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              Abstract 

 

The importance of SMEs in national and global economies is increasingly 

becoming of interest in academic and political scenarios, especially when it 

comes to innovation and creativity of business strategies that SMEs are known 

for. However, comparatively little can be found on how the strategic 

implications of family-owned manufacturing SMEs affected the competitive 

strategy of their firm when it came to adopt e-business technology. Malta has a 

micro-economy, with a manufacturing sector that strived to provide an 

ambience that stimulated growth and the need to use e-business technologies. 

This study aims to map the strategic implications of family-owned 

manufacturing SMEs by exploring their readiness that motivated or inhibited 

the adoption of e-business in this small island state. The owners/managers of 20 

family-owned businesses that fell in line with the EU’s definition of SMEs  were 

examined within the Maltese industrial manufacturing context. It was concluded 

that for a research study of this type, Rogers’s (1995) diffusion of innovation 

theory (DOI) and Tornatzsky and Fleischer’s (1990) technology, organisational 

and environment theory (TOE) were stronger when combined. Critical analyses 

of contemporary theories related to e-business adoption revealed how one 

individual theory on its own could not adequately explain the readiness of 

family-owned SMEs that were gearing or considering in investing in e-business. 

The readiness of the owners/managers that were considered as the main 

decision makers and sole representatives of the firms, were explored by a 

combined DOI and TOE assessment. The combination of the DOI and TOE 

assessed the readiness and their likely levels of investing in this technology. 

The rationale for the adoption of the DOI and TOE theories in combination, 

along with a critique and an argument on the non-use of four other theories in 

this field of study was substantiated. Hence, to consider this issue and address 

the relevant gaps, the combination of the two theoretical frameworks Rogers’s 

(1995) DOI and Tornatzsky and Fleischer’s (1990) TOE were applied to assess 

major/minor motivators or inhibitors that could be have been an impediment to 

the readiness of the firm. Before the main study interviews, a pilot study of  the 

two SME firms was conducted.  
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Subsequently, a thematic grid analysis of the conducted interviews was 

designed prior the main study’s interviews with the 20 SMEs, that were 

examined in a separate modified analysis grid. The findings from this study created 

an understanding of what were the motivational and inhibitor influences that affected 

the readiness when it came to adopt e-business and their likeleness levels to invest in e-

business as a strategy. In terms of academic and practitioner contributions, this study 

has extended on seminal and contemporary studies conducted around the world that 

were a source of a greater potential in expanding on the existing understanding of what 

are the dimensions and elements that made Maltese family SME owner/managers ready 

to adopt e-business. The findings of this study contributed towards the SMEs in general 

that were planning to adopt e-business as part of their modus operandi by applying their 

strategies based on the findings from this research. From the theoretical point of view, 

the findings of this study were consistent with both theories used in seminal and 

contemporary literature. The empirical evidence of this study contributed to the body of 

knowledge in e-business adoption by SMEs in general. Therefore, this study can be 

considered as a theoretical and practitioner contributor by supporting both the TOE and 

DOI theories. 
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                                                Chapter 1   

                                              Introduction     

                  

1.1 Background and Significance of the Participants  

 

Over the last decade, SMEs forming part of a nation's economy have caught the 

attention of local and international economies around the globe. However, on an 

academic level, research is still limited when it comes to studying family-

owned SMEs when compared with different SMEs. This study explored the 

readiness that motivates and the concerns that inhibit owners/managers of 

family-owned SMEs in the manufacturing sector in Malta when e-business is 

adopted as a competitive strategy. The study also tried to understand the 

decision criteria of owners/managers who are either preparing to adopt e-

business technology internally and externally or who are still undecided. The 

Maltese SME community is made up of unique characteristics and is thriving in 

Malta’s economy. This study aims to discover what influenced that prepared 

and motivated the owners/managers and what concerns that delayed and 

inhibited their way forward towards the adoption of e-business as a competitive 

strategy. Although a significant number of studies that investigated SMEs on a 

global scale have been published, many researchers have overwhelmingly 

applied the quantitative strategic approach (Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991; 

Creswell, 2013). 

 

Therefore, the adoption of a qualitative constructivist approach is what made 

this study interesting. It allows the exploration of the major/minor motivational 

factors and the major/minor inhibitors of SMEs when adopting e-business as a 

competitive strategy. Both the DOI, the diffusion of organisational 

innovativeness and the TOE, the technology organisation and environment were 

used in the pilot study to pre-test the instrument that contained 27 semi-

structured question questionnaires .  An analysis grid of the two piloted SMEs 

was designed to expose both participants’ levels of readiness and inhibition to 

adopt e-business at a strategic level. The pilot study showed that the same 

approach could be used in the main study which consists of 20 SME firms.  
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The findings are expected to reveal more about the way the owners/managers’ readiness 

is motivated to or inhibited from increasing the likelihood of adopting e- 

business. In modern digital business environments, SMEs are increasingly  

accepting the fact that e-business improves relationships and performance,  

brings in more sustainable competitive advantages, and provides an increase in  

opportunities that secure long-term success especially through B2B  

(Ghobakhloo et al., 2011). In any SME topic vis-a-vis investments in IT, little  

research has been found on what motivated or inhibited the adoption of e- 

business, the exploration of  strategic implications that owner/managers  

experience and how these are evaluated and the extent to which these strategic 

implications benefit SMEs in the manufacturing sector. Research on family-

owned SMEs in the manufacturing sector concerning e-business adoption is also 

limited, mainly due to the many characteristic features and attributes of SMEs 

that differ from those of large firms (Dobrescu et al., 2018, Bharati and  

Chaudhury 2009).  

 

SMEs are shackled and deprived from expanding their business, which may seriously affect 

the firm’s resources (Beck et al., 2005) especially low capitalisation and cash flow 

problems (Davidson and Dutia, 1991). SMEs are also known for their limit in their 

investment strategies especially marketing, are most often influenced by family 

traditions and limited, which leads to large unit costs. The limited resource base narrows 

their influences on the market prices that are influenced by the evolving local and 

international market mechanisms. It is common for SMEs to adjust and design their 

strategic intentions around their available resources (Edelman et al., 2005). The findings 

of this research are practically and academically focused on the owners’/managers’ 

readiness and how this affected their motivation or inhibition to adopt e-business as part 

of their competitive strategy. Therefore, this study acted as a catalyst by addressing the 

gaps in the limited research concerning family-owned manufacturing SMEs. When 

considering the theoretical point of view, the findings addressed the existing research 

gaps related to e-business adoption (Bouwman et al., 2018, Foss and Saebi, 2017; 

Heikkilä et al., 2018) and complement the contemporary literature streams on e-

business adoption by SMEs.  
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The findings revealed the limitations of this research which was conducted inside the 

microeconomic scale of the island state of Malta. These findings possess unique 

characteristics but are reliable enough to be replicated at a par with other European 

nations that are much stronger in economic and industrial terms. According to an NSO 

(2015) report, the family business community in Malta is thriving and is here to stay in 

the current economic scenario (SBA, 2018). Therefore, the findings will serve to bridge 

the gaps in the literature concerning Maltese SMEs and their European counterparts by 

providing more insight regarding any differences that may exist when it comes to 

family-owned SMEs looking to adopt e-business as part of their competitive strategy.  

 

This study is tapered on the readiness of owners/managers of family-owned 

manufacturing SMEs in Malta and the likelihood of their adopting e-business. It 

explored their motivational readiness and any inhibiting concerns, as well as the 

strategic implications which arise when e-business is adopted as a competitive 

strategy. Solaymani et al., (2011) asserted that, e-business adoption as a 

strategy offers multiple benefits to family-owned SMEs, including modest 

advantages such as B2B, firm value, cheaper administration and network 

communication costs, more control, business process re-engineering, value 

chain integration, up-to-date replenishment of stocks and quick response to 

customer demand, and online selling and trading.          

 

1.2 Research Question, Aim and Objectives    
 

This study seeks to address the following research question: what motivates Maltese 

owners/managers of family-owned manufacturing SMEs to adopt e-business as part of their 

competitive strategy and what inhibits them from doing so? The sole aim is to explore the 

readiness that motivates or the concerns that inhibit owners/managers when adopting e-business in 

the manufacturing sector within a business that falls under the European Union‘s (EU) (2003) 

category of an SME.  Two theories, technology-organisation-environment (TOE) (Tornatzsky and 

Fleischer (1990), and Rogers (1995) diffusion of innovation (DOI) are adopted and  used both  

individually and in combination to assess the firms’ readiness that is affected by major and minor 

motivating and inhibiting levels.  
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The objectives are: 

(i) to expose the roles of individual TOE contexts in influencing the decision making 

of family-owned manufacturing SMEs concerning technology, i.e. what evidence of any 

major/minor inhibiting features or major/minor motivators influencing owners/managers 

when adopting e-business as a competitive business strategy can be obtained through the 

TOE dimensions;  

 

(ii) to expose the roles of individual DOI elements in internally and externally 

influencing the organisational innovativeness of family-owned manufacturing SMEs , i.e. 

what evidence can be obtained to suggest that the DOI elements of major/minor inhibiting 

features or major/minor motivators of organisational innovativeness are affecting the 

owners/managers’ likely levels of adopting e-business as part of their competitive 

strategy; and 

 

(iii) to assess at what levels are the owners/managers’ more likely to adopt e-business 

when considering their readiness and/or inhibiting concerns in technological decision 

making and organisational innovativeness , i.e. the TOE and DOI theories are combined 

to expose the major/minor motivational readiness and the major/minor inhibiting 

concerns of family-owned SMEs when adopting e-business as part of their competitive 

strategy. 

 

1.3 Anticipated Contribution to the Body of Knowledge and Originality of 

 the Research         

 

Notwithstanding the general importance of SMEs in world economies, there are 

limited studies on the behaviours and attitudes of family-owned SMEs in the 

manufacturing sector as researchers tend to investigate the strategies of large 

firms (Galliers and Leidner, 2014, Hung-Chi et al., 2012), public services and 

public sector entities (Andrews et al., 2006). Meanwhile, family-owned 

manufacturing SMEs have rarely been examined. These SMEs warrant more 

academic research because family-owned SMEs amount to more than 80% of all 

SMEs in general in EU countries, employing half of all private sector 

employees (Brown and Lockett 2004).  
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The strongest points of any SME are the creative and innovative generation of 

new ideas, as in many areas, they are the primary growth drivers of their 

industry (Barbera and Hasso 2013). Generally, strategic management and 

research are more concentrated on large firms, but these offer no benefits to 

SMEs, particularly to family-owned ones. The owners/managers of SMEs may 

have little resource capacity in monetary, technological, and human terms for 

tasks such as formal strategic planning that require more intuition, experience, and 

instinct (Nyamwanza 2014). Research on what motivates or inhibits this strategic 

investment and on the patterns of behaviour inside family-owned manufacturing 

SMEs is thus understandably limited. The obvious intent of this study is to try 

to address this gap in knowledge by exposing the behaviours of owners/ 

managers of SMEs, as well as the implications of their strategic approaches.  A 

common attribute in manufacturing SMEs is that they are generally low-tech 

(Minarelli et al., 2014) and flexible with customer orders (Mohiuddin 2011). 

Whilst preparing for this study, it was noticed that two limitations exist within 

the literature:  

        

(i) Most of the research focuses on specific areas and a few dimensions of 

strategic behaviour, frequently resulting in a biased approach (Chen and 

Dubinsky, 2003). 

(ii) Quantitative deductive research following predefined patterns and 

hypothesis testing is very common, resulting in little appreciation of the 

qualitative terms especially human behaviors. 

 

In order to overcome the above two limitations, it was proposed to combine the TOE 

and DOI theories and address the SMEs strategic behavior by using a qualitative 

constructivist approach, that addressed the owner/managers concerns that motivate or 

inhibit the adoption of e-business as part of their competitive strategy. This study is 

concentrated on family owned manufacturing SMEs in Malta which is a limitation in 

itself. Literature has showed that there are fewer studies on e-business adoption by 

family owned manufacturing SMEs not only in Malta, but also in European countries 

and around the world. The few studies that exist have adopted adoption theories that 

were developed in context of other countries which are bigger than the island of Malta, 

so this study had to contend with the lack of theoretical frameworks that may have 

catered for the contextual characteristics that are particular to the island of Malta.   
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1.4 Anticipated Practical Value of this Study to the Maltese Family-Owned 

SME Community 

 

SMEs investing in e-business technology have significantly changed their 

operations and processes. Similar studies have provided SMEs with strategies 

that made them more likely to adopt e-business technology by equipping them 

with more knowledge and know-how about modern IT systems. E-Business 

technology has matured over time (Govender and Pretorius 2013) and has 

become a key driver in internationalising a firm, a process that requires a 

considerable effort from SMEs as users (Korpelainen and Kira 2010). This 

study gives the SME community in Malta, particularly family-owned 

manufacturing SMEs, the opportunity to weigh the advantages of investing in 

this technology, coupled with B2B, as a competitive strategic approach. 

Moreover, it answered frequently asked questions, such as ‘Where are we 

now?’ ‘Are we prepared?’ ‘Where are we going?’ and ‘How do we get there?’ 

The latest technology and up-to-date knowledge are critical factors in 

determining competitiveness and success in the manufacturing sector 

(Korpelainen and Kira 2010). This study will enable the Maltese SME 

community to understand better their opportunities and learn more on both B2B 

and e-business in combination as an investment that offers a range of business 

transactions and processes (Apulu and Latham 2009).  

 

Modern Maltese family-owned manufacturing SMEs are offered a study that 

could encourage them to confidently invest in IT systems that have been tried 

and tested in the industry and are referenced by prominent researchers, such as 

Mathien and Suresh (2015), Korpelainen and Kira (2010), Sila (2015), Sluga 

and Husejnagic (2014), Iqbal et al. (2014), Anooja (2015), Kindstrom and 

Kowalkowski (2014) and Gomez et al., (2015). Owners/managers from all 

sectors and locations can be motivated to invest in e-business or inhibited from 

doing so for many reasons. The most common reasons involve the costs related 

to buying and installing the system including operational costs, risks involved, 

trust, security against fraud, data exposure, lack of owner/manager knowledge 

and computer illiteracy among the workers of the firm, and enabling factors like 

the network infrastructure and financial regulations by the Government, EU and 

private bankers.  
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This scenario indicated that Maltese owners of family-owned manufacturing 

SMEs may not be knowledgeable about the process that is crucial to putting the 

firm in readiness for e-business. Hence, it is important to explore the readiness 

that motivates and the concerns that inhibit the Maltese family-owned SME 

community and how its members prepare to overcome their concerns internally 

and externally. Although this research is not based on types of risks in SMEs, 

SMEs are seen to produce complex products and services . They often depend 

totally on one local supplier, which is a risky strategy (Falkner and Hiebel 

2015). Strategic thinking, which is necessary for modern SME firms, requires 

owners/managers to plan beyond their daily routine to concentrate on the long 

term.   

                                                    

This includes gathering, analysing, and discussing B2B and the pre- and post-

adoption of the investment to gain a competitive advantage strategy (Earl 2000, 

Radovic-Markovic and Samalsadeh 2012). This study is of practical value as it 

allowed family-owned manufacturing SMEs to tangibly analyse the success that 

B2B and e-business offer to the manufacturing industry, and what they can 

bring to their firm. Along with the owner/manager, Maltese family-owned 

SMEs need to have a trained workforce which must be flexible and ready to 

meet modern IT challenges. Modern IT skills are crucial for the economy and 

industry alike, as the IT industry relies on scientists and researchers, just as  

how SMEs must rely on skilled labour and new technologies (Gatautis 2014). 

The competitiveness and complexity of a firm’s product or service are crucial, 

as it outperforms competitors through cost management measures, 

differentiation and focus strategies. Focus and differentiation strategies are 

different from cost management measures as they concentrate on a market niche 

depending on the locality, region, type of customer and segment of the 

population served (Hill et al., 2007). E-Business has offered previous adopters’ 

various opportunities that would not have been possible otherwise. Thus, this 

investment in e-business is an opportunity to engage with new customers and 

partners both locally and abroad in modern market mechanisms and to create a 

flexible approach in order to stay competitive (Poon and Swatman 1998, 

Puklavek et al., 2014, Gatautis 2014).  
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This study enabled Maltese family-owned manufacturing SMEs to identify and 

evaluate their readiness to invest in e-business and the inhibiting concerns that 

may hinder its primary benefits. 

 

1.5 The Structure of the Thesis       

The chapters in this research explain the set up including and what they deal 

with. Chapter 2 outlines the scope of the research by generally defining SME 

characteristics and the internationalisation of the Maltese family-owned 

manufacturing SME community. Apart from providing definitions and 

characteristics, this chapter also directs the somewhat scattered literature 

streams to point towards the theoretical foundations, the owner/manager 

synthesis, and the competitive environment.  

Chapter 3 provides the justification for both the DOI and TOE theories in 

combination, as well as for the exclusion of four other theories. The study is 

based on the grouping of firms with similar strategic business pathways and 

categories. The literature review then focuses on both seminal and 

contemporary research with different methodologies and provides various 

examples by discussing their strengths and weaknesses. The chapter argues in 

favour of integrating the DOI and TOE theories when taking into context the 

research question, aim and objectives of this study. Chapter 4 addresses the 

methodology with the subsequent strategy of enquiry for this study and the 

adoption of a constructivist approach. The complete arguments of Cohen and 

Manion (1994) in favour of a constructivist  approach to a qualitative 

phenomenological method of enquiry are found in Chapter 4 to explain the 

logic behind the choice of this research approach. Chapter 4 further elaborates 

on how the constructivist approach method is applied, as well as on how the 

usage of comparative analysis will yield more robust quality criteria. As stated earlier, 

Chapter 4 consults existing literature on e-business research and exposes the dominance 

of quantitative surveys, while justifying the chosen methodology and paradigm. Chapter 

5 is the research design section which focuses on achieving objectivity, applicability, 

consistency, and truth value. The validation of the thematic analysis approach 

methodology is also found in Chapter 5, and it describes the design used, access, 

strategies, the instrument used, the face-to-face data collection interview approach and 

analysis methods by providing a descriptive constructivist design to analyse the study. 
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Chapter 6 is the data collection method chapter which provides the findings and secures 

the truth value of the pilot study on the two owners/managers that was conducted prior 

to interviewing the 20 owners/managers for the main study. The two selected SMEs of 

the pilot study are independent of the main study’s participants. This chapter explains 

the pilot study’s design and findings, which mainly rely on the qualitative research 

underpinnings of the research instrument (questionnaires). The pilot interviews are then 

analysed using an analysis grid in the DOI and TOE contexts to find out how 

major/minor motivators and major/minor inhibitors affect the investment in e-business. 

The pilot questionnaire Appendix 1 was modified to that appearing as Appendix 2 to be 

used for the main study’s interviews with the 20 SMEs. This study bases Chapter 2 to 

Chapter 6 on the adopted research framework guidelines.  

All conclusions and implications are proposed when the main results of the responses of 

the empirical study given by the 20 owners/managers are analysed, presented, and 

discussed. Chapter 7 is the analysis and discussion part of the study, where the TOE and 

DOI analyses are classified in a general grid that exposes the readiness that motivated 

the adoption of e-business and its inhibitors. Finally, Chapter 7 provides some 

recommendations to lower the inhibiting factors of the SMEs in question. Chapter 8 

explains how this research contributed to knowledge, academia and core practitioners 

who study SMEs in general. Chapter 9 is the conclusive part where the objectives were 

evaluated again vis-a-vis the research question using TOE and DOI, both in individual 

terms and in combination. Chapter 10 includes the personal reflections of the researcher 

and opens a gap in this study to highlight what other aspects can be examined to further 

these studies through other methodologies. 
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        Chapter 2 

                                   The Context of this Study 

 
 

2.1 SME Firm Characteristics  
 

According to an SBA (2018) report commissioned by the EU, between 2008 and 

2018, the number of Maltese SMEs in the economy grew by an extra 4,800 (or 

almost 20%) to a total of 29,683 firms. Previous researchers implied that the 

definition for SMEs depends upon different factors and characteristics , ranging 

from geographical location, modus operandi, local and regional economy size, 

and the sector in which they participate. SMEs around the world are known to 

play a significant role in different economic settings ( I-Lin et al., 2007) as their 

contribution is generally recognised as vibrant and continues to grow in every 

sector in most economies. SMEs are known to handle a limited angle of focus 

(Bernatonyte et al., 2009); an advantage when it comes to establishing 

relationships with their clients as it creates a scenario of serene stability for the 

firms. 

 

 Another common characteristic identified in the study by Koskinen (2015)  is 

that SMEs exert flexible approaches by being responsive to any changes required by 

their clients. This is possible because of the flexible nature of SMEs, which 

enables them to adjust their products and services to their clients’ requirements 

and specifications (Koskinen 2015). One of the major drawbacks of SMEs lies 

in the few relationships they form. Should these relationships fail due to 

disagreements or failure of the clients’ firms, SMEs are rendered more 

vulnerable.  

 

This is mainly possible due to the firm’s simple, flat, and small structure, which can also 

be of advantage as it allows the owners/managers to specialise on their products and 

services. However, their small size is a disadvantage when it comes to obtaining 

financial packages from banks and governments or accessing EU funding. It is quite 

common for SMEs to rely on their personal assets, which is a limiting factor when it 

comes to recapitalising their firm or investing in new IT systems (Kudlats and 

McDowell 2015). 
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2.2 Defining Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises for this Study 

 

Harwood and Konidaris (2015) defined SMEs by considering the “country 

involved, industrial sector and what type of service they offer, and to which 

they are applied” (p 8). In their policy research paper for the World Bank, 

Harwood and Konidaris (2015) gave a detailed description of how different 

countries define SMEs. For example, the SMEs in the EU (2003) are described 

as portrayed in Table 2.1. The paper provides a clear distinction between the 

different sectors which include SMEs with less than 250 full-time employees, in 

relation to their annual turnover and total gross asset value (Harwood and 

Konidaris, 2015). The standard EU definition is used for this study, which 

includes the annual turnover, number of employees and balance sheet (see 

Table 2.1).  

 

The European Commission (2003) defined SMEs as a legally formed enterprise 

that employs owners directly or as shareholders in economic activity. The 

definition given by the European Commission is more generic as it 

encompasses all categories, sizes, and the number of employees (see Table 2.1). 

