seek them 
and try to exploit them? 

12. When you seek international opportunities (matching the market needs to the 
resources that are available) for your firm, do you use the Internet? If yes, how? 

13. Please describe the Internet capabilities for exploiting an international opportunity in 
your firm. 

D. RQ#3 
14. When thinking about the lack of ease of use, how do you describe factors that hinder 

IT usage? 
15. When considering the outcomes of IT usage, how do you describe the factors that 

limit the perceived level of outcomes? 
E. RQ#4 

16. Please describe the organizational barriers that influence your firm’s IT adoption? 
How do those factors prevent the firm adopting IT? 

17. Please describe the technological barriers that influence your firm’s IT adoption? 
How do those factors prevent the firm adopting IT? 

18. Please describe the environmental barriers that influence your firm’s IT adoption? 
How do those factors prevent the firm adopting IT? 

 