Most importantly of all for this study, the European Commission specifically 

mentions family businesses and states that SMEs are in their majority manned 

by genetically connected members of the same family. This makes this 

definition more relevant and realistic than others. Table 2.1 displays the 

thresholds for SME classification as follows:   

 

 

          Table 2.1:                                                                       

Thresholds for SME classification (European Commission, 2003). 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

 

 

 
 

Company 

 

 

Employees 

 

 

Turnover 

 

 

Balance Sheet  

       Total   

 

Medium-

Sized    < 250  <€50 m      < €43 m 

Small      < 50  <€10 m      < €10 m 

Micro      < 10  < €2 m      < €02 m 
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2.3 E-Business Characteristics     

                                                                           

It is from here that the ‘e-business’ concept had risen to stay. It was Lou 

Gerstner, the CEO of IBM, who mentioned e-business for the first time and 

referred to the unstoppable evolution of the integration of business processes 

and infrastructures with internet technologies (Young 2003). In time, the term 

‘e-business’ evolved, and with aggressive IT business solutions, special care 

must be taken not to confuse it with other terms such as ‘e-commerce’. 

Researchers have several different views on the terms ‘e-business’ and ‘e-

commerce’ (Fillis and Wagner, 2005), and many may confuse the two (Rayport 

and Jaworski 2001).  

 

Chaffey (2007) and Turban et al., (2002) described e-business more clearly as 

an important investment that solidifies relations with existing firm partners and 

is not reserved only for normal business dealings. Turban et al (2002) stated 

that , e-business offers the possibility of establishing new firm partners and 

conducting electronic transactions within and between firms . E-Business 

networks allow firms to communicate with each other and exchange information 

with the help of advanced software systems. Another important e-business 

characteristic is that it fosters new collaborations between firms and solidifies 

existing ones. These collaborations lead to more innovation and increased 

knowledge of products and services, which does not just involve buying and 

selling between firms, but also includes inventory management and general 

information systems (Ramdani et al., 2013).  

 

2.4  E-Business versus E-Commerce 

 

In contemporary business, family-owned manufacturing SMEs in Malta 

dominate crucial industry sectors, such as manufacturing, and are either tapered 

in or strategically formed as forward and backward by partnering with other 

firms in retail and/or intensive technology manufacturing.  
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E-Business and e-commerce are often used for the same reasons, even though 

they have different meanings. E-Commerce is the forward business aspect that 

includes online business transactions involving the exchange of goods between 

customers, retailers, and traders. Customers interact directly with vendors and 

sales representatives, while suppliers interact with manufacturers and shipping 

services. E-Business encompasses all this and refers to the backward business 

abilities of a firm, including product operations management and corporate 

infrastructure (Byron et al., 2002). In general, forward, and backward activities 

are classified below: 

 

(i) Interconnection between forward and backward partners (e.g. retailers, 

 distributors, and suppliers) that is B2B (forward and backward business).  

(ii) The business activities between a firm and end-users of the service or

 product (forward business) that is B2C (forward business).  

 

B2B can be a forward (processing products) and backward (products to be 

utilised as a service/assembled part) business. Forward integration is the  

manufacturer’s operational reach to product retailing  or selling directly to the 

consumer. Conversely, backward integration is the manufacturer’s operations 

from the raw materials stage into the primary sector as a supplier in market 

mechanisms.  

 

2.5 The Maltese SME Community       

                                                                                                                                        

Why Malta?  In response to this question, this research described the main elements that 

defined Malta in terms of its culture, location, size, government regulations, EU, 

economy and population According to the 2018 Cohesion Policy Report (CPR) for 

the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF 2018), the Maltese islands 

have seen continuous economic diversification and job creation. In Malta, 

SMEs constitute more than 90% of family firms (SBA 2003). A large portion of 

SMEs are active in the trade sector and in the leisure industry, these including 

small scale workshops and restaurants. However, only 5.74% of SMEs (CPR 

2014) are involved in manufacturing, heavy industry, and other capital- 

intensive sectors. According to the agenda of the Horizon 2014-2020 report, the 

Maltese SMEs are a priority for the government.  
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The report stated: 

 

“Given the size and contribution of the SME and 

microenterprise sectors to the economy, these 

developments are of strategic importance to 

Malta and will enable SMEs to raise enough 

 capital to support business ventures” (p 16). 

                                              

The SBA fact sheet for the year 2018 declared that there were 29,683 SMEs 

operating in Malta in 2011, with 95.1% employing fewer than 10 full-time 

employees and the rest employing between 10 to 49 full-time employees. The 

Maltese archipelago is in the middle of the Mediterranean and is the smallest 

economy in the EU (SBA 2018) with a micro-economy based on small firms 

and medium sized firms. The European Commission (2003) defined micro and 

small enterprises as employing up to nine full-time employees, whereas small 

and medium-sized firms normally employ between 10 to 49 full-time employees 

up to a maximum of 250 employees. As a member of the EU, Malta recognises 

the European Commission’s specifications, not only because it is a member of 

the EU, but also because import/export figures in a report by the National 

Statistics Office of Malta (NSO 2015) show that 55.1% of Malta’s export is 

done within EU territory and the euro-zone.  

 

2.6 Defining Family-Owned SMEs       

                                           

Literature on family-owned SMEs debated on how to present a realistic 

definition of a family-owned SME. The percentage of ownership required for 

absolute and effective control vary from one SME  to another. For example, 

Donckels and Fröhlich (1991) consider a business to be a family-owned-firm if 

60% of the shares are owned by family members, whereas La Porta et al. (1999) 

believe that family firms own only 20% of the firm’s shares. Meanwhile, Barth 

et al., (2005) believe that for a firm to qualify as a family-owned firm, a 

minimum of 33% ownership must be held by family members. When it comes to 

limited liability companies (Ltd), operating agreements are reached to recognise 

the owner-director of the firm as the sole legal representative according to the 

Malta Financial Services Authority (MFSA).  
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Therefore, the MFSA is the only regulator for financial activities in the Maltese  

islands which regulates and supervises the country’s company registry. Recent 

literature deems family firms as closely held firms in which generations and/or 

several family members who are genetically related or in-laws, act as both 

owners and employees at the same time and depend on the firm for a living 

(Lindow 2013). Reflecting on the current global SME scenario, Lindow (2013) 

questioned the definition of family firm and analysed the term using two 

complementary approaches the essence approach and the involvement approach.  

Family firms are defined by the family’s involvement inside the firm in relation 

to shares in ownership, decision-making, management, supervision, and 

succession within the family. According to Litz (1995), family firms can be 

defined by using these two complementary approaches. It is the distinction 

between these two complementary approaches that formed the basis of what 

researchers refer to as components-of-involvement which is an essential 

approach that provided the most recent definitions of a family firm. The main 

criteria used when defining family firms do not simply deal with full ownership 

but may also include in-laws in senior management (Lindow, 2013). This is 

enough for this approach, as it fundamentally considered the overall levels of 

involvement. “The essence approach” sees family involvement as a necessary 

trait that is found naturally within family firms. The following features must be 

present in family firms:                                                                                                            

    

(i) influence/s on strategic management and operational activities 

(Stetco, 2014). 

(ii) a tight grip and full control over the firm by the family (Stetco, 

2014). 

(iii) humanistic behaviours of owner/manager vis-a-vis siblings and in-

laws (Campopiano et al., 2014). 

(iv) the uniqueness of the firm and its management team.  

(v) expose different perspectives. 

 

Many complex and simple studies that defined and distinguished family firms 

investigated the ‘family’ dimension in addition to the ‘business’ dimension. 

Family firms are run by the owner/manager with the role of an entrepreneur and 

founder; if not, the genetic successor to the founder is found at the helm of the 

firm.  
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Consistently, the theme within all these definitions is family ownership  and the 

full direct involvement of family members when making decisions of all 

magnitudes that affect the firm’s modus operandi (Lindow, 2013). 

 

2.7 Manufacturing-Oriented Family-Owned SMEs in the Maltese Economy 

 

Family firms in the manufacturing sector are no different from such firms in 

other sectors. They tend to concentrate on a limited and most likely local 

number of trusted partners (Calabro and Mussolino 2013) without ever 

bothering to expand locally or abroad. Calabro and Mussolino (2013) 

acknowledged that family firms need to develop new partners locally and 

abroad through IT service providers so that they can act as a gateway in 

expanding their business and easing their reliance on the local market. New 

partners should not be selected randomly. However, once a level of trust has 

been established, firm owners/managers ought to leave their successors or in-

laws free to do business with an entrepreneurial mindset.  Furthermore, firms 

should avoid distrust between family members and decentralise more for new 

talent to move in (Handler 1994). According to an EU SBA (2018) report, 

“Malta’s SME sector is one of the few which came out stronger from the 2008 

financial crisis, and since 2008,  all SME sectors have grown strongly, however 

the manufacturing sector is still struggling to reach pre-2008 levels” (p 2). A 

Price Waterhouse Coopers (PWC 2014) survey found that: 

 

        “43% of Maltese family businesses have been in  

        existence for 50 years and more when compared   

        with a global sample of 38%, and only 7% out of    

        18% globally, have been around less than 20 years” (p 2). 

 

A worrying part of this survey revealed the key challenges concerning survival 

in modern markets both locally and abroad for the five years following the 

survey’s end. Family-owned SMEs, including those within the manufacturing 

sector, significantly contribute to the economies they operate in, even 

outperforming large companies both in added value and employment, as they 

employ more than half of the industry that mainly caters for the local market.  
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However, manufacturing SMEs account for only 13% of exports, which 

contrasts with how 70-80% of family-owned SMEs are contributing to more 

than a third of industry value added, according to an SBA (2018) report. When 

considering the export opportunities in the manufacturing sector, it is envisaged 

that by exploiting this opportunity through e-business, a long-term increase in 

Malta’s B2B export capabilities becomes a realistic opportunity. 

 

2.8 Internationalisation of Maltese Family-Owned SMEs 

 

The heading is already exposing the need for family firms to go international as 

they are often characterised as inward-looking, constrained to traditions, and 

resistant to change (Donckels and Frolich, 1991). This is compatible with the 

user resistance theory as stressed by Blanton and Klaus (2010). Blanton and 

Klaus’s (2010) theory of user resistance is popularly used by researchers in IT 

adoption, and it focuses on the owners’ inhibiting resistance to technology or 

any delays or procrastination on its investment (Blanton and Klaus, 2010). The 

Central Bank of Malta report by Grech (2015) stressed that catering for the 

local market only, or occasional one-offs away from Malta’s shores, could be a 

threat to the survival of family-owned manufacturing SMEs in Malta, which are 

in constant competition with other firms in a dynamic global economy.  

 

Grech (2015) reports that “there was a weakening in the manufacturing sector, 

which previously carried a large weight in the national economy” (p 7). E-

Business can be an opportunity to expand B2B beyond the small market of the 

Maltese islands, without abandoning the domestic market. It is true that going 

international through e-business required investments and allocation of 

resources (Zhu and Kraemer 2005). It requires a clear strategy that is both 

proactive as well as reactionary in taking the firm forward. The shift towards 

internationalisation may at first take place in locations closest in proximity to 

the local market, after realising that the latter’s opportunities have been 

exhausted. Ruzzier et al. (2006) argued that the first attempt to internationalise 

is normally made geographically close to the firm, and the nearest geographical 

market to Malta is Sicily, which is 58 km away from the Maltese market.  
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However, in their majority, family-owned SMEs are attached to their local 

environment, and for an SME to internationalise, it must first fulfil its potential 

in the local market (Ortiz et al., 2012). This is a critical scenario in family-

owned SMEs, as they must compete in local and global mechanisms. Global 

mechanisms originate from global economies which can offer wider 

opportunities internationally or along with local traditional market mechanisms, 

that in many cases can lead to conservatism (Olmos et al., 2014). According to 

Nieto and Zulmina (2005), family SMEs are less enthusiastic about going 

international, even though many SMEs have risen to the challenges that this 

investment creates with supportive successes (Skudiene et al., 2013).  

 

2.9 Business-to-Business (B2B) Relationships 

                                                                                                                                            

B2B refers to any local and international trade transaction.  When a buyer firm 

buys products from a supplier firm (see Figure 2.1), a B2B transaction occurs 

(Hawkins et al., 2013). Therefore, business-to-business is referred to as B2B. 

An example of B2B is when a deal is sealed between, e.g. a manufacturing firm 

and its supplier of raw materials or assembled products, its wholesalers, 

retailers, or traders. In a WTO 2013 report on B2B, it is asserted that B2B 

facilitates the exchange of information between a firm and a customer firm 

rather than between consumers and the firm. The same WTO report (2013) 

reveals that B2B transactions comprise 90% of all e-business, which gains a 

higher share of its profits from B2B. In Figure 2.1, the B2B model by Kumar 

and Raheja (2012) has been adapted for this study. It has been split into a 

buying side and a selling side. The services B2B offers to the buying side using 

IT show the collaboration and relationships between B2B and e-business.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



19 

 

                    Figure 2.1:   

    B2B activities adapted from Kumar and Raheja (2012) 

 
 

                                  Buyers                                 Sellers   

 

                                          Customers 1       SME 1 

 Customers 2       SME 2 

 Customers 3       SME 3 

     C  Customers 4       SME 4 

   

             (a) Seller Side B2B         (b) Buyer Side B2B 
    

           Services                    Others 

                        Sellers    Buyers 

 

                                            Government Other Buyers  

   

 

                                                Community                     Sellers 

   

       

 

                  (c)  Electronic Exchange          
                                                           Universities  Industry and Associations 

 

                                                                       (d)  Collaborative Commerce 

 

 

According to Zonooz et al., (2011), studies with an emphasis on the competitive 

advantage of SMEs have increased in the past few years. B2B is one of the most 

popular commercial models for SMEs, and e-business models have become an 

important part of the worldwide economy, ‘like brick and mortar’ (Dutta and 

Biren (2001). The B2B model has become quite popular, as it changes the 

firm’s operations from traditional to modern methods. Traditional competitive 

advantages such as reduced costs remain relevant but having a strategically 

convenient location for the firm is less important because of globalisation 

through modern technologies. Hence, this system is an attractive new way of 

extending the firm’s business by offering it opportunities to expand into other 

countries. Saving time and money is always prioritised by owners when 

investing in e-business technology, but B2B does not only deal with these 

requirements.  

 

 

 

An Exchange 
     Hub 

Manager 
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What made this model so popular is that it allows firms to operate to their 

maximum capacity with total control over each stage of the process, which is an 

essential element in the manufacturing sector. To sum up the advantages, it can 

be concluded that B2B is compatible with e-business, especially when 

information is exchanged between firms during the processes of sales, 

purchasing, trading, order processing, after-sales and direct online payments of 

products manufactured by SMEs. The two main advantages of B2B and e-

business lie in their technological abilities and its management operational 

functions that connects to connect the internal resources with the external 

potential of the firm’s local and international partners in an efficient and 

innovative way that creates strategic advantages  (Tran 2015). 

 

In her studies on B2B, Fauska (2012) highlights the main advantages of B2B 

and e-business and asserted that the internet has become an indispensable tool 

that can be used in marketing research to increase customer services, faster 

service deliveries and trading partners (Fauska 2012). B2B offers core 

advantages when operating inside e-business as it is fast and efficient and 

facilitates the interactive exchange of information (Al-Bakri et al., 2010). The 

most tangible advantage when using the B2B model (see Figure 2.1) lies in the 

general cost reduction ranging from shop floor operation costs to administration 

costs. 

 

2.10 Challenges of E-Business Adoption Facing Maltese SMEs 

                                                                                                                            

Family firms are found in different forms and in every sector in the Maltese 

industry. The different influences faced by Maltese SMEs must be understood 

internally and externally as they move towards the readiness to invest in e-

business. Parker and Castleman (2009) described these influences in a model 

shown in Figure 2.2, which takes small firms in context  which explains the 

daily influences they face.  
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         Figure 2.2:                                                   

Influences on SME e-business adoption (Parker and Castleman 2009) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As explained in Figure 2.2, the internal influences flows are supported by 

Parker and Castleman (2009) studies that portrayed owners/managers as 

decision makers and central to their firm’s decisions that influenced e-business 

adoption. Regarding the external influences on SMEs, Boateng et al., (2009) 

explained that technology and environmental factors do contribute to repress 

technology adoption in firms. SME owners/managers are known to have 

different aims and objectives (Sieger et al., 2015) that include reactive and 

proactive strategies. In contrast, the rational approach of other SMEs might be 

to maintain their direct business focus on family, or on a traditional lifestyle 

such as maintaining family pride (Castleman 2004).  
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Owners/managers have a direct influence on all strategic business decisions, 

especially concerning IT adoption, more so if they hold managing director 

positions (McAdam et al., 2004) or form part of the family hierarchy. E-

business readiness by owners/managers is generally robust and motivated by 

family members using the internet at home. This could initiate some interest in 

many SMEs and encourage the acceptance of IT as part of their daily business 

activities. Student apprentices or long-term employees can also influence 

investment in IT (Al-Qirim 2004). Some apprentices known by the author of 

this study from The Malta College for Arts, Science and Technology (MCAST) 

do try to influence the decision makers, especially if they had been brought up 

in the information age. Organisational employees according to McAdam et 

al.,(2004) may influence an investment of this type,  such as, whether their 

decisions and views are accepted by the owners/managers (McAdam et al., 

2004). They could also influence senior managers with their experiences 

(Martin 2005). Some SME owners/managers prefer to receive IT advice via 

informal approaches, directly through socialising, or by means of other social 

firm networks (Puklavek et al., 2014).  

 

IT specialists offering e-business installation and logistics do not always exert a 

positive influence. There are times when these are seen to have a negative 

effect on SMEs (Parker and Castleman 2007). These external influences must 

be exerted by professionals who are ready to understand the aims and objectives 

of the firm, as failure to do so would result in frustration and dissatisfaction. 

These are inhibiting concerns which may spur the owner’s decision to abandon 

the idea of investing in e-business (Harris et al., 2013). Another source of 

influence in e-business adoption can originate from the SME's trading partners. 

It is possible that local or foreign trading partners influence or pressure  

owners/managers into investing in I.T. This source of influence on 

owners/managers is on the increase, as researchers attribute this phenomenon to 

past relationships, quantity volumes and the investment costs involved (Kaynak 

et al., 2005, Harris et al., 2013).  
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            Chapter 3 

          Literature Review, Synthesis and Theoretical Foundations 

          

3.1 Contemporary Theories Related to E-Business Adoption   

          

The readiness levels that motivate owners/managers or the concerns that inhibit 

them from doing adopting e-business can be obtained by addressing the sole 

aim of this study. The study aims to examine Maltese family-owned 

manufacturing firms that fall under the EU (2003) category of SMEs. This study 

is focusing on B2B and e-business inside family-owned manufacturing SMEs  in 

modern and aggressive competitive environments caused by current e-business 

undertakings. The modern definition of e-business describes it as an internet-

based medium that integrates a firm’s processes, applications, and information 

systems (Tiwana 2000). E-Business is commonly found in internal and external 

units and coordinated across a firm’s processes and activities. E-Business may 

span from the internal management of integrated software products commonly 

found in supply chain management (SCM) and other IT resources to  the 

external exchanges through which e-business as a medium is able to ‘chain’  

together suppliers, logistics, shipping, marketing and consumers , especially 

when dealing with B2B transactions. There are several available frameworks 

and theories that study the endorsement of IT technologies by SMEs (Sabherwal 

et al., 2006). The most pertinent are:       

      

(i)  theory of planned behaviour (TPB) (Ajzen 1985,1991);  

(ii)  technology acceptance model (TAM) (Davis 1989);  

(iii)  resource-based view (RBV) (Wernerfelt 1984);  

(iv)  resource-based theory (RBT) (Grant 1990);  

(v)  technology-organisation-environment (TOE) (Tornatzsky and  

  Fleischer 1990); and  

(vi)  diffusion of innovation theory (DOI) (Rogers 1995).   

 

This group, have examined firms which were preparing to invest in the 

technology from the external and internal environments, including the 

motivational or inhibition to adopt.  
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        Figure 3.1: 

    Literature Map 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.2  Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB)     

        

In the TPB theory, apart from attitudinal and normative influences, a third 

construct called perceived behavioural control (PBC) is also added (see Figure 

3.1). PBC influences behavioural intentions and actual behaviour (Nasri and 

Charfeddine 2012). Originally, the (TRA) started off as Fishbein and Ajzen’s 

(1975) work, but this quickly evolved into the TPB with Ajzen (1985) as the 

sole author of this theory.  
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This is a situation where, to a certain degree, an individual can reflect on the 

feelings of the performance or non-performance in question that is under their 

complete control. PBC indicates how an individual is motivated and/or 

influenced by how problematic a behaviour is (Nasri and Charfeddine 2012). 

Many researchers, such as Olson and Zanna (1993) and Parker and Castleman 

(2009), adopted the same approach within the areas of attitude and behaviour by 

developing integrated models and determinants of behaviours and social norms 

or intentions. These include two important variables which measure control 

belief and perceived behavioural control.  

 

   

       Figure 3.2: 

                      Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen 1991) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Taylor and Todd (1995) suggested that the TPB (or its derivatives) is an 

acceptable framework to understand the acceptance of technological 

innovations, including the social and behavioural control factors. Most 

researchers, such as Armitage and Connor (2001), used TPB applications to 

predict behaviour attitudes. As early as 1991, Ajzen was able to theorise on 

behaviours related to IT investments. In their research, Shim et al. (2001) were 

able to predict PBC that anticipated the behaviours of online users.  
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External 

variables 

3.3 Technology Acceptance Model (TAM)   

  

Davis (1989) developed the TAM (see Figure 3.2) to predict IT use and was 

popularly used by many researchers like Benbasat and Barki (2007) and Awa et 

al (2015). According to Davis (1989), the TAM can address why users accept or 

reject an IT investment. The original version of the TAM showed its ability to 

trace the effects, attitudes, intentions, and usage of the I.T investment (Legris et 

al., 2003). 

 

 

                                                Figure 3.3:     

        Technology of Acceptance Model (Davis 1985) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The TAM contrasts with other theories of adoption as it caters for both the 

individual and the firm, while always focusing on behavioural intentions. The 

TAM at an individual level is studied by Lee (2002) and De Smet et al. (2012), 

at group level by Sambamurthy and and Chin (1994) and at firm level by 

Fichman and Kemerer (1997), Lippert and Govindajarulu (2006). TAM has also 

been applied by many researchers to study SME e-business adoption mainly at 

an individual level to study owners/managers as decision makers (Parker and 

Castleman 2009, Chen and Holsapple 2013, Abbasi et al., 2015). The role that 

owners/managers have in SMEs is also considered in this study, i.e. 

owners/managers are the most influential implementers when it comes to 

decision-making. This study is focused on exploring the strategic implications 

of when owners/managers, as the decision makers of an SME, are ready to 

invest in IT technologies.  
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According to Kung-Teck et al., (2013), since the applicability of the TAM is 

not as broad as in other research subjects when users are faced with the decision 

to invest in IT because their choices are influenced by numerous elements, like 

when and how they can acquire it. 

 

3.4 Resource-based View of the Firm (RBV) 

 

Chandler (1977), Coase (1937), Penrose (1959), Stigler (1961) and Wernerfelt 

(1984) were the early authors who transformed the RBV. Early RBV thinking 

originated from management studies by Porter (1985) and Rumelt et al. 1991. 

Strategic literature studies are found in other works by Mahoney and Pandian 

(1992) and Reyes-Moro et al (2003). Wernerfelt’s (1984) “Resource-based” 

View is focused on two underlying arguments, i.e. “the firm’s resource 

heterogeneity of both buyers and different buyers and its resource immobility” 

(p 175 ). It is Wernerfelt (1995) who acknowledged Hamel and Prahalad (1991) 

for their contribution to core competency by asserting that they “were the 

steppingstone” (p 171) to the RBV. While praising these authors for being 

single-handedly responsible for the diffusion of the RBV, Wernerfelt (1995) 

criticised modern management and academics because five years had passed 

before they were influenced by Hamel and Prahalad’s (1990) article. The 

resource-based view (RBV) has become more popular in current studies because 

of its sustainable competitive advantage, as stated by Barney (1991) and Mata 

et al., (1995). Peteraf and Barney (2003) expanded on  Hamel and Prahalad’s 

(1990) work and stress that a firm can only say that it has achieved the desired 

competitive advantage when it has the ability to generate a robust return on 

investment (ROI) in the words of Peteraf and Barney (2003). According to 

Barney (1991), the valuable characteristics, the inability to be imitated and the 

firm’s resources could generate a sustainable competitive advantage over the 

resources of competing firms, with the pre-requisites of heterogeneity and 

imperfect mobility. The RBV offers a solid foundation for differentiating 

between e-business markets and influence (Santhanam and Hartono 2003). 

When considering IT resources, these are not difficult to imitate because 

different firms are able to purchase software packages and choose different 

providers, which helps them tailor multiple strategies.  
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Barney (1991) and Mata et al (1995) proposed a model that specifies the 

conditions under which IT can or cannot generate competitive advantages.  

They identified four attributes when using RBV as a theoretical framework: 

 

(i)  IT capital requirement.         

(ii) technology possession. 

(iii)  high-tech skills  

(iv) managerial IT skills (Barney 1991 and Mata 1995)   

           

Empirical studies show that managerial skills in IT are one of the four facets of 

sustainability (Reyes-Moro et al., 2003). Managerial IT skills may be obtained 

through experience, which includes opportunities of being proactive by either 

interacting in the market or when the market itself requests interaction. The 

RBV provides a guide for differentiating between various information sources 

and evaluating their performance (Wade and Hulland 2004). What is important 

is that strategic intent and technology have become inseparable in the era of 

tech-economies. Clearly, IT resources are a necessity, but on their own, they are 

not necessarily enough to make a firm more competitive (Clemons and Row, 

1991). 

 

Wernerfelt’s (1984) RBV is the right theory that combines proactive strategies 

when it comes to competitive advantage. This suggests that the RBV proposes 

an interest in competition that can only be developed by a firm if it controls the 

physical and the human aspects, as well as the firm’s assets (Wernerfelt 1984). 

This exploratory study revealed how e-business characteristics and definitions 

have always exposed the behaviour issues of individuals at the helm of a firm. 

Studies in relation to the important distinction between IT as a resource and e-

business capabilities, and the implications these may contain due to their 

separate influences on family-owned SMEs is scarcer than thought.  

 

3.5 Resource-based Theory (RBT)       

     

More than 60 years ago, Penrose (1959) suggested that profit strength 

determines the business achievements of a firm, but it was in the 1980s that the 

RBV approach towards firms really began to take shape as we know it.  
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Wernerfelt (1984) was the first to use the RBT by examining the causes of 

firms’ successes and failures. The competitive advantage of a firm relies 

heavily on its resources and the capabilities that distinguish it from its 

competitors (Penrose 1995). The RBT relates to how owners/managers develop 

their firm based on the resources and capabilities they have at hand (Dollinger 

2003). Grant (1990) was one of the early researchers to refer to RBT as a 

strategy. In a firm’s administration management, it is quite tempting to picture 

the firm’s resources as tangible assets such as general property, vehicles, and 

machinery. However, the RBT also includes the potential of an SME. In RBT, 

according to Forsman (2004) encompasses all that included human resources, 

tangible resources in a firm that are current, and the fixed assets owned.  

 

Figure 3.3 illustrates how Grant (1990) depicts his visualisation of the RBT. 

Unusually, he places the four evaluation and decision stages in reverse order.  

The intangible resources include brand name, marketing, corporate reputation, 

and corporate culture. In practical terms, some firm resources must be managed 

for specific tasks or activities. This process creates “capabilities”, such as the 

ability to create a favourable reputation or offer superior customer service.  

 

The capabilities that generate a competitive advantage for the firm are referred 

to as “core competence” by Hamel and Prahalad (1990). Core competence 

concentrates more on the internal rather than the external operations of the firm. 

The RBT suggests that resources that are considered a competitive advantage 

are often “durable” so they are long-lasting, “non-appropriable” and hence 

difficult to acquire, “non-substitutable” which means that alternative resources 

cannot take their place, “superior” meaning that the firm’s competitors may 

only deploy inferior resources, and “inimitable” which means that they are 

difficult to copy (Peteraf, 1993). Figure 3.4 displays Grant’s (1990) resource-

based theory as follows. 
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                                                Figure 3.4: 

                       The Resource-Based Theory (Grant 1990) 
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Resources that contain these characteristics are “strategic resources” whilst 

resources that do not generally contain these characteristics are known simply 

as “basic resources” (April 2002). This means that when a firm’s resources are 

heterogenic, they are stronger and more sustainable. In his writings, Wernerfelt 

(1984) states that the RBT can explain diversification issues, making this theory 

very useful in underpinning a study of family-owned manufacturing SMEs. 

 

3.6 Technology-Organisation-Environment (TOE) 

 

Tornatzsky and Fleischer’s (1990) TOE framework concentrates on the 

investment in IT technology and how a firm can determine which of the three 

dimensions listed below influence the readiness to adopt the technology.   

 

The TOE dimensions include the: 

 

 (a) technological dimension, which describes the availability and the 

  characteristics of the technology.  

(b)  organisational dimension, which includes descriptive measures, 

  the communication process, size, and slack; and   

(c)  environmental dimension, which refers to the market mechanisms 

that include sector industry characteristics, technology support 

structures and financial regulations by the government and the EU. 

(Tornatsky and Fleischer 1990) p 152. 

 

The technological context focuses on the current availability of technologies 

which are either owned by the firm or available in markets and the dimensions 

of the same technologies. The organisational context concentrates instead on 

the dimensions of the size, slack and communication processes of the firm. The 

environmental context refers to the sector and the industrial dimensions of the 

SME’s operations, the technology support structure and the regulations issued 

by the Government, which push a firm towards the need to innovate its 

resources and to be able to apply and generate policies which can either 

motivate or inhibit the readiness to adopt e-business.  
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The TOE focuses on the technological, organisational and the environmental 

characteristics of a firm that display its readiness as a motivational driver for 

innovation (see Figure 3.5) and not simply to invest in I.T, as it categorises the 

factors leading to the process that is about to take place (Ven and Verelst 2011, 

Aboelmaged 2014). In recent studies, the TOE model has been analysed in 

different contexts to demonstrate its theoretical strength and empirical 

recommendations when it comes to advantages and investments in I.T (Sila 

2015, Trang et al., 2015). The TOE model has been applied both individually 

and in an integrated form along with the theory of diffusion by Rogers (1995), 

which is consistent with the TOE.  

 

                                                Figure 3.5:                                                                     

Technology-Organisation-Environment (TOE) (Tornatzsky and 

Fleischer, 1990) 
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Any poor decision taken on a technological investment can negatively affect the 

firm’s profitability ratio (Ghobakhloo et al., 2012). Many researchers report the 

TOE theory’s different successes in their studies. Lian et al. (2014) reveal how 

Tornatsky and Fleischer’s (1990) TOE model was applied in many studies with 

multiple inhibitors to investing in IT, but the model still affected the firms’ 

decisions and even motivated the adoption of cloud computing in hospitals. Zhu 

et al. (2010) managed to integrate TOE inside an ERP system in the 

manufacturing systems of SMEs and fully explain how the TOE model fitted 

into the supply chain. On a similar note, Ramdani et al. (2009) applied 

Tornatsky and Fleischer’s (1990) TOE framework to prove it a successful 

predictor of the UK markets. Recent literature revealed that it is highly 

probable that large firms will invest in technological innovation and as stated 

by Oliveira and Martins (2010), this can also be achieved by SMEs with close 

collaboration and coordination. The TOE model can address an important 

component that considers the surrounding environment of the firm, i.e. the 

environmental context. 

 

3.7 Diffusion of Innovation Theory (DOI) 

 

For Rogers (1962), the word ‘diffusion’ explains how the diffusion process of 

an innovative opportunity, which affects the different phases of the process, 

may be a motivational or an inhibiting factor to investing in IT (see Figure 3.6). 

At firm level, Rogers’s (1995) DOI relates to innovation in three independent 

factors, these being the individual leader factors, the internal factors, and the 

external factors of the organisation. The individual factors describe the 

elements of the individual leader’s role inside the firm, e.g. a certain age, 

status, qualifications, and previous experience. The internal factors of the 

firm’s structure include the firm’s culture and change, financial slack , firm size, 

and industry type. Rogers’s (1995) DOI external elements are associated with 

the external influence of the firm’s immediate environment, including 

competitive pressure, which could be local and international, system openness 

and external support. 
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                                                        Figure 3.6   

                          Diffusion of Innovation (Rogers 1995) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When the consumer is aware of an innovation, they may understand how it 

operates and functions. The period when the consumer is prepared and able to 

formulate a decision on the proposed innovation is crucial for the investment to 

materialise. When the consumer is motivated in favour of the innovation, the 

firm’s readiness will increase. More importantly, this phase is when the firm 

confirms and incorporates the innovation as part of the firm’s modus operandi. 

Hence, persuasion in favour of the innovation is crucial during this phase to 

encourage the owners/managers to adopt e-business technologies. Rogers 

(1995) accurately describes DOI within its context and explains how technology 

adoption is a cluster rather than an innovative move by owners/managers. This 

theory can be applied to different SMEs when it comes to retail and trader’s 

payment, internet banking, supply and delivery, and skills recruitment.  

The advantage and strong potential of this theory lie in its explanatory powers 

when considering the three independent variables together.  
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Rogers’s (1995) DOI theory offers a useful framework for a study of this type 

but cannot properly explain important issues alone as a sole theory, especially 

when social dynamics like family ownership, the firm's network, the 

idiosyncratic issues and industry sector are involved (Parker and Castleman 

2009). As explained earlier, e-business adoption is not possible or effective for 

all manufacturing SMEs, and this could lead owners/managers of SMEs to 

develop negative attitudes that may inhibit e-business adoption.   

          

3.8 Application of Theoretical Foundations in the SME Context  

            

To the best of the author’s knowledge, to date, no similar studies have been 

conducted on family-owned SMEs in Malta or on non-family-owned SMEs in 

either the services or the manufacturing sectors. Therefore, most theoretical 

frameworks must be reviewed to address this limitation in e-business adoption 

studies. Quantitative and qualitative studies of family-owned SME firms have 

always integrated theories of adoption to strengthen their work (Baker 2011, 

2012) as alone they are inadequate to explain the idiosyncratic and social nature 

of what motivates family-owned SMEs to adopt e-business or what inhibits 

them. Seminal researchers have applied Ajzen’s (1991) TPB framework and 

modified it to accommodate the SME context of westernised economies. 

Riemenschneider et al. (2003) combined Ajzen’s (1991) TPB with Davis’s 

(1989) TAM to study the decision behaviours of small firms when it comes to 

investing in I.T, using the TPB in westernised market contexts.  

 

This social contact through IT is important for predicting future client 

intentions to achieve the maximum competitive advantage, and it is often used 

to explain the individual’s attitudes towards its acceptation, including their 

acceptance and adoption of the technology (Chen and Dubinsky 2003). Both 

Ajzen’s (1991) TPB and Davis’s (1989) TAM have considered SME 

owners/managers as the only decision makers contemplating an investment in 

IT (Tran 2015 and Awa et al., 2011). The owner/manager is perceived as the 

most significant person to accept and adopt technology in family-owned 

manufacturing SMEs.  
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Therefore, just as previously done by researchers Ghobakhloo et al., (2011), 

both the TOE and DOI were used in combination by putting the decision maker 

under scrutiny. Technology adoption by SMEs is subject to a different strategy 

than that of larger firms, because of the SMEs’ specific management and 

strategic characteristics, resource limitations, and quite commonly, limited 

access to technology, skilled personnel and capabilities (Ghobakhloo  et al., 

2012, Taylor 2015). Picotto et al. (2014) tested the factors of m-business 

(wireless mobile technology) on family-owned SMEs, by using both the TOE 

and DOI theories at firm level. Both the DOI and TOE have been popularly 

used in combination when studying family-owned SMEs (Taylor 2015, Erisman 

2013).  

 

The combination of the TOE and DOI has been found to be the most 

ideal for family-owned SMEs as it  examines what lies behind the 

readiness that motivates and the concerns that inhibi t adoption. The 

organisational context of the TOE model is made up of the 

characteristics  and resources owned by the firm itself,  which is an 

important factor that  makes the decision makers of the SME firm criti cal  

for the overall  success.  Owners/managers are the strategists of the firm 

that  is to adopt IT and are considered as champions by Bose  and Luo 

(2011). The environmental dimension is another  important factor in the 

TOE theory and comprises the market,  technology support and 

government dealings.  Another important factor that affects both Rogers’s  

(2003) DOI and Tornatzsky and Fleischer’s (1990) TOE is stiff 

competition. According to Tornatzsky and Fleischer’s (1990) TOE 

model, competition and innovation are the main attributes that drive  and 

motivate an investment of this type to remain on the competitive edge. 

Stiff competit ion can be observed in Bose and Luo’s  (2011) studies, 

which propose that the intensity exerted by competitors on the firm to 

adopt IT can be a major motivator and  indicator to invest in e-business 

technology. Contemporary research studies at  firm level  by Nevo and 

Wade (2010), Duhan et al.  (2010), and Ismail et al. ,  (2013) integrated 

both the TOE and DOI with the RBV as their conceptual model to study 

the use of IT in a firm.   
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The RBV theoretical  model provides the necessary links in e -business 

use and value. Originally,  the RBV was used to study the internal  

elements of a firm as a source of performance and competitive 

advantage, as i t  does not cater equally for the external environment  of a 

firm. However,  other contemporary empirical studies conducted by 

researchers  in this field , like Bhatt and Grover (2005), Suriyapperuma et 

al.,  (2015) and Cui and Jiang (2010) reveal that  these capabil i ties  can 

encompass other different variables such as IT expertise firm networks, 

supply chain, family owner/manager involvement  and 

internationalisation in emerging economies l ike B2B innovation in 

manufacturing.  What makes the RBV relevant in modern I.T investments 

strategy within the context of SMEs, are the rapid technological 

advancements that the market mechanisms are experiencing.  

 

3.9 Integrated Theories for this Study  

                                                                                                                                    

In Table 3.1, the TOE dimensions are shown to be made up of attributes of 

modern scenarios that may inhibit the owners/managers from investing in e-

business as a competitive strategy and other attributes that may motivate them. 

The theoretical framework offered by Rogers’s (1995) DOI seems like the most 

potent in explaining what motivates or inhibits SMEs. Rogers’s (1995) DOI is 

based on the user’s technological perceptions on the adoption decisions that are 

made to improve the firm's modus operandi (Lippert and Govindarajulu 2006, 

Ramdani et al., 2009). Since Davis’s (1989) TAM and Ajzen’s (1991) TBP 

concentrate only on the technology and attributes of adoption, they lack the 

ability to appreciate the operational efficiencies that could motivate 

owners/managers to adopt e-business or inhibit them from doing so, which is a 

crucial factor for this study. The RBT and RBV fail to sufficiently address the 

idiosyncratic characteristics and attributes of family-owned SMEs and their 

operational efficiencies. An investment of this type by firms has been widely 

debated in management strategy literature for more than a decade (Foss and 

Saebi 2015). When investigating the most relevant theories in this chapter, it 

was observed that on their own, they are not enough to explore the readiness 

that motivates or the concerns that inhibit the adoption of e-business.  
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Salge et al., (2012) highlighted and exposed the heterogeneity of firms, the 

effects on their ability and the challenges that are commonly associated with the 

adoption of I.T.  However, the firm’s motivated decision to adopt e-business 

may be a reactive approach caused by external factors (e.g. rival competitors, 

laws and regulations and government policies) that may either act as a 

major/minor motivator or a major/minor inhibitor to e-business adoption. 

 

 

              Table 3.1:                                                           

Different theories used in SME e-business adoption research 
 

Theories Technology Owner/Manager 

Perception/Attributes 

Time 

Factors 

Operational 

Efficiency 

TOE Yes Yes No Yes 

TAM Yes Yes No No 

TBP Yes Yes No No 

RBT Yes Insufficient No Insufficient 

for SMEs 

RBV Yes Insufficient No Insufficient 

for SMEs 

DOI Yes Yes  Yes Yes  

 

 

What makes it appropriate to integrate the TOE and DOI theories in one 

framework is that both consider the firms’ internal operations, external forces 

and surrounding environment, all of which influence the readiness that 

motivates or the concerns which inhibit e-business adoption. The use of 

Tornatzsky and Fleischer’s (1990) TOE enabled the study to examine and 

investigate all the factors that influence the motivation or inhibition that affect 

the likelihood of investment. The alternative model for this study is to integrate 

the DOI theory perspective with TOE in a framework, as this combination has 

proved to be a useful model for explaining the motivating or inhibiting factors 

affecting e-business adoption in SMEs (Al-Zoubi et al., 2011, Ramdani 2009, 

Lippert and Govindarajulu 2006). 

 

3.10 RBT and RBV         

     

In the past, the RBV and RBT have provided researchers with an important 

framework for the purpose of business predictions.  
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Both theories are well suited for investigating e-business adoption behaviours 

in SMEs at firm level, especially in those that are highly idiosyncratic. The 

RBT can explain how firms acquire the desired competitive advantages 

(Caldeira and Ward 2003, Mitchelmore and Rowley 2010) using their internal 

resources, such as skills and competencies, current and fixed assets, know-how 

and management capabilities (Rivard et al., 2006). This positions the firms 

more strategically, increasing their ability to exploit the available external 

resources (Ray 2006). However, the methodological difficulties involved in 

measuring the intangible aspect of a business entity makes it less ideal for this 

study. Studies that integrate the RBT have been rare; however, it has become a 

dominant paradigm for strategic and operational management research (Hitt 

2011). The interface between the RBT and entrepreneurship, which requires 

innovation and creativity, has amounted to little more than providing a research 

setting for empirical work (Hitt 2011, Chandler and Hanks 1994).  

 

However, the RBV considers the heterogenic nature of firms and their internal 

capabilities, reflecting their ‘superior’  performance. Hooley et al., (1996) and 

Leiblein (2011) criticise the RBV as an inward-focused theory with a high 

probabilistic risk of ignoring market demands. Early management studies  

highlighting an association between market mechanisms and general resources  

note that a cautious approach is required when adopting the RBV theory 

individually or in an integrated format. More recent contributions in 

management strategy literature continue in their predecessor’s footsteps by 

linking internal resources with the external market.  Kozlenkova et al., (2013) 

took a cautious approach when adopting the RBV theory both individually and 

in an integrated format. Wernerfelt’s (1984) RBV studies concluded that the 

resources are more looked at from the legal and properties as assets rather than 

as holistic strategy.  

 

Although the element of risk exists, this theory is suitable when adopting new 

technological capabilities when resources are not easily imitated or substituted, 

thus proving to be the proper way of acquiring sustainable, competitive 

advantages (Kumar 2013, Tian and Xu 2015). When it comes to risks, there are 

two views on how technology adoption by SMEs is inherently risky, starting 

from the design phase up to the installation phase.  
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The implementation phase is risky because of technological ly complex issues 

and subsequent challenges. During the post-implementation phase, I.T 

operations are involved in the general infrastructure of the SMEs. Risks are 

lowered when advanced integrated IT systems create performances (Rai et al. 

2012). Modern market mechanisms operate in an aggressive world of risk.  

Industrial changes in the last few decades have been drastic. Before, only large 

firms went international, but recently, more SMEs are internationalising as 

well. Modern marketing approaches have brought prosperity to SMEs, and 

according to Omar et al., (2011) marketing is important for the SMEs’ success. 

The early links between contribution and marketing studies have already 

highlighted the need to focus on the marketing dimension, which is lagging in 

development when compared to the progression of IT (Cronin-Gilmore 2012). 

       

3.11 TAM and TPB          

 

In various business management studies, the TAM and TPB were used to 

explore, and understand the decision makers of SME firms and their readiness 

to fulfil investment requirements (Demishkevich 2015). The TAM and TPB are 

similar because both theories aim to predict behavioural intentions. The TAM is 

a feasible theory in business studies which is able to explore the implications 

that e-business adoption can create when adopted by family-owned SMEs, as it 

examines the perceived ease of use (PEOU) and whether the user’s views and 

perceptions are free from inhibiting influences (Taylor and Todd 1995). 

Moreover, this theory is suitable because it predicts the use of technology with 

a high level of accuracy. The “perceived ease of use” (PEOU), reflects an 

individual’s salient belief in adopting technology that is helpful in improving 

performance. The integration of these two theories appears to make them more 

effective and solid in addressing the decision-making behaviours of Maltese 

family-owned manufacturing SMEs at an individual level. Two important 

factors make these integrated theories less than ideal for this study. Firstly, they 

only address the individual level, leaving out the firm level, and secondly, e -

business adoption poses no threat to human life, as the perceived risks are not 

deemed as physical risks to owners/managers.  
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3.12 TOE and DOI – The Ideal Combination      

     

The three TOE dimensions by Tornatsky and Fleischer (1990), i.e. the 

technological, organisational, and environmental dimensions, were then 

combined with Rogers’s (1995) individual, internal and external elements of the 

DOI theory. When combined, the dimensions of the three contexts of the TOE 

and the three factors of the DOI filter through the TOE stages of assessing 

technological decision-making and the DOI assessment of organisational  

innovativeness. The results lead to the final stage of readiness to adopt e-

business as a competitive strategy. The combination of TOE and DOI is the 

appropriate framework that addresses the aim, objectives and the  research 

question, i.e. what motivates or inhibits Maltese owners/managers of family-

owned manufacturing SMEs when adopting e-business as part of their 

competitive strategy?  

 

The combination of this type of framework has enjoyed steady empirical 

support, as the characteristics of the TOE theory overlap with those of the DOI 

(Rogers (1995), Baker (2011, 2012), Ghobakhloo et al., (2011) and Taylor 

(2015). Therefore, the integration of both theories is well recognised by 

researchers as a strong bond that addressed adoption behaviours and readiness 

to endorse the technology (Oliveira and Martins 2011). Tornaztsky and 

Fleischer’s (1990) technological dimensions are implicitly like Rogers’s (1995). 

What complements these two theories is the DOI’s internal and external firm 

elements, which include the same dimensions as the TOE’s organisational and 

environmental contexts. Some discrepancies do exist between the TOE and the 

DOI, for example in the TOE the element of the individual owner/manager as a 

leader is not defined, but the DOI theory includes the owner/manager as a 

leading support element in firms. On the same note, the DOI does not consider 

the impact of the environment. The combination of the TOE and DOI provides a 

solid and more comprehensive understanding of IT adoption, taking into 

consideration the technology, firm, and environmental contexts (Zhu et al., 

2006). Thus, the TOE and DOI theories complement each other. This 

combination makes an ideal integrated framework that explores the readiness 

that motivates family-owned SMEs.  
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The  DOI theory is fitting for this study as it provides an ideal framework with 

which to study SME e-business adoption since it encompasses innovation for 

this study and highlights the importance of accepting SME heterogeneity in e-

business investment. Like any other theory, the DOI theory has limitations, 

mainly because there is no clarity between the firm’s and the individual’s 

decision-making, and no vision for examining the nature of relationships and 

change agents caused by the SME’s decisions. An important decision for this 

study was to add another theory to form an integrated theoretical framework. As 

suggested by Baker (2011, 2012), the combination of the DOI and TOE 

provided a valid and useful framework to investigate readiness prior to adopting 

e-business in SMEs. In Figure 3.7, a combined theoretical model of the TOE 

and DOI theories that addresses the research question has been developed. The 

TOE model includes three contexts each containing dimensions. The technology 

dimensions refer to the availability of technology in use, existent technology, 

and new technology.  

 

The organisational dimensions involve the communication processes, i.e. the 

specific type of technology to be adopted and the financial (operational) slack. 

The environmental dimensions include the industry sector, market mechanisms, 

technology support structure, government, and EU regulations. The DOI 

elements are based on Rogers’s (1995) theory at firm level and are split 

between the individual leader factors which consider the owners’/managers' 

previous experience, age and qualifications, the internal factors containing 

elements of the organisational culture and organisational change that refer to 

the hierarchal structure of the firm and the way change is managed, and 

financial slack, which refers to the availability of cash and working capital of 

the firm and the  external elements of system openness, competitive pressures 

and external support. Figure 3.7 shows the proposed research model combining 

the TOE and DOI theories to study e-business adoption by family-owned SMEs 

in Malta. 
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                 Figure 3.7 

 The Proposed Combined TOE and DOI Research Model to Study E-

Business Adoption by Family-Owned SMEs in Malta. Developed from 

Tornatzsky and Fleischer (1990) and Rogers (1995). 
 

      TOE              DOI 

      

       

 

           

  

 

 

 

                        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Early studies have researched IT and its relationship with the adoption of 

technological innovation and organisational innovativeness, like Kwon and 

Zmund (1998), McFarlann and McKenney (1987), Thong (1999) and Baker 

(2012). Innovation must be effective to the firm as a tool that solves problems 

and acts as a medium when exploiting new opportunities. For SMEs with little 

or no knowledge on IT, first-time investment of this scale involves an element 

of uncertainty and risks that may be an inhibiting concern that affects the 

readiness to adopt e-business. Adoption of a system will most likely cause 

anxiety due to changes in work procedures. Most variables found in the TOE 

and the DOI were used, except for size in the TOE context, and both size and 

industry type in the DOI context because these variables were not relevant.  

A distinction must be made between the SMEs that are proactively planning to 

invest in e-business and those SMEs that are reactive because of customer or 

market demands.         

   

          Technological Context 

Availability Characteristics 

 

 

 

 

Organisational Context 

Communication Process,                                                              

Slack 

 

 

 

 
Environmental Context                              

Industry Characteristics, Market 
Structure, Technology Support 

Structure, Government Regulations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            Individual Leader Factors 

Previous experience, Qualifications,                                

Age 

 

 
     Internal Factors               

Organisational Culture, Organisational 

Change, Financial Slack                                                       

 

 
 External Factors                           

System Openness, Competitive Pressures, 
External Support 

 

 

 Assessment of                                   

Technology                        

Decision-Making 

Assessment of  

Organisational 

Innovativeness 

Motivated/Inhibited to Adopt                           

E-Business as a Competitive                 

Strategy 
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3.13 Statement of the Aim and Research Question     

 

Seminal and contemporary authors have written and contributed towards IT 

adoption and the motivating and inhibiting factors towards it (Thong 1999, 

Baker 2012). However, studies are mainly limited to large firms, and little is 

known about how SMEs make common strategic decisions about deploying 

B2B into e-business investments and resources, as Galliers and Leidner (2014) 

and Hung-Chi et al., (2012) acknowledge in their contributions. What generally 

applies to large firms is not applicable to SMEs, especially family-owned 

SMEs, so the main fulcrum is to address the following research question: what 

motivates Maltese owners/managers of family-owned manufacturing SMEs to 

adopt e-business as part of their competitive strategy and what inhibits them 

from doing so? The aim is to explore the readiness that motivates the 

owners/managers to adopt e-business in the manufacturing sector in firms that 

fall under the EU (2003) category of an SME and the concerns that inhibit them 

from employing this technology. The objectives, as already stated in Section 

1.2, are to expose the roles of the TOE and DOI contexts both individually and 

in combination (see Section 3.12 and Figure 3.7) by assessing motivation and 

inhibiting concerns when adopting B2B and e-business as competitive 

strategies. When the research question is explored, the existing limitations are 

narrowed down by this study as it examines the implications caused by all the 

human resources and technical capabilities considered in the deployment of 

B2B e-business as an indispensable tool for a firm to survive in modern market 

mechanisms. E-Business has been with us for quite some time now, and as 

concluded by Govender and Pretorius (2013), over time, it has matured as a 

technology to the extent that it has become beneficial for SMEs to reorganise 

their internal and external operations accordingly. In general, the human and 

technical values in this study are enabled to strategically influence the 

acquisition of e-business and establish new processes to offer various forms of 

advantages to the firm’s business, markets, and I.T investments. 
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                                                Chapter 4 

                  Research Methodology 

 

4.1 Introduction          

 

Chapter 3 presented a literary overview that explored the readiness of Maltese 

family-owned manufacturing SMEs to invest in the innovation. This section 

starts by stating the research question, aim and objectives of the empirical 

enquiry that is to be considered. Since it is imperative to know the assumptions 

prior to the evaluation and execution of any research, this chapter discusses the 

philosophical assumptions, design strategies and epistemological underpinnings 

that were reviewed, including the justification of the constructivist approach 

which was identified as the framework for this study. This section presents the 

empirical research design, which builds up from the start, up to the conclusive 

part. Section 4.2 starts by reviewing the constructivist and transformative 

epistemological stances, whereas Section 4.3 outlines the paradigm concepts 

and philosophical underpinnings. Section 4.4 discusses the justification of the 

methodology and paradigm. The rational approach for a qualitative study is 

declared in Section 4.5. Section 4.6 exposes the rationale of the chosen theory 

and methodology perspective and triangulation approach.  

  

4.2 The Constructivist and Transformative Paradigms  

                                                                                                                  

Constructivist approaches in research studies are intended to explain human 

phenomena (Cohen and Manion 1994). The constructivist paradigm originated 

from the writings on hermeneutics through the German philosopher Edmund 

Husserl’s phenomenology (Mertens 2005). Constructivism tries to understand 

the world of human phenomena, and indeed, Mertens (2005) opines that reality 

is socially constructed. In his studies, Sciarra (1999) states that a qualitative 

constructivist approach is ideal for the researcher who attempts to understand 

the participants’ view of the world by listening to their plights and respecting 

their interpretation of the events evolving around them.  The benefits of 

qualitative constructivist research are listed next page:  
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(i) Access to different cultures and communities, observations, and 

close contact leads to a clearer picture of the participants ' way of 

doing things that questions previous conceptions and stereotypes of 

the group being studied. It is quite common for this close interaction 

to be transformative for both the researcher and the participants 

(Mohatt and Thomas 2006).      

      

(ii) The qualitative constructivist research is an effective method  

when participants are required to express themselves in different  

scenarios. It instils interest in academics and practitioners alike 

(Ditrano and Siverstein 2006). 

 

(iii) In quantitative research, respondents are presented with structured  

data collection instruments which cannot study elements of human 

phenomena (Ponterotto 2010). 

 

The constructivist researcher tends to be qualitative and analyses the behaviours 

and attitudes of the participants in relation to the problem or situation being 

studied, and the impact of their individual experiences depending on their 

background, status and experiences, as stated by Creswell (2003). The intent of 

a constructivist approach is to address events, roles played, social situations and 

group interactions. There is the possibility of using a mixed-method approach, 

commonly known as triangulation, but Braun and Clarke (2006) are against this 

approach due to what they call “theoretical pluralism”(p 29). They prefer 

choosing a single research method that is based on a series of pragmatic 

differences, such as time constraints and the size of the study to be undertaken. 

This is the main reason why a constructivist qualitative approach was chosen 

for this study because no other acceptable, valid approach is better for 

exploring how the readiness of the owners/managers of Maltese family-owned 

manufacturing SMEs are affected by their motivation or concerns. The 

transformative paradigm emerged around 30 years ago due to the dissatisfaction 

with the dominant paradigms and approaches of the time (Mertens, 2005).  

It is based on a framework of belief systems that focus on social justice for 

members of culturally diverse groups (Mertens 2009, Mertens 2010, Harris et 

al., 2009).  
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The transformative paradigm gives primary importance to the nature of ethics , 

i.e. the axiological belief. The axiological belief is fundamentally based on the 

assumptions of improving social justice, increasing the observance of human 

rights, and respecting cultural norms, which can cause problematic issues where 

ethical principles are concerned. That is why the transformative approach is 

inadequate for this study, as it does not base its choices on ‘what works’, as 

pragmatists do (Pruyt 2006), but explicitly values studies for their advancement 

of justice and democracy and for helping the oppressed or less advantaged. The 

transformative position in the social system is based on the assumptions that 

many social realities and differences exist, mainly concerning politics, cultures, 

history, and the economic scenarios of the system. 

 

4.3 Paradigm Components and Philosophical Underpinnings 

                                                                                                                         

This study assumed that the phenomena being investigated is one made up of 

human beings with their own views, thoughts, and explanations regarding what 

is occurring around them. According to Crotty (2003) and Packer and 

Goicochea (2000), the main reason why a constructivist epistemology is 

relevant for a study of this type is that an objectivist epistemology considers the 

mind of the investigator as separate from the objects being investigated. For 

every study and paradigm, compatibility is based on their ontological and 

epistemological assumptions, as assumptions may not be based on enough 

evidence. A qualitative paradigm is underpinned by assumptions, the nature of 

the knowledge and the data collection methods. This approach seeks to 

acknowledge a study or a gap in a study and is concerned with multiple views 

and individual opinions rather than with seeking the truth through other means. 

It is quite common for qualitative research to focus on routine and ordinary life 

scenarios by exploring other research findings on e-business. According to 

O’Leary (2004), post-positivism conflicts with Merten’s (2005) view, as it had 

been suggested that post-positivism is exploratory, which is a common attribute 

in qualitative research, even though positivist and post-positivist researchers 

often use statistical methods for data collection and analysis. Silverman (1993) 

believes qualitative research seeks to explore “the aspects of things that are 

most important, that are hidden because of their simplicity and familiarity” (p 

145).  
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A qualitative study uses data obtained through a series of interviews, 

observations, and conversations. Furthermore, it is more concerned with, human 

phenomena rather than seeking to make generalisations that originate from 

statistical correlations. Every hurdle and obstacle encountered is reported 

according to how they are perceived and how solutions are found. Qualitative 

studies consider interventions from the implementation to the commissioning 

stages and provide valuable insights into why they are successful or 

unsuccessful. A qualitative approach is appropriate when studying the readiness 

of the owners/managers of family-owned manufacturing SMEs, who are 

considered as the prime decision makers of the firm.  

 

Ontology is used essentially in the world of social meanings according to 

Denzin and Lincoln (2005). The word axiology is of Hellenic origin; axio means 

‘worthy’ and logos means theory. In academia, axiology is the study of ethics 

and values in human society, and it seeks to understand ethical values and value 

judgements. The nature of ethics is concerned with goodness among humans in 

all societies and tries to understand what this goodness is and what it means to 

be good. As stated by Kulatunga et al., (2008), axiology can also be regarded as 

the degree to which a study takes a positivist, value-free approach (uses 

objective measures with a pre-determined view of reality) or a constructivist, 

value-laden approach (uses subjective measures without a pre-determined view 

of what will be encountered). For Cohen et al., (2007), epistemology is 

associated with nature of knowledge. The assumptions of epistemology are 

based on knowledge expansions, explained, and communicated, as this 

philosophical perspective is a popular paradigm used for research on 

contemporary social issues, organisation, management and business 

administration. The main features of this perspective include the world view 

analysis and the nature of the knowledge being produced (Tran 2015, Maxwell 

and Rogers 2015). 

 

4.4 The Justification of the Methodology and Paradigm  

     

Creswell (2003) always stresses on two dominant research methodologies, 

namely quantitative and qualitative strategies.  
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The quantitative approach is a traditionalistic, positivist, empirical and 

experimental measuring approach, whilst the qualitative approach is a 

constructivist, interpretive, naturalistic post-modern approach. When 

considering the objectives of this study, a qualitative constructivist paradigm 

was chosen, as the research variables were unknown and yet to be explored, 

contrary to the quantitative approach where the variables are known and can be 

measured through a series of statistical calculations. Qualitative research 

contains a natural setting, as it strives to study a group or groups of people in a 

community. According to Creswell (2003), the researcher in a qualitative study 

can understand, react, and expand knowledge and strategic intentions.  

 

Participants  render the qualitative researcher dependent on the sample, but data 

can be derived from different sources to analyse various behaviours. Hence, a 

constructivist phenomenological strategy was appropriate for this study because 

it provided the proper tools to address social psychological matters accurately 

and more importantly, to address the research question of what motivates 

owners/managers of Maltese family-owned manufacturing SMEs  to adopt e-

business as part of their competitive strategy and what inhibits them from doing 

so. The three objectives of this study involved assessing the readiness of the 

owners/managers and what factors inhibit it when investing in e-business 

technologies as part of their competitive strategy by studying the strategic 

implications through a set of two theories, i.e. the TOE and DOI, both 

individually and in combination. The clear distinction between the qualitative 

and quantitative methods is the latter’s statistical data results made up of 

numerical data.  

 

The qualitative approach involves descriptive narrations that attempt to 

understand phenomena in their natural settings. The quantitative approach uses 

different types of instruments as data collection methods, like respondent 

questionnaires, surveys and experiments, and tabulated formatted numbers 

attained through statistical analyses and methods, such as correlations, by 

trying to test a theory or finding meaning as an answer. Another crucial 

difference between the two methodologies is that the qualitative approach gives 

preference to naturally occurring data and inductive logic, whereas the 

quantitative approach employs deductive logic.  
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The qualitative design is a process that evolves throughout the study, while the 

quantitative design allows the complete setup of a design at the beginning of 

the study, where a hypothesis is stated prior to the research. The qualitative 

researcher collects data without interference by attempting to study real-world 

scenarios. Stainback and Stainback (1988) stated that the three basic purposes 

of qualitative research are “described, compared and attributed causality” (p 

317). Merriam (1998) argues that qualitative research is achievable only if the 

enquirer clearly and explicitly declares all interests and perspectives as the 

research in question attempts to acquire knowledge, new concepts, methods and 

approaches, including models and theories, through inductive methods. Guba 

and Lincoln (1985) stress on how the qualitative constructivist research 

approach has its disadvantages and acknowledge the researcher’s subjectivity . 

Merriam (1998) defends qualitative research by stating that most writers have 

suggested that judgement should be focused on the applicability, consistency 

and truth value strategies that lower bias, rather than a hypothetical, deductive, 

quantitative idea. This research study used a qualitative approach to examine 

complex social group behaviours and decisions that affect business success by 

hearing the participants’ voices and learning of what concerns them in their 

environment. The researcher must be non-manipulative and ready for any 

agitated or deranged views exerted by the participants. In a qualitative research 

study of this type, the researcher must be interested enough to become more 

involved with the phenomena under scrutiny in order to understand better how 

owners/managers proactively or reactively act on the topic, and later on to 

expose the perspectives of the research participants in detail.  

 

4.5 The Rational Approach for a Qualitative Study    

                                                                             

Many studies argue that human behaviour and general phenomena are best 

studied by using qualitative data (Denzin and Lincoln 2003,  Domegan and 

Fleming 2007). There seems to be a consensus on the processes rather than the 

results of a study (Denzin and Lincoln 2003, Domegan and Fleming 2007). The 

focus is on the participants’ perceptions and views on e-business adoption, and 

their likely readiness levels which can be a motivator or an inhibitor.  
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The qualitative method approach was the best approach to study the 

idiosyncratic natures and complexities of the selected owners/managers’ 

behaviours and expose their relationships and different interactions vis-à-vis e-

business adoption. Typical processes for this study included transcribing and 

translating the participants' experiences as owners/managers from directly 

inside their business. The analysis of these views and experiences resulted in 

descriptive data. This approach proved very effective as the various opinions of 

the studied owners/managers gave the researcher more freedom to understand 

the participants in their natural environment. More specifically, the researcher 

hoped to find a suitable qualitative description of their world views and experiences, 

which is why an inductive analysis was deemed compatible with this study. Through the 

constructivist approach, the researcher gained knowledge that represented the reality of 

the chosen context and addressed the stated research question. This study could further 

the development of knowledge and understanding of owners/managers’ attitudes 

towards this investment within the context of family-owned manufacturing SMEs in 

Malta. The study outcomes have the potential to aid and inform practitioners (see 

chapter 9.0) facing similar decisions, as well as to provide a timely contribution to 

academic knowledge on the influences surrounding such decisions.  

4.6 Theory and Methodology Perspective Triangulation Approach 

The literature review contains multiple secondary data sources for triangulation 

purposes, such as online-journals and published books that offer further information 

relevant to this research which were of truth value of the findings. The data analysis 

process began with manually analysing the pilot study for any emerging themes within 

the TOE and DOI contexts. These emerging themes were identified by looking for 

direct quotes and keywords that were associated with the readiness that motivated 

adoption, or the concerns that inhibited it. Finally, the analysis of the themes and the 

identified factors were further verified by cross-checking repeatedly. In this section, 

the triangulation  approach was applied to reduce as much bias as possible. 

Denzin (1973) studied two out of the four identified types of triangulation, 

these being: theory triangulation which involves the combined use of theories 

like Tornatsky and Fleischer’s (1990) TOE and Rogers’s (1995) DOI, and 

methodological triangulation, when more than one approach is applied to ensure 

correct interpretation (p 301).  
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Theory triangulation was applied to the TOE and DOI for every case to increase 

the applicability, consistency, and truth value of the findings. To understand 

better the data and make sense of the information acquired, theory triangulation  

involving the combination of the TOE by Tornatzsky and Fleischer (1990) and 

DOI by Rogers (1995) (see Section 3.12) was crucial for the pilot study. 

Methodological triangulation was also used in this part of the study because the 

data for the pilot study were retrieved when conducting primary research on a 

small firm and a medium-sized firm through interviews inside the owners/ 

managers’ premises. The researcher applied the theory and methodological 

triangulations to each interview to minimise the elements of bias as much as 

possible. The same methodological approach was used for the main study with 

the owners/managers of 20 SME firms, i.e. 10 small and 10 medium-sized 

firms. Data source triangulation was not used in this part of the study, as the 

primary data focused only on one type of participant, i.e. the owner/manager. 

The investigator triangulation was not applicable for this study as only one 

researcher investigated this phenomenon.  
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                                          Chapter 5 

               Research Design 

5.1 Introduction          

This section discusses the research design and how it is employed in this study 

to expose the motivating or inhibiting factors that affected the Maltese owners/ 

managers’ readiness towards investing in I.T that are family-owned 

manufacturing SMEs. The discussion expands on the research approach and the 

rationale behind the selected methods through which the research design is 

presented when considering that this is a qualitative constructivist study, as 

discussed in Chapter 4. This chapter contains four important sections, i.e. the 

interview approach, pilot study, data collection type and thematic data analysis. 

While all these sections are equally as important, the pilot study for this 

research was especially crucial as it reflected what approach had to be used in 

the main study.    

5.2 Study Design 

Section 5.3 justifies the use of an interview-based study approach. Section 5.4 

gives a more detailed description of how the research instrument was defined as 

per the requirements provided in Section 1.2 and Figure 3.7. Section 5.5 further 

explains the data collection process from a constructivist view. Section 5.6 

explains how the purposive sample was selected. Section 5.7 describes the 

sample frame and is followed by Section 5.8, which explains the interview type. 

Sub-section 5.8.1 gives details on the ethical considerations as an academic 

requirement by the Edinburgh Business School (EBS). Sub-section 5.8.2 goes 

over the chosen procedures for the pilot study and their justification, followed 

by Sub-section 5.8.3, which describes the coding process and the thematic 

strategy. The process of the pilot interviews, which were conducted on two 

SMEs, is outlined in Sub-section 5.8.4. Section 5.9 deals with the thematic data 

analysis approach. Sub-section 5.9.1 discusses the themes that were derived 

from the literature, while Sub-section 5.9.2 details the coding of attributes and 

themes. Section 5.10 focuses on the thematic data reduction process.  
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Section 5.11 follows by explaining the thematic data display, while Sub-section 

5.11.1 examines the theory perspective triangulation of this study. Section 5.12 

discusses the general software analysis issues of this study. Section 5.13 

describes how purely qualitative terms were used, i.e. the terms ‘applicability’, 

‘consistency’ and ‘truth value’ were used instead of ‘reliability’ and ‘validity’. 

Sub-section 5.13.1 discusses any possible risks to applicability, consistency, 

and truth value.   

5.3 The Qualitative Interview Study Approach 

According to Creswell (2013), there is no easy explanation for an interview 

study methodology because it explores the real-life drama of humans. This 

involves gathering feedback from interviewees, and reporting, transcribing, and 

describing themes from a large collection of data. This study is qualitative in 

nature and involved a descriptive analysis to verify the factors identified in the 

literature and to offer deeper insight into the participants' problems and 

behaviours. The research question and the research aim were both required 

prior to developing the research design, as they were crucial for providing clues 

for the researcher to assess. This study qualified for an interview study 

approach because it aimed for an in-depth investigation of a realistic and 

humanistic phenomenon found in an industrial sector of the Maltese islands 

which was to be studied in its natural context. The main purpose of face-to-face 

interviews is to provide a detailed description of a phenomenon and to combine 

theories in the building and testing of the research study. Yin (2013) wrote in 

favour of deductive theory testing, whilst Eisenhardt (2007) highlighted the 

importance of addressing the research question. For Avolio and Bass (1995), 

quantitative strategies are not adequate to study the human phenomena, 

behaviours and attitudes, interpersonal, organisational, and environmental 

issues involved when investing in a technology that will change the modus 

operandi of an organisation. The interview methodology increases the 

researcher’s abilities to gather rich information from the source and secure 

more expressive answers using various questions. Despite being potentially 

very time-consuming and requiring extensive resources, the findings generated 

by face-to-face interviews are more convincing in qualitative data research.  
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After the pilot study stage, which investigated two participating SMEs, a 

refined questionnaire that contained 27 semi-structured questions was used for 

the face-to-face interviews with 20 SME owners/managers. According to Yin 

(2013), as little as 10 interviews are enough for effective and persuasive results 

for a study of this type. However, a further four can be conducted to verify the 

consistency of the findings and to ensure the credibility of the research study. 

According to Yin (2013) 14 interviews are enough. In this study, 20 interviews 

are conducted for the main study design to secure more credibility and 

consistency in exploring the owners/managers’ readiness, while using 

constructs and data to relate to earlier literature. The interview approach is one of 

the main data collection tools for a qualitative research of this type. Interviews are very 

effective for getting the full picture of the story behind the participants’ behaviours and 

attitudes. For this study, a semi-structured questionnaire approach was adopted because 

it is non-standardised and allows a degree of freedom and adaptability in obtaining rich 

information from the participants under scrutiny. An advantage offered by this approach 

is that participants could expand their answers whenever they saw it fit to do so, and 

they could talk more freely about the problems they were experiencing concerning 

motivators or inhibitors to e-business adoption.  

Other interview approaches could have been employed for this study like telephone 

interview or interviewing via webcam, but the author of this study deemed face-to-face 

interviews as much more effective for attaining in-depth feedback because of the ability 

to probe and control the situation. This method encouraged a more sincere exchange of 

information in an atmosphere of trust and transparent documentation between the 

interviewer and the interviewee. Thus, this research received higher quality feedbacks 

by establishing a trustworthy rapport that motivated the interviewees to express their 

feelings and attitudes in more detail without doubting the interviewer. Typical face-to-

face interview-based research was adopted by many contemporary researchers, 

like Echtelt et al. (2008), Makkonen and Virtanen (2015), Stocker et al.,(2012), 

Kowalczyk and Buxmann (2014) and Jafari et al., (2016). Heterogeneity 

sampling was used in this study, both in the pilot stage and in the main study. 

Heterogeneity sampling  is  commonly considered as the most preferred 

sampling method for a constructivist inquiry (Guba and Lincoln 1985).  
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To blend the organisational contexts, the owners/managers participating in this 

study were selected equally as 10 small-sized and 10 medium-sized 

manufacturing SME firms, with some producing while others assembling 

different products. To qualify for the pilot interviews, the two participants had 

to have at least one year of tenure as owners/managers in the firm. 

Coincidentally, both happened to be male; one from a small-sized firm and the 

other from a medium-sized firm. They were selected independently of the 20 

owners/managers participating in the main study. Patton (2002) highlights the 

dangers of ambiguities in a qualitative inquiry. The sample size is a major risk, 

even though no standard rules exist that determine the required size. Instead, 

the sample size was decided by the researcher depending on what was needed to 

be known, the purpose of the research, and whether the sample size will 

heighten the study’s credibility. Nevertheless, Patton (2002) asserted that the 

truth value of a research study is not calculated according to the sample size 

and the number of interviewees, but rather, by the richness of the study and the 

analytical abilities considering the selected/available sample size.  

5.4 Development of the Research Instrument 

This chapter provides the criteria on which the construction of the research 

instrument is based. The criteria are directly linked with the literature review 

found in Chapter 3 (see Section 3.12 and Figure 3.7). The first questionnaire 

was designed beforehand (see Appendix 1) and used in the pilot study to pre-

test the instrument, which was paper based. It was crucial for the researcher to 

be reliable and consistent with all interviewees during the interview process, 

especially if similar questions were to be asked. In designing the research 

instrument, the researcher kept in mind that the interviewees must feel free to 

express themselves with the interviewer. The instrument was purposely 

designed to avoid any ambiguities that may hinder the interview (Myers and 

Newman 2007). In the original questionnaire (see Appendix 1), the main focus 

was on the six main themes that made up the TOE dimensions and the DOI 

elements to examine the readiness of the owners/managers and their motivators 

or inhibiting concerns regarding e-business adoption as part of their competitive 

strategy.  
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Table 5.3 describes how the interview questions were gleaned from reviewed 

literature on e-business adoption related to the individual and on combining the 

DOI and TOE theoretical frameworks. The questions were directed to elicit 

readiness, concerns, or both from the SME firms by using the DOI and TOE 

integration, which was drawn up primarily from the work of Rogers (1995) and 

Tornatzsky and Fleischer (1990). Authors like Foss and Saebi (2015), Salge et 

al., (2012), Ramdani (2009) and Al-Zoubi et al., (2011) used the same approach 

where they each argued on how the combined strategy of the DOI and TOE was 

an advantageous combination model when exploring readiness using 

idiosyncratic SME strategies. For the technology theme, the participants were 

asked questions that exposed their readiness to adopt e-business, as this theme 

focused on how motivated or concerned the owners/managers felt regarding the 

TOE dimensions (see Table 5.3) that may motivate or inhibit the participants 

from adopting B2B e-business technologies. For instance, Question 18 

(Appendix 1) asked the participants to explain how their competitors are 

affecting their business, which can be an important motivating factor for the 

firm or contrarily, it can develop concerns that may inhibit the adoption of 

these technologies. Question 12 was one of the questions that combined the two 

theoretical frameworks (Appendix 1) and tried to explore the strengths and 

weaknesses that influence the readiness of the firm.  

The organisation theme attempted to evaluate the ability of the communication 

process and the availability of operational slack before adopting e-business. It 

included questions on the organisations’ training investments (characteristics of 

owners/managers and firm characteristics). These questions were focused on the 

owners/managers’ readiness when considering different organisational 

characteristics (including sector, shop floor employees, and previous IT 

experience) regarding the adoption of e-business inside their firm. The 

environment theme investigated the external environment of the firm and any 

influences it exerts that could affect decisions on e-business adoption. The 

external environment includes market mechanisms, technology support 

structure and the role of financial regulations and benefits in Malta. Question 4 

was based on the DOI theme (Appendix 1) and focused directly on the 

qualifications and experiences of the owners/managers’ leader factors.  
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It explored issues regarding the participants ' leadership traits in relation to 

technology adoption. The internal theme explored the organisational culture, 

readiness and concerns that may resist the acceptance of change, including the 

financial slack available to adopt the technology. Table 5.1 displays the 

qualitative research instrument as follows:  

                              Table 5.1:                                                                              

Summary of the Qualitative Research Instrument 

 

                                                                  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The external theme explored the competitive pressures and the external support 

which influence the firm regarding e-business adoption.   

  Main Themes 

 

   Question Area Justification in 

Literature 

Review 

     Sources 

Technology 
Elements 

  

Aim to identify the 
readiness  of 

technological 

elements (availability 
and characteristics) 

 

    Section 3.6 

                      
Tornatzsky and 
Fleischer (1990) 

 

Organisation 

Elements 

Aim to identify the 

readiness of 

organisational 
elements 

(communication 
process and 

operational slack) 

 

    Section 3.6 

                                      

Foss and Saebi 
(2015)  

Tornatzsky and 
Fleischer (1990) 

Environmental 

Elements 

Aim to identify the 

readiness of the 

environmental 

elements (industrial 

characteristics, 

market structure, 
technology support 

structure, 

government 
regulations)  

 

 

    Section 3.6 

 

Tornatzsky and 

Fleischer (1990) 

Salge et al. 
(2012) 

Leader Factors 

Dimensions 

Aim to identify the 

leaders influence 

dimensions on 
readiness (previous 

experience and 

qualifications) 

 

    Section 3.7 

                                
Rogers (1995) 

Ramdani (2009)   

Internal 

Dimensions 

Aim to identify the 

internal dimensions 

of readiness 
(organisational 

culture, 

organisational 
change, financial 

slack 

 

     Section 3.7 

                                              
Rogers (1995) 

Al-Zoubi et al. 

(2011) 

External 
Dimensions 

Aim to identify the 
external dimensions 

of readiness 

(competitive 
pressures, external 

support 

 

     Section 3.7 

                               
Rogers (1995) 

Al-Zoubi et al. 
(2011) 
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Following a discussion on how data was gathered, which described the 

constructivist data collection approach, sampling frame, interview type, ethical 

considerations, pilot study, pilot interview process and data collection methods. 

Section 6.3 details how the research instrument was refined once the two pilot 

study interviews were conducted. 

5.5 A Constructivist Data Collection Approach 

Since this research is phenomenological in nature, a constructivist paradigm 

was deemed appropriate because it allowed the researcher to construct meaning 

from the examined phenomenon. Generally, constructivists do not have a theory 

as a base for their studies, which is why this study did not use a post-positivist 

theory. The constructivist paradigm is also referred to as constructivism and is 

the right paradigm to accommodate a face-to-face interview strategy to 

investigate the motivational or inhibiting factors that may affect the 

participants' readiness. Yin (2012) suggested three data collection techniques 

out of  the six that are compatible with a qualitative study of this type, these 

being interviews, archival records, and direct observations. Face-to-face 

interviews were deemed as the best approach for this study as they enable the 

gathering of the most accurate and necessary information about individuals and 

their behaviours. Hence, in-depth interviews were the obvious choice for 

attaining primary data relating to owners/managers of family-owned  

manufacturing SME firms in Malta and e-business.  

 

Moreover, archival records, which are a good source for retrieving secondary 

data such as company and government reports, websites, and EU data, enhanced 

the quality of this study. The data collection commenced by pre-testing the 

questionnaires through the pilot study. Two SMEs were selected through a 

Government of Malta agency, the Malta Enterprise, that falls under the Ministry 

of Business and Commerce and houses the official SME website of Malta. In 

this type of qualitative research, the researcher had the ability to directly 

communicate face-to-face with the representatives of both firms to better 

understand the world of real business practice. Detailed findings from the pilot 

study are found in Chapter 6. 
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5.6 Purposive Sampling 

When the sample was chosen for analysis, the relevant data had to be extracted 

from the right population. This research conducted purposive sampling to select 

the right participants, these being owners/managers who have been at the helm 

of the business for a minimum of three years. The purposive sample was built 

around owners/managers of SME firms in Malta who had full control over their 

firms' finances and are ultimately the decision makers of their firm. The owner/ 

manager, who represented the firm in its entirety, was the critical case 

participant chosen to respond in this study to access and obtain rich 

information. The targeted population is, as Zikmund (2000) asserted, a specific 

grouping of individuals whose relevance to a research study is to serve a 

specific purpose. This is the main goal of a purposive sample, which is based on 

the judgement of the researcher. The non-probability sample is to focus on the 

characteristics of the population selected for the study to enable the research to 

address the research question (Zhen et al., 2006).  As asserted by Merriam and 

Tisdell (2016), non-probability sampling is the most appropriate research 

strategy when it comes to documenting the participants’ points of view and 

behaviours towards modern social attitudes and phenomena in general, rather 

than any data obtained through quantitative methodology. The sample was 

selected purposively and chosen by the researcher of this study. Any concluding 

remarks were then drawn  to critique each interview and not extrapolated onto 

other firms with unique organisational settings.  

 

The criteria for selecting the participants included: 

 

(i) SMEs that fall under the manufacturing sector category and have 

registered profits for the past three years with a sustainable turnover. 

(ii) SMEs that operate in Malta and are owned by Maltese families with 

direct access to the owners/managers, who have been at the helm of the 

firm for a minimum of three years. 

(iii)    the owners/managers’ willingness to participate as they were asked  

          beforehand when the author of this study outlined the research  

          intentions. 

(iv) firms that abide by the EU’s definition of SME. 
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(v) private and independently owned firms and not subsidiaries or branches 

of another company or entity; and 

(vi) firms that are either preparing and/or considering e-business, or that have 

considered but have not yet decided on e-business adoption as part of 

their competitive strategy.   

 

The criteria were extended to extract more specific data for this study and to  

highlight the relevance of the participants’ interviews. The participants also had  

to be: 

 

(i) well versed in their operations and management of their firm; 

(ii) knowledgable of the funding opportunities offered by the 

Government, EU and private banks; and 

(iii) aware of the changes that this investment will bring to their modus 

operandi and how local and international market mechanisms operate.  

 

This study used the purposive sampling method, which might cause errors in 

the selection of owners/managers and firms. Moreover, the fact that the 

researcher judged the category of participants and their selection is also an 

issue. Furthermore, a temporal sampling error might be present because of the 

time of the year when the data sample was approached. A large percentage of 

the selected firms were at their peak and were thus pressured to cater for with 

more pressing demands. This may have influenced their responses. 

 

5.7 Sample Frame  

                                                                                                                         

The selection of a sample studied in a qualitative study of this type  reflects on 

the overall quality of the study. Therefore, it may jeopardise the truth value of 

the findings. It is not an easy task to target a population that is to represent an 

entire population in a constructivist research approach. The researcher faced the 

painstaking process of addressing compatibility and credibility issues by 

selecting candidates with the highest potential to providing the optimal rich 

information, even though a variety of sample combinations existed, according 

to Teddlie and Yu (2007), Sandelowski (2000), Merriam (1998). 
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As suggested by the literature, the owners/managers of family-owned 

manufacturing SMEs were considered as the decision makers of those firms, 

regardless of whether the investment was small or large in magnitude. As this 

study focused on family-owned manufacturing SMEs, the best data sources for 

this study were deemed to be the owners/managers of the selected firms, as they 

are responsible for influencing their firms’ business directions (Spencer and 

Buhalis et al., 2012). The study focused mainly on family-owned SMEs which 

manufacture different types of products. The owner/manager of the firm has the 

vested powers to decide on crucial issues that affected the firm's strategies 

internally, externally, or both. The family-owned SMEs in this study were 

either gearing up to adopt a B2B e-business strategy or were still deciding 

whether to acquire one. The sample was selected for a specific purpose. Such 

samples are usually called non-probability purposive samples (Teddlie and Yu 

2007). This type of selection is also called the judgment sampling technique and it 

was used to select the appropriate sample of 20 owners/managers.  

 

This technique works best for collecting information efficiently and obtaining more 

accurate questionnaire responses that can generate data for an analytical purpose.  

Judgmental sampling is defined by (Sekaran and Bougie 2010) as a sample based on a 

population according to the researcher’s judgment. The targeted population was 

carefully selected to reduce the elements of bias as much as possible.  Another 

sampling method called snowballing had been considered before deciding on 

the purposive sampling strategy, as the idea of reaching candidates via different 

means of media (including e-mail and phone calls) had been a possibility. The 

snowballing method has been criticised in both seminal and contemporary 

research studies (Cohen and Arieli 2011).   A common problematic aspect of 

snowballing is the reliance on referrals that may increase the likelihood of 

excluding important participants (Van Meter 1990). Snowballing resulted in a 

high rate of refusals to participate, although some of those who refused 

approached and referred the researcher of this study to other candidates whom 

they thought held similar characteristics. Edwards and Holland (2013) argued 

that these features, also known as chain referrals, showed early cracks in the 

use of snowballing for a study of this type, as they heightened the risk of 

unreliable and highly biased data that may deviate away from the requirements, 

such as the need for participants to engage in similar behaviours.  
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As a result, chain referrals jeopardised the study in favour of bias as the actual 

participants may have different characteristics from the original targeted 

sample. ‘Gatekeeper bias’s is a term referred by Cohen and Arieli (2011) as 'go-

betweens', i.e. the participants act as intermediaries between the researcher and 

other potential participants. Groger and Mayberry (1999) also used the term 

‘gatekeeper bias’ and cautioned on the  referring or not referring the author of 

this research to specific potential participants for this study, which again, is 

another way of increasing bias. Another issue is that applicability, consistency, 

and truth value may be compromised when relying on chain referrals due to the 

deviation from the original selection of participants with the same 

characteristics.  

 

Background experience and knowledge in managing the firm’s administration  

and operational activities is important. The sample was chosen using the non-

probability approach and purposive sampling, rather than through the random 

sampling method or snowballing, as the selected firms were chosen in 

preference over others. These firms were of specific interest to the author due 

to the drastic transformation they will experience because of this investment, 

which may impact their manufacturing capabilities. The Malta Enterprise online 

database was used as it is the only reliable, up-to-date source of registered 

family-owned manufacturing SMEs in Malta. Saunders et al. (2007) mentioned 

how interviewing a critical case can acquire primary data for the researcher that 

are strong enough to form conclusions. Therefore, the research question was 

very important here because it suggested the right characteristics necessary for 

this study. The interviews took place at different times and in different places. 

It is also very important for analysing and comparing the trustworthiness of the 

qualitative data gathered by comparing the results with the individual’s 

personal beliefs, behaviours, and views as part of this critical case. The 

qualitative method studies individuals’ emotions, impressions, and 

interpretations of the subject at hand, which was crucial for this study 

(Denscombe 2007). Since this approach was deemed suitable for this study, it 

was pre-tested through the pilot study. The researcher was more concerned with 

interviewing and observing the selected participants face to face, while always 

keeping in mind that the major drawback of this approach is that anonymity was 

lost by both the interviewee and the interviewer.  
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The leaders of the SMEs needed to show that as owners/managers, they are the 

decision makers, and they adjust their competitive position accordingly. The 

participants were considering adopting e-business or already gearing up. The 

sample size for this study seemed relatively too small to generalise the findings, 

but it is still more than the recommended sample size for an in-depth qualitative 

study of four to ten interviews. The decision to narrow the scope of the study to 

family-owned manufacturing SMEs in Malta was to avoid a sample that was too 

large to comprehend, but still diverse enough for reasonable generalisations to 

be made. The interviewees are representatives of the SME community, which 

are spread all over the island, who derive a significant proportion of their 

revenue from activities related to manufacturing various products. During the 

face-to-face meetings, the participants’ perceptions of the recent changes in the 

industry as well as in the firm were documented. The interviews explored both 

the internal and external factors that caused changes in both thinking and acting 

on this investment, which is why a pilot study was crucial for a study like this, 

as it ensured that any ambiguities were corrected and that all concepts were 

captured and ready to be used in the main study. The primary goal of the 

analysed feedback of the 20 owners/managers was to substantiate any inhibiting 

or motivational factors that affected the owners/managers’ readiness to invest in 

e-business, which were also identified in the literature review. As a contingency 

and in the eventuality that some firms refuse to participate for reasons only 

known to them, more than 20 firms were contacted. The first 20 firms that 

accepted to participate in this study were chosen.  

5.8 Interview Type 

As previously noted, face-to-face interviews were deemed as the appropriate 

research instrument for gathering first-hand data. Overall, an interview 

approach of this type proved to be a success for previous qualitative research 

studies across various disciplines, including e-business (Di Cicco‐Bloom and 

Crabtree 2006). In brief, the researcher and the participants engaged in direct 

interaction to expose the behaviours and attitudes that addressed the research 

problem (Schultze and Avital 2011).    
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5.8.1 Ethical Considerations                                                                           

In academic studies, it is considered as a must for researchers to follow ethics. 

Ponterotto (2010). It was important for the researcher of this study to follow and at the 

same time, prove that the Edinburgh Business School ethics and procedures were 

obeyed. To ensure an ethical research procedure, firstly, the Malta Enterprise official 

website was consulted to access information about family-owned manufacturing SMEs 

with ease. The Malta Enterprise is a government entity that is responsible for 

monitoring the development of family business units. Secondly, a letter confirming the 

approval to conduct research in accordance with the Edinburgh Business School Heriot-

Watt University United Kingdom rules and regulations was received. A written ethics 

approval was sent (see Appendix 3) by the Director of DBA programme Dr Stephen 

McLaughlin. Thirdly, an informed consent letter addressed to potential participants was 

written and presented before the interviews (see Appendix 4).    

                          

Ethics are a crucial issue, which is why it was necessary to write an informed consent 

letter stating that the interviewer has the responsibility to describe the intentions of the 

study verbally, in a written format or both, to assure the protection of any information 

given by the participants and to outline the data management process. The ethical 

approach also means that the participants have the right to refuse and withdraw from the 

interview  for reasons known to them only. The consent letter was initially sent to the 

two SMEs that were to be studied in the pilot stage. Participant firms were asked if they 

wanted to be recorded, but they refused outright and were clearly sensitive on this issue. 

In addition, the participants were asked if it was a problem for them if the questionnaire 

was written in English. They were also told that questions and answers could be given 

in Maltese and then translated back into English if they wished. Follow up 

communication was done via mobile calls. Ethical considerations remained a critical 

issue throughout, especially in the main study, and a corresponding letter from the 

university proved to be reassuring to potential candidates. Participants were assured of 

the nondisclosure policy of this study and that the transcriptions of the discussions 

which took place in their premises were only used for academic purposes.  

The participants were informed of the coding strategy to be used to name the 

participating firms to secure and assure confidentiality. The phase that followed the 

drafting of the questionnaire was the pilot study, which is described in Section 5.8.2. 
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5.8.2 The Pilot Study 

Pre-testing the instrument by conducting a pilot study is the most effective way 

of securing more credibility and integrity for a study by gathering a snapshot-

like sample of important primary data. Pilot studies have a dual intention. They 

test whether the questions in the questionnaire make sense or not and whether 

the pre-tested instrument is refined enough for usage. During the pilot study 

stage, the researcher was able to learn how to use interviewing techniques with 

the ability to control the interview with conviction. In the pilot study phase, the 

interviewer was able to produce clarified questions without any ambiguities, 

thus securing applicability, consistency, and truth value by the participants' 

active participation. A pilot study was considered as crucial for this study, and 

it was conducted on two SME firms: (i) one small-sized firm (owner/manager); 

and  (ii) one medium-sized firm (owner/manager). The interviewees were given 

a copy of the questionnaire beforehand to prepare themselves for the original 

interview. Both participants were Maltese nationals and owners/managers of 

family-owned SME manufacturing firms. The two participants were first 

contacted via mobile, and it was agreed to meet at the participants’ offices at 

different times and dates. During the pilot study stage, the interviewer took the 

opportunity to improve his interviewing skills and social skills with people with 

different socio-economic standards. Also, it was an important part of this study 

because any issues that were not visible or felt were detected in preparation for 

the main study. Judging by this experience, the researcher thought that some 

changes might possibly occur even during the main study stage.  

5.8.3 Description of the Coding Process in a Thematic Analysis 

 

A similar thematic analysis procedure appeared in a qualitative research study by Braun 

and Clarke, (2006). The first thematic approach was executed in the pilot study that 

gathered data through two semi-structured questionnaire pilot interviews with two 

participants—P1, an owner/manager of a small firm and P2, an owner/manager of a 

medium-sized firm. Both participants were at the helm of their firms which are 

registered as family-owned manufacturing SMEs. The thematic approach used by Braun 

and Clarke (2006) was deemed as the most suitable analytical technique, and Miles and 

Huberman’s (1994) coding approach was adopted.  
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The primary purpose of the pilot study was to seek the most appropriate means of 

analysing semi-structured interviews. When presented in a broad thematic framework, 

thematic analysis can be presented using various methods which are usually 

independent of prominent studies.  This thesis conducted a thematic analysis as per 

Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-coding guidelines to developing codes, which involve 

familiarising oneself, generating initial codes while searching for themes at the same 

time, and reviewing the themes for a final report.  

 

Initially, the researcher must familiarise himself with the data at hand by organising the 

transcribed pilot data. Ideally, it is during this phase that the coding process, which may 

also be developed in the main study, is initiated. The data gathered from the pilot 

participants were in the Maltese language and later translated in English to avoid losing 

important, valuable, and rich meanings.  From the initial codes, sub-codes were 

generated (see Tables 5.3, 5.4, 5.5).  The aim of this phase was to start building the 

relationship between the codes, themes, and sub-themes, as well as to identify themes 

that did not fit in. In the formulation of a thematic analysis approach, two levels of data 

coding were used that consisted of codes and sub-codes. The definitions of the themes 

were given in an analysis grid (see Sections 6.1 and 6.2), with each theme being named 

and ready to be processed individually (Braun and Clarke 2006) so that they correspond 

to the relevant data that described each individual theme in relation with the research 

question. This phase was crucial for deciding on the themes and sub-themes, and its 

focus was on how to present them. Moreover, this phase also involved the important 

task of writing up the analytical process that included the coding of the identified 

themes, which added further credibility to this study. 

5.8.4 The Pilot Interview Process 

The interview process was explained to the participants. In the meantime, the 

'ice was broken' as the sole interviewer engaged in an informal discussion and 

re-briefed the interviewees about their role in this study. Ethics and codes of 

conduct were explained multiple times to make sure that the interviewees 

understood everything. The interviewees were repeatedly reminded of their 

right to withdraw from the interviews without explanation and for reasons only 

known to them.  
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Another assurance which was very important to explain and declare was that all 

the transcribed interviews and discussions, whether formal for the study or 

informal as a warm-up before the interview, were to serve only for this study’s 

purposes and will be destroyed following their analysis. This approach was 

effective in creating a more relaxing atmosphere inside the participants’ 

premises which was crucial for both the interviewer and interviewees to start 

the interview process smoothly. The researcher was aware that the two 

interviewees had no previous interview experience of this kind, even though 

they had been interested in participating in the research study and knew that 

their involvement was required only for the pilot stage. The following Table 5.2 

displays the issues which arose through the pilot study: 

           Table 5.2:                                                        

Issues Arising from the Pilot Study 

                                                                                                                              

 

 

 

 

                   

 

                                   

 

The interview process was kicked off by asking general introductory questions 

about the background of the firm from its inception, the owners’ experiences, 

and their education background. By commencing the interview process with 

informal questions and then moving on to the formal requirements, the 

researcher and participants felt more at ease and create a better rapport between 

them. Sections 6.2 and 6.3 show how the pilot study findings of the two 

owners/managers were crucial for designing an analysis grid. In total, each 

interview lasted 90 minutes.  

SME 

Owner/Manager 

Number of 

Participants 

Targeted Areas  

Small SME Firm 

Coded P1 GF 

 

 

              1 

Clarity of 

questionnaire, 

refinement, 

confidence, tackling 

the issue of lost 

anonymity 

Medium-sized SME 

Firm 

Coded P2 KB 

 

              1 

Clarity of 

questionnaire, 

estimated time of 

interviews, 

familiarity with 

interviews and any 

other concerns. 
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They were conducted in Maltese and later translated into English, which is also 

constitutionally recognised as an official language in Malta . The interviews 

were not recorded as both participants refused to be recorded. 

5.9 The Thematic Data Analysis Approach  

 

This section explains the way analysis is categorised and examined in a 

thematic analysis approach. The nature of both thematic and content analysis is  

interpretive as they describe the participants’ views, emotions, and perception 

of the world around them. According to Vaismoradi et al. (2016), adopting the 

thematic analysis approach for a qualitative research study of this type is the 

most opportune way of not letting out any details that may jeopardise its 

credibility. The thematic analysis approach has the advantage that it is a method 

and not a methodology, which makes it flexible and able to tackle the 

diversities that exist between owners/managers. Researchers like Alhojailan 

(2012), Boyatzis (1998), Javadi and Zarea (2016), Maguire and Delahunt (2017) always 

stressed that a thematic analysis can be done in different ways. For this study, it was 

deemed suitable to follow Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step framework. On the 

contrary, a narrative analysis approach is too limited for this type of study as 

the researcher would have been required to present the findings of the data by 

providing the participants’ contributions word for word, rather than using an 

analytical process to derive reasonable meanings from the findings. The tool 

used to analyse data in this section was the thematic analysis approach method, 

and the information collected from the pilot interviews were examined using an 

analysis grid (see Figures 6.1 and 6.2) based on specific themes derived from 

raw data. Based on quotes and interpretations gathered from the seminal and 

contemporary works included in the literature review section, the pilot 

interview questionnaires were designed in a thematic way based on the themes 

that were drawn out from the findings. Since a constructivist qualitative 

research approach was used, the data analysis was fundamental to maintain the 

credibility of the findings (Ryan et al., 2007, Attride-Stirling 2001 and Rudolf 

and Alfoldi 2012). The data analysis involved in the delving and the gathering 

of information that determined the owners’/managers' responses by combining 

them to draw meaningful conclusions from them.  
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When conducting a study using a qualitative research method, the collected data 

must be organised and analysed for those interested in this study to understand 

what they contain (Ghauri and Gronhaug 2005). The collected empirical data 

served as the author's main tool to answer the research question (Merriam and 

Tisdell 2016). As this is a qualitative research study, primary data were 

gathered via a pilot study on one small and another medium-sized enterprise, 

directly from owners/managers, whose experience and education background 

were also considered. Figure 5.1 depicts the thematic analysis model: 

 

 

 Figure 5.1                                                                 

The Thematic Analysis Model (Miles and Huberman 1994) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                            

 

 

 

The thematic analysis model (Figure 5.1) refers to a four-step process that is to 

be followed to verify the conclusions for this study. These four steps were 

crucial for the data collected, as they helped the researcher to address the 

research question and achieve the study objectives. In the data reduction stage, 

the researcher focused on gathering the relevant data to address the research 

objectives. Data collected from secondary sources, such as published books, 

online/journals and periodicals were reviewed and organised in a manner that is 

relevant to this study. Miles and Huberman’s (1994) thematic analysis type is 

made up of several stages as shown in Figure 5.1, which start with the data 

reduction stage where raw data is reviewed and aligned, and unnecessary data is 

removed to achieve the optimum refined data. Tables and codes are then assigned 

to draw conclusions.   

 

Data 

Reduction 

Data 

Collection 

Data Display 

Conclusions, 

Drawing, 

Verifying 
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One of the most crucial steps in a thematic analysis approach is the evaluation of the 

themes so that no valuable information is discarded, especially if it is of relevance to the 

study. Hence, it is of crucial importance that during the thematic analysis stage, the 

themes are validated to ensure a more credible and robust study. 

 

5.9.1 Themes Derived from Literature 

 

The qualitative data analysis followed a thematic approach which grouped the 

owners/managers’ feedback into themes that clearly reflected the secondary 

data gathered from the literature. The interview questions for the pilot study 

were developed from raw data literature and amended after the primary data 

was acquired. The amended interview questions also served to identify more 

themes for the main study when needed. The themes generated were refined to 

address the three study objectives (see Section 1.2). The general themes from 

the literature chapter were technological context, organisational context and 

environmental context from the TOE, and individual leader factors, internal 

factors, and external factors from the DOI. The thematic analysis approach is 

used for both small-scale and large-scale qualitative research. It was adopted by 

the researcher based on its appropriateness for a qualitative study.  

 

Codes and themes were selected as per Miles and Huberman’s (1994) 

description of coding, which refers to this type of coding grammar as 

'descriptive coding'. The recorded feedback from the pilot study was transcribed 

before it was reduced during the coding process. Codes and themes can be 

generated using two methods, namely the manual and computer-assisted 

methods. The manual method was deemed as appropriate for this stage of the 

study as it is more flexible and makes it easier for the researcher to get the 

bigger picture from the pilot data. To generate the appropriate codes and sub-

codes the transcripts were read many times. Next page Figure 5.2 The theme 

and Coding process. 
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5.9.2 Attribute Coding and Themes    

    

                  Figure 5.2:                                                             

The Theme and Coding Process 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.10 Thematic Data Reduction 

 

Data reduction includes procedures to synthesise the data, where the analysis of 

the participants’ data is sharpened by including methods of coding. This 

procedure separates useless or irrelevant information from what is valuable. 

Hence, this is the most critical stage of data analysis as any complacent or 

accidental rejection of relevant information would jeopardise the credibility of 

the research (Flick 2013). The data collected from pilot study participants P1 

and P2 (see Appendix 4), which included emotions, tone and even body 

language, were coded to form theoretical perspectives. The data were carefully 

and thoroughly read to ensure relevance once each transcript was summarised. 

During this stage, the relevant data concerning the main themes were preserved 

while looking for potential patterns in the interviewees’ responses. Any 

irrelevant data were discarded. In the data reduction stage, themes were 

identified and guided by the combination of the three dimensions of the TOE 

and the three elements making up the DOI.  

 

Themes 

from 

Literature 

Generation 

of Themes 
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The thematic approach is ideal for analysing inductive qualitative data, as it can 

capture the owners/managers’ experiences, personal perspectives, realities , 

behaviours, and meanings (Braun and Clarke 2006). Attride-Stirling (2001) 

asserted, to unearth the themes salient in textual data” (p. 387). On the same 

note, Silverman (1999) writes on the value of reading and revising by re-

reading interviews, which he views as the essence of research activities.  

The analysis followed the combined frameworks of Tornatzsky and Fleischer’s 

(1990) TOE framework and Rogers’s (1995) DOI as shown in Chapter 3 and 

Figure 3.7, which linked the research question with the aim and objectives of 

the study, whereby the thematic analysis themes were grouped to form an 

overarching unit.  

 

Since this study required qualitative analysis, extra care was taken not to 

confuse it with content analysis, because the sole aim of a content analysis 

approach is to describe the results (Patton 2002). A qualitative analysis, 

however, seeks to understand the participants' perceptions, emotions and 

voices, to attain a deeper understanding of what motivates or inhibits the 

intention of adopting e-business, to learn whether it is effective or not and what 

implications may affect the firm (Sargeant 2012). The interpretive qualitative 

approach is generally made up of three phases: the deconstruction phase, the 

interpretation phase, and the reconstruction phase (Miles and Huberman, 1994): 

 

(i) The deconstruction phase is when the data are broken down into parts to 

see what must be included and what can be left out. It is like content 

analysis and involves reading and re-reading the data and transcripts, and 

then breaking it down to categorise and code it. 

 

(ii) The interpretation phase is like the deconstruction stage; it compares the 

categories of the data codes and only transcribes the variables that were 

deemed as important for the study.  

 

The data and findings are interpreted through discussion with the 

research participants and the comparisons of codes, similarities, or 

differences among themes with the findings of other studies. 
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(iii) The reconstruction phase sees the reconstruction of prominent codes, 

sub-codes, and themes by gaining insights and relationships  during the 

interpretation phase through an understanding of the DOI elements and 

TOE dimensions.   

 

(iv) In this study, the reconstruction phase put the findings in context by 

placing and framing them according to the research model shown in 

Figure 3.7. i.e. by investigating the findings of this study using the 

combined TOE and DOI model.  

 

 

                                                 Table 5.3:        

               Overall Codes, Sub-Codes, Themes and Sub-themes 
 

        Codes/Sub-Codes                Themes               Sub-Themes 

(Td). (Av) Products/ 

Services. (Ch) Brand names 

           Technology Availability, 

Characteristics  

(Od). (Cp) Bottom/Up 

System. (Os) Skills Training 

          Organisation Communication  

Process, Operational 

Slack 

(Ed). (Ic) Manufacturing 

Sector. (Ms) Market 

Mechanisms. (Tss) 

Networks, After-sales. (Gr) 

Financial Loans and Grants 

          Environment Industry Characteristics 

Market Structure 

Technology Support 

Structure  

Government Regulations 

(Le). (Pe) Owner/Manager. 

(Qs) Level of Education 

              Leader Previous Experience 

Qualifications 

(Ie). (Ocu) Hierarchy. (Oce) 

Preparedness/Flexibility. 

(Fs) Finance for Training 

             Internal  Organisational Culture 

Organisational Change 

Financial Slack 

(Ee). (So) Feedback. (Cp) 

Competitors’ Demands. (Es) 

Competitors’ Advice.  

             External System Openness 

Competitive Pressures 

External Support 

 

 
Trustworthiness and rigour are two important elements in  a qualitative research 

study. Patton (2002) insists on trustworthiness and rigour as they add to 

applicability, consistency, and truth value in a qualitative study. Next page is 

Table 5.4 that gives an example of the interview answer, theme code and sub-code 

process. 
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                                      Table 5.4:                                                             

Example of Interview Answer, Theme Code and Sub-Code 
 

Interview Answer (P1)   Theme Code/Sub-Code Theme        Sub-Code 
 

P1 GF. Competitor 

pressures, competitor 

advice. Inside and outside 

the EU by countries like 

Turkey and China. Market 

supplier and customer 

feedback.  

 

 

 

                   

                

          Ee        So, Cp, Es 

 

 

 

 

 

 

External (Ed) System  

                       Openness   

                       (SO) 

                       Competitive 

                       Pressures 

                       (Cp) 

                       External     

                       Support (Es) 

 

 

                                                                                                                            

Data authenticity refers to data collection methods and procedures, including 

participant selection, sampling approaches, questionnaire types and measures to 

lower the possibility of a biased sample.  The trustworthiness of the quality 

study depends on the role of the participants, and the measures taken to time 

and sequence the events. 

 

                                                 Table 5.5:    

            Abbreviations of Codes, Themes, Sub-Themes and Sub-Codes  
 

Codes Themes Sub-Themes                           Sub-Code         

Td Technology Availability                                 Ay                                                      

Characteristics               Cs                       

Od  Organisation Communication           Cp                                                 

Process                                 Ps 

Operational Slack             Os                       

Ed  Environment Industry Characteristics               Ic                                                            

Market Structure                          Ms                                                                   

Technology Support Structure    Tss 

Government Regulations             Gr 

Le Leader Previous Experience                     Pe 

Qualifications                               Qs 

Ie Internal  Organisational Culture                 Ocu 

Organisational Change                 Oce 

Financial Slack                             Fs 

Ee External System Openness                         So 

Competitive Pressures            Cp 

External Support                          Es 
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After coding and sub-coding, the themes’ and sub-themes’ identification, the 

next step towards closing the data reduction stage was to create initial codes. 

Denzin and Lincoln (2000) refer to codes as “tagging chunks of texts of labels”  

(p 804). The small letter 'e' in the coding column stands for the ‘elements’ from 

the DOI theme and the small letter 'd' stands for the ‘dimensions’ of the TOE 

theme. 

 

5.11 Thematic Data Display 

 

The displaying of data followed the data reduction process. Miles and 

Huberman (1994) state that at this point, the “information permits conclusions 

and the setting of actions and drawing of action” (p 11), which would allow the 

researcher to condense the original full data. In a research study of this type, 

the displaying of the data has three functions to address. Firstly, the data is 

flexible enough to be presented in different ways such as tables, narrative texts, 

quotations, and tabulation, from which conclusions can be drawn.  

Secondly, data displays ensure a more transparent data analysis. Thirdly, they 

increase the study’s credibility and reduce bias. Creswell (2013) argues that 

credibility is a sensitive issue in a qualitative analysis study. To secure more 

credibility, Denzin and Lincoln’s (2000) three triangulation methods, namely 

data triangulation, members check and peer check,  were applied in this study. 

In Sections 6.1 and 6.2, an analysis grid demonstrates how the pilot data was 

analysed and gives an example of how the data from P1’s and P2’s transcripts 

were organised in a simple manner. Each pilot study interview was also coded 

with initials P1 and P2. Each extracted segment was assigned a code that 

consisted of pre-identified codes, themes, and sub-themes to make them 

distinguishable. The final step describes how interrelated factors and variables 

were identified to secure consistency in the data analysed. 

5.11.1          Theory Perspective Triangulation in this Study 

In this section, triangulation was applied to reduce bias as much as possible. 

Moreover, since this study is based on interviews, it is ethical to preserve its 

truth value and avoid the dangers of any potential bias that are quite common in 

qualitative studies of this type.  
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Denzin and Lincoln (2003) explain the type of triangulations that are available 

for a research study of this nature. Data source triangulation is when the 

research is focused on data that remains constant even in different contexts. 

Investigator triangulation involves multiple investigators who study the same 

phenomenon. Theory triangulation combines the use of seminal or 

contemporary theories like the TOE and DOI frameworks as an interpretation 

mechanism. Lastly, methodological triangulation occurs when more than one 

methodology is used to secure more confidence in the interpretation of the 

study. In this thesis, theory triangulation was applied to the TOE and DOI to 

help understand the data better and make sense of the information acquired. 

Theory triangulation was crucial for the pilot study when the TOE by 

Tornatzsky and Fleischer (1990) and DOI by Rogers (1995) were combined (see 

Section 3.12). Data source triangulation was not used in this part of the study, 

as the primary data focused on only one type of participant, i.e. the 

owner/manager who represented the firm in its entirety. The investigator 

triangulation was not applicable for this study, as the researcher of this study 

was the only individual to explore the phenomena.  

5.12  General Software Analysis Issues 

 

General software products normally analyse qualitative data effectively, but it 

does not mean that all qualitative data can benefit from this modern approach, 

especially in this kind of study. Firstly, mastering a new software package can 

hamper this study, especially if the author is a novice user. Seminal researchers 

like Pateman (1998) explain how the time-consuming situation could further 

delay the study momentum if the researcher trains to learn the use of the 

software. This is a risky situation that may disrupt the researchers’ constructive 

flow of the study and from learning rapidly on time, especially when they have 

already covered a large amount of their study, including the orientation of the 

research to be analysed. For example, if the transcripts could have needed an 

NVIVO format, it lacked the ability to be processed in a Microsoft Word format 

by a novice user like the author of this study, who must follow the protocols 

that were set by the designers of the software.  
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This would have developed as a crucial disadvantage, as a problematic link 

would have been generated due to the qualitative analytical procedures that 

were to be followed. Gilbert (2002) asserted that “the danger for novices using a 

sophisticated tool is that they can ‘mess up’ without realizing they have done so” 

(Gilbert 2002).  The author of this study fully agrees with the opinions and 

observations of researchers like Leech and Onwegbuizie (2011), Schönfelder 

(2011) and Pateman (1998), when they argue that NVIVO is neither designed 

nor is it capable of analysing the data for the researcher. When briefed on the 

software and its use, it was evident that the researcher remained in control of 

the interpretation of the texts and the ability to draw conclusions. This position 

the researcher of this study as the best individual who can deem whether the 

data retrieval from its original source is fit for analysis.  

 

While analysing the retrieval data, it was always considered as a principle for 

this study and as a qualitative researcher to keep as close as possible to the 

participants to catch any emotions, expressions and the tones of their voices so 

that the full picture is expressed in the final write up for the reader to read and 

feel. Body language was deemed as essential for this study to capture as it 

increases applicability, consistency, and truth value, which are sought for by 

many critics in qualitative phenomenological research studies like this one. The 

human expressions exhibited by the participants were considered by the 

researcher as a natural blessing as they enabled him to detect any resistance or 

insincerity, which are common occurrences during face-to-face interviews. 

NVIVO cannot offer or produce such elements for this study. Contemporary 

critiques like Bazeley and Jackson (2013) wrote on NVIVO and asserted on the 

lost touch and closeness that increases the risks of data alienation.  This research 

study took measures to make sure that it had captured all the human behaviours and 

attitudes which emerged during the face-to-face interviews. Contemporary critics who 

carried out studies like this one, like Evers et al. (2011), Gilbert et al., (2014) and 

Bazeley and Jackson (2013), reveal their concerns on the huge impacts which may arise 

when using qualitative software products: 

 

(i) human behaviours cannot be registered as codes, and retrieval methods 

might exclude these important analytical activities; 
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(ii) software may create a modern mechanised form of analysing qualitative data 

which leans towards quantitative positivism; and 

(iii) the researcher may encounter modern software that may encourage biased 

approaches through its functions. 

 

Davis and Meyer (2009) assert that a common misperception about qualitative 

software exists because some researchers might think that they only need to 

learn how to use the software tool while leaving the data analysis in the hands 

of the software programmes. The strategic approach taken by this study 

envisaged that NVIVO would not be able to catch the entirety of the 

participants’ body language and emotions . Hence, while this does not mean that 

NVIVO is not good for any qualitative study across the board, one must keep in 

mind that this study needed the most reliable and valid human expressions 

which cannot be provided by NVIVO. Similar issues were experienced by 

quantitative researchers when the early software packages of SPSS were made 

available to positivist researchers. This situation created the need for SPSS to 

be taught and its use explained. It is the author's humble observation that a 

similar approach is needed to explain modern qualitative software functions 

further to qualitative users and researchers. This can be done by keeping the 

qualitative research communities up to date on NVIVO’s span of abilities 

and/or limitations, rather than leaving it to the researcher to find out how to use 

the program during a study.  

 

Modern software products contain a natural and (in modern technological 

contexts) unavoidable drawback, as they cannot convert or digitise decisions 

affecting human behaviours, feelings, emotions and other psychological traits 

exhibited by participants during the crucial face-to-face interviews and their 

analysis as experienced during this study. Other common disadvantages are 

pointed out by contemporary researchers like Yin (2013) and Sapat et al., 

(2017) during their research on general (CAQDAS) software data analysis. 

Their concerns are mainly on coding and the applicability of ontological and 

epistemological distances from the data.  
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For Sapat et al., (2017), when using software programmes for qualitative 

analysis, coding, ontology, and epistemology are prone to a list of 

disadvantages like over metrication more process-oriented instead of outcome-

oriented results. Fielding and Lee (2002) also express the possibility of 

different outcomes. Another concern is asserted by Goble et al., (2012) as the 

richness of the data may not be compatible with the software; thus, there would 

be an increased danger of losing the data’s essence and of increasing bias. 

CAQDAS is a tool, not a methodological approach, and it may widen the 

distance between the researcher and the data.  

 

5.13 Reliability/Applicability/Consistency and Valid/Truth Value  

 

‘Reliability’ and ‘Validity’ are terms that are not necessarily accepted by other 

qualitative researchers, who argue that these are terms which are used mainly 

by quantitative researchers and may not apply to qualitative research (Bashir et 

al., 2008. A qualitative research of this type would usually avoid the terms ‘validity’ 

and ‘reliability’ and instead would use other terms such as, ‘credibility’, 

‘trustworthiness’, ‘truth value’ ‘applicability’, ‘consistency’ and ‘confirmability’ (Brink 

1993), when tackling reliability and validity issues, which require the evaluation and 

merits of qualitative research (Glaser and Strauss 1967, Leininger 1991, Guba and 

Lincoln 1985, Brink 1993). Noble and Smith (2015) asserted that the modern 

terminology and criteria used to evaluate the research findings in terms of 

reliability and validity are“ truth value, consistency and applicability” p 2. 

Synonyms of ‘reliability’ include “consistency” and “applicability” whilst 

“truth value” is a synonym of ‘validity’(Noble and Smith 2015).    

 

5.13.1  Possible Risks to Applicability, Consistency and Truth  

            Value 

 

It was essential for the researcher to do his utmost to acquire trustworthy data. 

Personal values and beliefs were left out in all stages of this  study. Objectivity 

is crucial for a research study to reach solid conclusions (Denscombe 2007), and 

it was always given prime consideration from the early stages of the study to 

avoid directly or indirectly influencing the information acquired, which could 

distort the outcomes of this study.  
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For the data obtained through the interviews to be applicable, only the 

participating owners/managers’ influences, personal views, opinions, and 

perceptions were allowed. Moreover, the participants’ freedom to choose to 

respond in a specific way had to be considered. There was also the possibility 

of internal conflict regarding information which may be viewed as sensitive by 

the participants and which may have been a determining factor in their 

responses (Saunders et al., 2007). Therefore, to increase truth value, it was 

imperative that when the interviews took place, extra care was taken to 

maintain the highest of standards when the data was collected.   

 

5.13.2        Securing Applicability, Consistency and Truth  

                  Value in this study 

 

Applicability refers to another researcher's ability to follow similar studies and 

procedures and obtain findings and conclusions akin to those of the original 

study (Yin 2011). Direct face-to-face interviews were conducted using a set of 

questions that were developed. This ensured that following the later 

refinements, the participants could understand the questions. Their responses 

were to be transcribed by the researcher. Thus, the interviews were conducted 

free of bias. As already stated in the consent form, the only purpose of the data 

collected for this research was to ensure further the applicability of this study. 

The general criteria used to evaluate the findings for this study were 

constructivist in their approach, which differs greatly from positivist-related 

paradigms (Guba and Lincoln, 1985). There are qualitative researchers who 

tend to use the same terminologies as quantitative researchers, but to expose 

and highlight the differences, qualitative researchers in their majority use 

purely qualitative terminologies. Applicable and consistent sources of 

information increase truth value, thus rendering it more credible in the world of 

academia. Truth value depends on the researcher’s abilities to present the 

findings of the data in an ethical manner and show that they contain truth value.  

Finally, applicability and consistency are all about how the findings of this 

study are consistent and can be shared and applied by other researchers in 

similar studies. The use of the qualitative constructivist approach was deemed 

appropriate for an exploratory research study of this type and the following   

reasons further justify this approach.  
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The applicability, consistency and the truth value of the themes refer to how the 

research question was evaluated to increase the relevance of this study. The 

applicability and consistency of the themes were scrutinised to check whether 

they are representative of the whole text or of the information gathered during 

the research. Finally, the truth value of the themes qualifies the study once they 

are verified in relation to the research question. The themes that qualified for 

this analysis were positioned in accordance with a constructivist qualitative 

approach to yield the necessary information on the main issues, including the 

development of practical and theoretical understanding and the generation of 

new concepts. Furthermore, this approach helps shorten as much as  possible the 

distance between the researcher and the interviewee as the executive of the 

firm. While NVIVO and other software products can be of good use in other social 

sciences research studies, their use was not considered for this study because they may 

cause complex limitations. 

 

5.13.3  Strategic List to Secure Applicability, Consistency and 

Truth Value in Qualitative Research. 

 

Securing applicability, consistency, and truth value in a qualitative study like 

this can lead to serious complications that every researcher should be aware of.  

According to Hsieh and Shannon (2005), for every research study, the 

researcher is obliged to follow: 

 

i Allow a pilot study and corroborate the match between the findings and 

the participants’ realities using a prolonged and persistent framework 

(McMillan and Schumacher 2006, Bashir et al. 2008). 

 

ii Use the multi-method approach by allowing triangulation between data 

collection and data analysis) McMillan and Schumacher 2006, Bashir et 

al. 2008). 

 

iii Transcribe in verbatim accounts of the participants’ contributions 

McMillan and Schumacher (2006), Bashir et al. (2008). 
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iv Provide detailed descriptions of the participants and their situation at the 

time of the study McMillan and Schumacher (2006), Bashir et al. (2008). 

 

v Research the participants by logging their perceptions, diaries, or 

anecdotal records for corroboration McMillan and Schumacher (2006), 

Bashir et al. (2008). 

 

vi  Informally check the participants’ responses to refine and ensure  

accuracy during data collection McMillan and Schumacher (2006), 

Bashir et al. (2008). 

 

vii Ask the participants to review the author's synthesis of the interviews to 

ascertain the accuracy of the representation. This is a commonly used 

approach McMillan and Schumacher (2006), Bashir et al. (2008).  

 

viii Ensure that another study on the same subject can reach similar        

results Hsieh and Shannon (2005).  

ix Obtain realistic results Hsieh and Shannon (2005). 

 x                 Minimise the room for errors Hsieh andShannon (2005). 

                       Qualitative research can be conducted through different strategies, and data can be 

collected through observation, interviews, and records. This study opted for face-to-face 

interviews as they are ideal for capturing even the essence of the participants' body 

language. As observed by Bashir et al., 2008, that many researchers view qualitative 

research differently from a quantitative research as “easy,” and not academically 

stringent enough. These views put more pressure on qualitative researchers to strive for 

the maximum of applicability, consistency, and truth value of the findings. In next page 

Table 5.6 displays the strategies used to secure credibility for this study.                
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   Table 5.6:                                                            

Strategies to Secure Credibility for this Study 

Truth Value a) All the interviews were translated from Maltese to English.  

The participating owners/managers, as the representatives of 

their whole company, and focused mainly on the operations 

and management of the manufacturing SME firm. 

b) Twenty owners/managers represented their respective 

manufacturing firms and willingly shared their experiences 

in depth. The author was able to clarify the findings. 

c) Semi-structured interviews allowed the interviewer  and the 

interviewed to form a bond of trust in persona, which helped 

establish the main themes and remain faithfully sincere to 

the participants' modus operandi.  

d) Owners/managers increased the reader’s ability to judge the 

truthfulness of the themes. 

Consistency a) A transparent and consistent description of the development 

of the research methods used and the findings were 

provided. Transcribing all the interviews developed 

challenges and issues that were previously unknown to the 

author, but the process still adhered to the aim and 

objectives by addressing the research question.  

b) The emerging themes that were crucial for this research 

were discussed with the supervisor, who is an expert in 

similar studies. 

Applicability a) The findings produced rich detail which may be valuable to 

other contexts similar to the owners‘/managers‘ perceptions, 

attitudes and beliefs when it comes to investing in e-

business technologies, and that can apply to other SMEs in 

different sectors offering different services in modern 

markets. 

 

Table 5.6 shows how this study has used several strategies to maintain the highest 

degree in credibility in this exploratory study while investigating what motivated or 

inhibited the readiness of Maltese owners/managers of family-owned manufacturing 

SMEs. 
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                               Chapter 6 

     Justification of the Selection of Specific Data Collection Methods 

  

6.1 Introduction 

                                                                             

By pre-testing and refining the instrument and the data gathered, the quality of 

the questionnaire for the main study was increased. Thus, the interview 

questions (see Appendix 1) were tested by conducting two pilot interviews with 

two owners/managers. The quality of the instrument refers to the relevance of 

the questions and their link with the theoretical framework (see Figure 3.7). The 

questions were prepared in English, asked in Maltese, and translated back to 

English in mid-September 2016. The two SME owners/managers are not related 

in any way. One of them has a small business firm, and for the purpose of 

confidentiality was named as respondent P1. The other owns a medium-sized 

firm and was code-named respondent P2. Before the commencement of the pilot 

study, the Edinburgh Business School sent an ethics approval letter (see 

Appendix 3), which stated that participants would remain anonymous, only 

recognisable by the researcher and the Edinburgh Business School (see 

Appendix 3) and would be coded for analytical purposes. The interviews were 

voluntary, and the interviewees were informed before and during the study that 

nothing holds them from retreating before or during the interview for reasons 

only known to them. Their responses were analysed, and minor modifications 

were applied to refine the questionnaire for the main study (Appendix 2). 

           

6.1.1 Preparing for the Pilot Interviews      

                               

In accordance with the recommendations of Offredy and Vickers (2010), 

McNabb (2013) and Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), a pilot study was conducted 

to pre-test the instrument before focusing on how likely it is for the 

owners/managers to adopt e-business technologies. The semi-structured 

approach was able to gather the owner/managers’ opinions and experiences 

concerning what motivates them to adopt e-business as a competitive strategy 

and what inhibits them.  
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The participants were able to describe their levels of IT know-how, their 

current levels of IT use, and what general influences which affect their 

readiness may act as inhibitors or motivators prior to adopting e-business. 

Both SMEs complied with the sample’s required characteristics; they are 

family-owned and operate within the manufacturing sector. An interview 

comprising of 27 semi-structured questions was developed for the pilot study 

(Appendix 1). This investigated the interviewees’ stance regarding each of the 

strands contained within the research model for this study (Figure 3.7), namely 

the TOE (technological context, organisational context, environmental context ) 

and DOI (individual leader factors, external factors, internal factors). Some 

amendments were made based on the findings of the pilot study, which served 

well to check and refine the research instrument prior to the main study. 

 

The pilot study indicated that family-owned SMEs in Malta face more 

challenges to their readiness that may motivate or inhibit the investment in the 

technology, thereby highlighting the need for more rigorous data collection in 

the main study. The pilot study results were analysed to learn about the 

participants’ readiness and factors that reflect likely levels of inclination to 

invest in e-business as a competitive strategy. Two classification analysis 

response grids were developed using the data collected from the pilot 

interviews and named P1 and P2 (Figure 6.1 and Figure 6.2), respectively. The 

responses from each of the interviewees could be compared with these grids for 

future empirical responses.  

 

General descriptors that may develop along a continuum of circumstances in the 

main study were used in grids P1 and P2. These descriptors required an 

amendment for future empirical evidence that was also crucial for the main 

study. The evidence was highlighted in yellow to show the potential limits and 

to analyse the presence of minor inhibiting features (Min/Inh), major inhibiting 

features (Maj/Inh), minor motivating features (Min/Mot) and major motivating 

features (Maj/Mot) in the pilot study. Finally, an assessment was made for each 

SME in the pilot study that led to an overall classification for each interview 

regarding their respective likelihood of adopting e-business as a competitive 

strategy. First, the TOE dimensions of technical decision making and the DOI 

elements of organisational innovativeness were assessed separately.  
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The participants’ feedback after the pilot study was also sought to make further 

improvements to the questionnaire.  

The instrument was refined and amended (Appendix 2) from this angle, 

depending on their responses, it is to be used also for the main study. 

 

6.2 Findings from the Pilot Interviews      

                                                                                                         

6.2.1 - Interview P1           

 

Respondent P1 be a laggard in adopting e-business technology. Both the TOE 

and DOI variables were applied to classify this respondent. The TOE section 

shows that P1 has a high concentration of major inhibiting features, while the 

DOI section reveals two variables registered as minor motivating features. The 

TOE assessment classification status of ‘poor’ can be the result of past and 

present business success, where expansion may be considered as a disruption in 

the status quo with the clients, suppliers, and profits. This is evident in P1's 

response to the market structure and industry characteristics, as the firm does 

not experience any form of request or pressure to adopt e-business. Another 

worrying major inhibitor for the firm is the lack of knowledge and participation 

in government-held consultation meetings and the delay in grasping the 

opportunity to adopt e-business.   

 

P1’s current strategy is to adopt a wait-and-see attitude and wait for 

competitors to invest in e-business before him. However, he himself 

acknowledged that in the end, he would have to adopt e-business, as his 

competitors might take the opportunity to invest in it before he does. 

Investment costs, ranging from employee training to direct e-business 

infrastructure costs, are also an issue and a major inhibitor for P1. This can be 

confirmed by the management of his resources, which are at their limit. Any 

increase in demand is considered risky by the respondent, and there is no room 

for it. The assessment of technology decision making places P1 in a poor 

position to adopt e-business in the near future, as it contains highly critical 

major inhibitors, even though he acknowledged that e-business would bring 

more prosperity for his firm in quality and quantity terms through 

internationalising. 
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The DOI side shows that one of the major motivating features is P1's previous 

experience as the founder of the firm. Qualifications and financial slack are 

minor inhibitors for the firm as P1 always admitted that e-business technology 

is a prosperous investment. The financial slack of the firm is more concentrated 

on projects which do not involve e-business, but the firm still has a healthy 

working capital. Thus, if the financial slack is 'forced' to invest in e-business in 

the future, it can be classified as a minor inhibitor. Competitive pressures are 

minor inhibitors, as P1 had already acknowledged the opportunities of e-

business, although he remains afraid of its success. This finding is compatible 

with the external support variable, as P1 views internationalising with suspicion 

because of data security and potential costs. The major inhibitors are the 

organisational culture and its resistance to change.   

 

The firm does not allow the participation of shop floor staff in creativity or 

improvements, as P1 has the total reactive strategy in his hands when faced 

with critical decisions that are vital to the firm's survival. The assessment of 

organisational innovativeness places the firm on the low side, thus showing that 

P1 is less inclined to adopt e-business because of the major inhibitors in system 

openness, organisational culture, and change. The assessment of P1’s likelihood 

of adopting e-business as a competitive strategy and his reactive strategy 

towards e-business reveal that it is extremely unlikely for P1 to adopt the 

technology under any circumstances, except if competitive market 

circumstances force the firm to do so.  In the next page, Figure 6.1 presents the 

compiled analysis for P1 (GF). 
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             Figure 6.1:     

        Classifications for P1 (GF) 
 

TOE    DOI 

Technological 

Context (Te) 

Availability (Ay) MajInh 

 

Individual 

Leader Factors 

(Ld) 

Previous 

Experience 

(Pe) 

MajMot 

Characteristics 

(Cs) 
MajInh 

 Qualifications 

(Qs) 
MinInh 

Organisational 

Context (Oe) 

Communication 

(Cn) Process (Ps)  
MajInh 

 

Internal 

Factors  (ID) 

Organisational 

Culture (Ocu) 
MajInh 

Operational Slack 

(Os) 
MajInh 

 Organisational 

Change (Oce) 
MajInh 

Environmental 

Context (Ee) 

Industry 

Characteristics 

(Ic) 

MinInh 

 
Financial 

Slack (Fs) 
MinInh 

Market Structure 

(Ms) 
MajInh 

 

External 

Factors (Ed) 

System 

Openness (So) 
MajInh 

Technology 

Support Structure 

(Tss) 

MajInh 

 
Competitive 

Pressures (Cp) 
MinMot 

Government 

Regulations (Gr) 
MajInh 

 External 

Support (Es) 
MinMot 

           

 

6.2.2 – Interview P2      

 

Respondent P2 employs consistent, proactive strategies to adopt e-business 

technology and was already underway to invest in it when this study was made. 

The variables in the TOE section all emerged as major motivators in the 

analysis grid, except for the communication process variable, which is a minor 

inhibitor for P2’s e-business adoption. P2's pilot interview reveals that the 

minor inhibitor could be avoided if the participant involves his successors in 

the business, his senior management in innovation, and the shop floor 

employees, who are well versed in e-business technologies.  

 

 

Assessment of 

Technology 

Decision Making 

Poor 

 
Assessment of 

Organisational 

Innovativeness 

Low 

Assessment:       Poor/low motivation to adopt e-business as a competitive strategy             

Only possible if forced to do so 
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Shop floor skills could find quicker ways of choosing what brands to invest in 

and eliminate delays and the often-conflicting advice of suppliers and 

customers. What renders P2’s readiness high is the ability of the firm to balance 

the variables in the TOE dimensions. The strong motivating strategy in the 

availability requirement makes P2 aware of the potential the investment would 

bring to the firm. From an organisational viewpoint, P2 is aware of the need to 

mobilise his resources and to prepare all preliminaries prior to investing in e-

business. The environment in which the firm operates is a major motivator to 

investing in the technology, as the suppliers’ and customers’ constant wishes to 

adopt e-business have encouraged the firm to invest in it.  

 

Another motivator for P2 to adopt e-business was that his suppliers themselves 

already used e-business technology. Finally, P2 was always interested in what 

the government of the day offers in terms of facilities, regulations, and funds. 

Indeed, when the ideal government benefits are available, P2 applies for them. 

The DOI variables show that P2’s responses nearly all result in minimum 

motivators, except for the financial slack variable, which places the firm in the 

medium level of likelihood of investing in e-business. The individual leader 

factors of previous experience and qualifications are both minimum motivators 

because of the relatively short period of three years at the helm. 

 

Qualifications are not crucial for accelerating readiness. The internal factors 

correspond significantly with the communication process of the TOE, as the 

communication inside the organisation between P2 and his shop floor is very 

limited. The dedication of financial slack to prioritise investment in e-business 

was a major motivator. Financial slack is crucially important, especially when 

pressure is applied by both his suppliers and customers alike. 
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              Figure 6.2:     

       Classifications for P2 (KB) 
 

TOE  DOI 

Technological 

Context (Te) 

Availability 

(Ay) 
MajMot 

 

Individual 

Leader Factors 

(Ld) 

Previous 

Experience 

(Pe) 

MinMot 

Characteristics 

(Cs) 
MajMot 

 Qualifications 

(Qs) 
MinMot 

Organisational 

Context (Oe) 

Communication 

(Cn)Process (Ps) 
MajInh 

 

Internal 

Factors (Id) 

Organisational 

Culture (Ocu) 
MinMot 

Operational 

Slack (Os) 
MajMot 

 Organisational 

Change (Oce) 
MinMot 

Environmental 

Context (Ee) 

Industry 

Characteristics 

(Ic) 

MajMot 

 
Financial 

Slack (Fs) 
MajMot 

Market 

Structure (Ms) 
MajMot 

 

External 

Factors (Ed) 

System 

Openness (So) 
MinMot 

Technology 

Support 

Structure (Tss) 

MajMot 

 
Competitive 

Pressures (Cp) 
MajMot 

Government 

Regulations (Gr) 
MajMot 

 External 

Support (Es) 
MinMot 

 

Assessment of 

Technology 

Decision 

Making 

High 

 
Assessment of 

Organisational 

Innovativeness 

Medium 

 

 Assessment: High/medium readily and motivated to adopt e-business as a competitive   

                       strategy. 

Likely when sceptical views regarding costs vs benefits are resolved 

 

 

The assessment of technology decision making shows how P2 is on the high 

side of investing in e-business technology in the future. However, he is on the 

medium side according to the organisational innovativeness classification. P2 

himself is highly inclined to adopt e-business as a business strategy. The reason 

why he is taking so long is mainly because of his approach to calculating costs 

vs benefits in general. However, his proactive strategy and approach prior to 

adoption will highly motivate his firm to adopt e-business within the coming 

few months.  
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6.3 Research Instrument Refinements      

   

Some of the research instrument’s questions had to be amended after the pilot 

study, and some of the descriptors in the analysis grid were changed slightly for 

more clarity and accuracy. The overall classifications were not affected and 

remained in place, as shown in Figure 3.7. The revised questionnaire (Appendix 

2) with a refined format and simpler words to avoid ambiguity was to be used 

for the main study of the remaining 20 SMEs. The first changes made were to 

secure more confidentiality by including only the initials and position held, 

instead of the full name and position, and using the questionnaire number to 

avoid any mismatch. Question 5 of the original questionnaire presented to P1 

and P2 was amended because it was necessary to make it more to the point by 

asking if the owner/manager was considering foreign markets.  

 

Question 6 addressed the operational issues and internal elements of the fi rm by 

adding the term 'continuous process', which is an operational term in the 

manufacturing world. Questions 9 and 10 were relevant to both P1 and P2, as 

they asked whether it is the family members, or the senior management that are 

the most influential within the organisation when it comes to the innovative 

formulation of strategies. One question that was not applicable for either of the 

two respondents was Question 17. Both responded that they were in favour of 

impelling time and personal study. This question was kept for the main study as 

it was expected to be relevant. It was also expected that the analysis grid might 

need to be amended by adding more category headings depending on the quality 

of the responses gathered during the main study. 

 

6.4 The Data Collection Rationale  

                                                                                                                                            

Although various sources of both primary and secondary data collection methods exist 

in different formats, the most common approach to gather primary data and which is 

also used in this study is the face-to-face interview. Therefore, due to the qualitative 

approach of this study, it was crucial to interview in person the protagonists of this 

research, i.e. the owners/managers of the firms.  
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Through the interviews, the researcher gained a comprehensive understanding of the 

factors that affect Maltese family-owned manufacturing SMEs’ readiness to adopt e-

business as part of their modus operandi, thus justifying this data collection method. 

Both in the case of adoption and of non-adoption, the data collected enabled the author 

to determine both the motivating and the inhibiting factors to investing in e-business 

adoption. The interviews conducted implied that reliable and legitimate data was 

gathered from the literature that addressed the research question‘s purpose. 

 

Moreover, the face-to-face interviews allowed the interviewees to freely explain 

themselves in-depth while offering valuable feedback that developed crucial answers, 

thus adding solid dimensions to this research. These additional dimensions were deemed 

as crucial for this study and equally valuable for any future research of an exploratory 

nature (Saunders et al., 2009). A face-to-face interview offers the best opportunity to 

address complexities, according to Saunders et al., (2009). This was an important factor 

for this thesis, as it was the main reason why this approach was used. The mono-method 

research, which refers to a primary study that uses one methodology, was found to be  

well-suited for using semi-structured interviews as a data collection technique. This will 

be further discussed in Chapter 7.       

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

In contrast to the mono-method, a multi-method approach uses multiple data collection 

and analysis techniques. Since the participants were geographically dispersed within a 

19-mile radius (the size of Malta), it was deemed as more suitable to conduct  face-to-

face interviews inside their premises, especially since as previously suspected, not all 

the interviewed SMEs were keen on using IT or any technological method  to 

communicate. Moreover, Sanders et al. (2009) emphasise the importance of creating 

personal contact with the participants to gain answers of better quality, and they view it 

is more challenging than any other method. The author of this thesis acknowledges that 

this reasearch was a challenge and took the necessary extra time to create a good rapport 

with the participants. Additionally, to gain more trust from the participants, eliminate 

any suspicions they may have had, and ensure thorough and in-depth answers, the 

participants were kept anonymous as agreed before the interviews. Even at the 

beginning of the interviews, their anonymity was ensured more than once. 
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6.5 Data Collection Methods and Sample Selection 

 

A constructivist approach was deemed as vital as it placed this research study on the 

right path to investigate the phenomenal behaviours and attitudes towards the 

investment in e-business by family-owned SMEs in the manufacturing industry in 

Malta. The literature review helped yield a specific selection of criteria from seminal 

and contemporary secondary data written by experienced academics in the field of IT 

adoption. The owners/managers of each SME firm had to have at least three years of 

experience as either founders or successors of the firm and had to be the only executive 

decision maker when it came to invest in large complex process technology like e-

business.  There were various reasons why only owners/managers were considered as 

representatives of this study, namely that: 

 

(i) owners/managers are the only executive decision maker in regards to the 

firms‘ administration and operational processes; 

(ii) most of them are founders of the business or first-generation successors; and 

(iii) local entrepreneurs use complex technological equipment to manufacture 

goods with the strategic intention of expanding into new overseas markets. 

 

Other criteria are discussed below: 

 

Unique Data Retrieval: The owners/managers of the chosen 20 firms offered their 

opinions, attitudes and perspectives on e-business adoption, including their opinions 

about the hurdles they encounter and sometimes, the lack of knowledge on this 

investment inside their firms.  The interviews offered a unique opportunity to hear 

directly what strategic intentions were motivating them and whether there were any 

inhibitors impeding the investment from taking place, by allowing the interviewees to 

speak in detail about their scenario at the time of the study, and to present a clear picture 

of what changes were needed to address their plight. This unique data was provided 

verbally and textually when written down by the author, and it proved satisfactory 

enough for usage in this study. 

 

IT Literacy: All the SME firms possessed limited IT use, especially in administration 

or internal operations. Literacy and the resistance to IT is an issue which must be dealt 

with.  
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The interviews revealed that many of those who resisted IT enjoyed their status quo 

with a mindset that they can either do without investing in e-business adoption, or that 

the latter was considered as a future investment to be handled by their younger 

successors. All the studied SMEs had a website, usually a static one, and internet with 

Wi-Fi service inside their premises, although in many cases this was limited only to the 

office area. 

 

Ease of Access:  One important consideration had to be taken regarding accessibility.  

This research study faced time restrictions when it came to retrieval of data about family 

businesses in Malta, a conservative place where familial protection is strong. Therefore, 

the official channels used were time-consuming, and the author’s professional network 

and associations were not of much help. 

 

Family-owned Manufacturing SMEs:  Malta is a small island in the centre of the 

Mediterranean, where the residents and industry alike are concentrated near each other. 

SMEs form part of the larger community (especially the food and beverage sector) and 

are within everyone’s reach in every locality. Family-owned manufacturers of 

technological products also form part of the whole SME community, but very few 

studied family-owned SMEs in general as a whole entity, when compared with studies 

conducted on privately owned businesses in this category. No one has ever concentrated 

on family-owned manufacturing SMEs, and this issue was always of interest to the 

researcher of this study. At the same time, by addressing this gap in research, further 

interest in future research may be increased in this sector.  

 

General Opinions: The author of this study was always interested in engaging in 

discussions relating to family businesses during the mentoring stages, which led to the 

selection of family-owned manufacturing SMEs in Malta for investigation in this study.  

Seminal and contemporary researchers were considered essential for ensuring that the 

owners/managers are good representatives of their firms. The mentors and experts 

guided the author to select family-owned firms (non family owned firms were left out 

for this study) within the manufacturing sector in Malta that were either gearing to 

invest in e-business or resisting the investment due to any inhibiting concerns.  
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The size of the firms ensured that any technical or organisational decisions by their 

owners/managers were evaluated as these were offering crucial challenges to e-business 

investment. Therefore, this research adopted a strategic methodological approach that 

was crucial for assessing the phenomenon of e-business adoption. The following 

arguments were brought up as strategies for this thesis to work upon: 

 

(i) E-business adoption is facing several challenges and complex issues. The 

TOE and DOI carried out precise assessments to highlight the issues 

behind the motivational and inhibiting factors which affect the firms‘ 

readiness to invest in e-business. 

 

(ii) The research study focused on the ambience of readiness for e-business. 

Moreover, this particular study also had to explain and examine what 

currently influences Maltese owners‘/managers‘ investment decisions. 

 

When considering the points mentioned above in (i) and (ii),  a qualitative constructivist 

approach was deemed as the best methodology as it includes the combined TOE and 

DOI framework that can explore readiness prior to adoption in developed countries, 

particularly in Malta. The exploration of the readiness to adopt e-business was dealt 

with in a way through which the Government, EU, private bankers and service 

providers could further facilitate their policies and business with SME as a sector in 

general, especially with family-owned manufacturing SMEs in Malta. Indeed, the 

participants highlighted the need to increase interaction with SMEs which are seeking 

favourable and custom-made financial opportunities and policies in Malta. 

 

6.6 Sampling Selection 

 

Probabilistic and non-probabilistic sample techniques are commonly used by many 

researchers. Non-probabilistic sampling does not include the statistical means suitable 

for quantitative analysis, and therefore, the probabilistic chance is discriminatory. The 

non-probabilistic sampling for this study was based on the author’s subjective 

judgement, which gave him the possibility to select participants depending on 

accessibility and availability. The author of this thesis interviewed company 

representatives based on their availability and status as owners/managers, which is 

explained in more depth in the next section.   
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Non-probabilistic sampling is also associated with an interview study strategy (Saunders 

et al. 2009) used in this thesis, thus reinforcing the choice and justification of non-

probabilistic sampling. Various multiple non-probabilistic techniques exist, but self-

selection was the most effective approach for this study. This technique offered the 

author a unique opportunity to communicate his need to select and contact relevant 

owners/managers, who are the overall decision makers inside their family businesses, to 

respond to interview questions that were sensitive in nature.  Self-selection is associated 

with the exploratory research purpose and question of this study.   

 

            Figure 6.3                                                                                                            

The Interview Structure 

 

 
 

 

           

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 20 SMEs were split into two groups of 10 small- and 10 medium-sized firms for the 

interviewer to achieve a more comprehensive view of the readiness that motivates or 

inhibits the investment. This approach helped expose the small- and medium-sized 

family-owned manufacturing owners/managers and the organisational structure of their 

firms’ administration and operations at the same time. The factors discovered from this 

sampling method indicate that it strengthened the foundation and the credibility of the 

research study compared to if the study was limited to treating the SMEs as a single 

group. 
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6.7 Main Data Retrieval 

                                                                                                                                                                                

Before starting the interview process, informal discussions with the participants were 

deemed essential. The 20 SME participants were briefed and supplied with a letter of 

conduct from the Edinburgh Business School (see Appendix 4). They were further 

reassured that what was said during the interviews, both formally and informally, was 

for research purposes only. The owners/managers were also made aware of their right to 

withdraw from the study for reasons only known to them during any phase of the 

interview. These first steps were crucial, as the participants had no previous experience 

with the process of extracting data for research, and neither did the author (apart from 

the pilot study). Hence, it was important to break down the ice and reduce stress prior to 

the interview. Interestingly, all the participants were keen to start with the interviews, 

which was advantageous for both sides i.e. the interviewer and interviewee.  Most of the 

interviewees were over 61 years of age, suspicious and dominant in their role, which is 

common considering the cultural context of Malta. However, this was not a problematic 

issue thanks to the approach which was taken to study the selected participants, the 

majority of whom had participated locally and abroad in business events which 

broadened their knowledge on the importance of adopting e-business—a frequent 

declaration by some of the participants.   

 

The typical approach used by Myers and Newman (2007) was adopted to secure 

constant interest by the participants, i.e. from the general to specific. General 

introductory questions dealt with the overall background of the owners/managers and 

the firms’ business activities, including their general financial status. These questions 

were important to instil interest and build a better rapport with the participants. They 

were also crucial to provide a better insight into the combined theories of the TOE and 

DOI. The questionnaire was structured around the TOE dimensions and DOI elements 

and included questions on the impacts that the TOE and DOI may have on the firms 

when investing in e-business. All the 20 interviews took place inside the firm’s premises 

to create a relaxing atmosphere for the interviewees during their 90-minute interview. 

All interview questions were written in English, asked in the participants’ native 

Maltese language, and translated back to English in writing.  None of the participants 

gave permission to be recorded as they felt uneasy about exposing their financial 

strategies, whilst others expressed their concern regarding aggressive competition and 

rivals.  Chapter 7 follows with the data analysis of the participants’ feedback. 
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            Chapter 7 

   Results Analysis and  Discussions 

 

7.1 Data Analysis Type 

                                                                                                                                         

This main tool used to analyse the data gathered was thematic analysis. Previous studies 

by Marks and Yardley (2010), Miles and Huberman (1994), and Makiwa (2018) 

describe the data analysis section as a structured way of giving meaning to data in an 

orderly manner. The thematic approach is a model that besets the richness of the data 

collected in an organised structure (Marks and Yardley 2010). Data were collected from 

20 owners/managers of family-owned manufacturing SMEs operating in Malta by 

conducting semi-structured interviews. The aim of this chapter is to present the analysis 

of the participants' feedback, which exposed the depth of the readiness that motivates e-

business adoption in Malta and its inhibitors. Additionally, the exploratory stage 

specifically intends to find out what are the maj/min inhibitors and the maj/min 

motivators that are influencing the decisions to either gear up or delay the 

owners/managers’ readiness when deciding on the adoption of e-business. The next 

section outlines the general analysis by assessing the TOE assessment of technology 

decision making and the DOI assessment of organisational innovativeness of any 

motivators or inhibitors of adoption. The classification assessment model presented in 

Figure 3.7 was used to categorise the 20 SMEs depending on how motivated or 

inhibited they are to adopt e-business as part of their competitive strategy, as per the 

combined feedback assessments analysis using Rogers’s  (1995) DOI leader elements 

and Tornatzsky and Fleischer’s (1990) TOE dimensions. 

 

7.1.1 Analytical Overview of the Interviewed SMEs  

 

A total of 20 owners/managers of SME firms were interviewed: 10 small and 10 

medium-sized firms. These firms were assigned a number and denoted as S for ‘small’ 

or ‘M’ for ‘medium-sized’ to secure anonymity as per the participants’ request. SMEs 2, 

4, 5, 6, 10, 11, 12, 14, 16, and 19 are small-sized firms and SMEs 1, 3, 7, 8, 9, 13, 15, 

17, 18, and 20 are medium-sized firms. This section lists and describes the 

characteristics of each participating SME in Table 7.1 to expose the SMEs’ technology 

platform.  
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Meanwhile, Table 7.2 includes the min/maj motivators and min/maj inhibitors of every 

SME that may be affecting the owners/managers’ readiness to adopt e-business. 

This analysis showed that the owners/managers already possessed common I.T 

equipment like PCs, internet, and Wi-Fi inside their firm, but as Table 7.1 illustrates, the 

limited I.T inside their business  already showed that the owner/managers gave limited 

importance to investing in I.T. Table 7.1 features all the 20 participating SMEs, which 

were analysed in the contexts of the TOE and DOI. This table lists the technology 

platform they possessed and exposed the limited technology these manufacturing SMEs 

operated in the daily running of their business. This table suggests that most of these 

manufacturing SMEs possess the common basic IT internet usage, usually found in the 

administration section of each firm which is like home use. SME 9 owner/ manager is a 

highly motivated participant and was gearing up well to adopt e-business, has the 

highest technology platform usage of IT. SMEs 1, 10, 15 (see Sub-section 7.1.3), and 14 

(see Sub-section 7.1.11) are the participants that are not only the least likely to adopt e-

business but also own/manage the least technology,  possessing the common, basic 

internet and IT connection inside their firm to communicate with others outside their 

premises.   

 

SME 20, which was categorised as high to least/medium likely (see Sub-section 7.1.6) 

motivated to adopt e-business, is at par with SME 9 when it comes to technology 

platform usage. SMEs 2 and 12 use the same common basic IT usage in the technology 

platform category, even though SME 12 (see Sub-section 7.1.10) is less likely to adopt 

than SME 2, who expressed higher chances of adoption (see Sub-section 7.1.9). Another 

SME that was ranked as medium-high to medium was SME 3 (see Sub-section 7.1.8), 

while SME 11 and SME 17 were placed as high to least likely (see Sub-section 7.1.7). 

SME 13 which was rated as medium to least likely (see Sub-section 7.1.9) possessed the 

same technology platform as the high to medium likely SMEs (i.e. 4, 5, and 6 see Sub-

section 7.1.6 ) and the highly to medium likely SMEs (i.e. 7, 8, 16, 18, and 19 see Sub-

section 7.1.5).  The technology platform in Table 7.1 considers both the TOE 

dimensions and the DOI elements that explored the readiness of all the 20 SME 

owners/managers. The actual IT technological platform availability of internet usage of 

the 20 participating SMEs reflects the attitudes, views, and perceptions of the 

investment in e-business shown by their owners/managers during data collection. Table 

7.1 also includes the different kinds of technology platforms the participating SMEs 

currently possess and explores their current IT usage as part of their modus operandi.  
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           Table 7.1:                                                  

The Participating SMEs 

 

   SME Firm    

 Size 

     Product Manufactured Technology 

Decision 

Making 

 Organisational 

  Innovativeness 

Technology 

  Platform 

1  Medium Aluminium-based PCBs Least Motivated Least Motivated e-mails, 

Facebook  

2  Small Automotive plant machinery servos Medium/Highly 

Motivated 

Least Motivated e-mails, 

Twitter, 

Facebook 

3  Medium Voltage stabilisers Medium/Highly 

Motivated 

Medium/Highly 

Motivated 

e-mails, Twitter 

Facebook   

4  Small Automation hardware Highly 

Motivated 

Least/Medium 

Motivated 

e-mails, 

Facebook 

5  Small Flight packaging consumables Highly 

Motivated 

Least/Medium 

Motivated 

e-mails, 

Facebook 

6 Small Sub-assembly electrical parts  Highly 

Motivated 

Least/Medium 

Motivated 

e-mails, 

Facebook 

7  Medium Electrical parts hand tools Highly 

Motivated 

Medium/Highly 

Motivated 

e-mails, 

Facebook 

8  Medium Hardware casings for computer 

industries 

Highly 

Motivated 

Medium/Highly 

Motivated 

e-mails, 

Facebook 

9   Medium Steel for the shipping industry and 

agribusiness 

Highly 

Motivated 

Highly Motivated e-mails, 

Facebook, 

YouTube, 

Twitter  

10  Small Plastic injection mouldings  Least Motivated Least Motivated e-mails  

11 Small Plastic recipients for the medical 

industry 

Highly 

Motivated 

Least Motivated e-mails, 

Facebook 

12 Small Industrial parts for heavy tools Medium to Least Medium to Highly e-mails  

13 Medium Office equipment casings and 

housings 

Medium 

Motivated 

Least/Medium  

Motivated 

e-mails, 

Facebook 

14 Small Parts for electrical water pumps Least to Medium 

Motivated 

Least Motivated e-mails, 

Facebook 

15 Medium Stainless steel products  Least Motivated Least Motivated e-mails  

16 Small Home decor plastics and metals Highly 

Motivated 

Medium/Highly 

Motivated 

e-mails, 

Facebook  

17 Medium Mechanical engineering parts  Highly 

Motivated 

Least Motivated e-mails, 

Facebook  

18 Medium Domestic/hotel office equipment  Highly 

Motivated 

Medium/Highly 

Motivated 

e-mails, 

Facebook  

19 Small Mechanical equipment and offshore 

plant machinery 

 Highly 

Motivated 

Medium/Highly 

Motivated 

e-mails, 

Facebook  

20 Medium Industrial and domestic chemical 

production  

Highly 

Motivated 

Least/Medium 

Motivated 

e-mails, 

Twitter, 

Facebook, 

Instagram 
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Table 7.2 illustrates the TOE assessment of technology decision making and the DOI 

assessment of organisational innovativeness, both individually as well as in 

combination, to assess e-business adoption as a competitive strategy as per Figure 3.7. 

The min/maj motivators and maj/min inhibitors gathered during data collection, as well 

as their likely levels of readiness, affected the SMEs’ levels, which were labelled 

according to the coded and sub-coded dimensions and elements as per Table 5.5.  In 

every coded dimension and element, the SME number was assigned a sub-coded 

maj/min motivator and maj/min inhibitor based on the TOE and DOI as individual 

theories.  

 

SME 14, which was rated as medium least to least likely to adopt e-business, has nearly 

every maj/min inhibitor of every TOE and DOI sub-code. The only two major 

motivators of SME 14 from the TOE dimensions are related to the industry 

characteristics (Ic) and market structure (Ms) sub-codes. When it comes to the DOI 

elements, SME 14 has most of the maj/min inhibitors of both the coded and sub-coded 

elements, except for competitive pressures (Cp). This does not augur well for this SME 

as individual characteristics could be a major obstacle to investing in this technology, 

especially when it comes to previous experience (Pe) and qualifications (Qs). The other 

sub-coded dimensions and elements of SME 14 fell under the maj/min inhibitor 

assessment of Table 7.2 as per Figure 3.7, therefore placing this SME as medium least 

to least likely to adopt e-business. The least likely SMEs that were assessed according 

to Table 7.2 were SMEs 1, 10, and 15. These three SMEs have nearly all maj/min 

inhibitors included in both the TOE dimensions and the DOI elements. The assessment 

combining both theories categorised SMEs 1, 10 and 15 as least likely to adopt e-

business. In contrast, SME 9 has every maj/min motivator from both the TOE and DOI 

as individual theories. When assessed using the combined model, it was rated as highly 

motivated to adopt e-business. Indeed, this firm was steadily gearing up to invest in this 

technology as part of its modus operandi. This firm was categorised as highly likely to 

adopt e-business because its DOI elements were deemed to be in sound readiness as it is 

governed by an owner/manager who has major motivational traits, such as previous 

experience (Pe) and qualifications (Qs), considering that the owner/managers of the firm 

were the only individuals interviewed during data collection for all the 20 SMEs.  
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Moreover, its organisational culture (Ocu) is well prepared for an organisational change 

(Oce), is aware, and has already catered for any competitive pressures (Cp), including 

the external support (Es). When it comes to the TOE dimensions, SME 9 was one of the 

two SMEs that were mainly categorised as highly motivated. The few min/motivators 

related to technology and organisational dimensions in SME 9 were levelled in the (Ay) 

availability sub-code, characteristics sub-code (Cs), and communication sub-code (Cp). 

In the environmental dimension, SME 9 was also levelled with technology support 

structure, sub-coded as (Tss). SMEs 7, 8, 16, 18, and 19, as well as 4, 5, 6, and 20, were 

sub-categorised into the high to medium likely and least levels of readiness. Meanwhile, 

according to the assessment using the combined TOE and DOI theories, these SMEs 

were categorised into min/maj levels according to their responses, with few min/maj 

inhibitors. In the TOE dimensions alone, most of these SMEs registered a high level of 

min/inhibitors, especially in the coded dimension environment. These min/inhibitors 

were notably present in all the sub-coded categories of the industry characteristics (Ic), 

market structure (Ms), technology support structure (Tss), and government regulations 

(Gr). Most maj/inhibitors were found in the organisational dimension sub-coded 

communication (Cp), process (Ps), and operational slack (Os). 

 

The DOI elements of SMEs 7, 8, 16, 18, and 19, as well as SMEs 4, 5, 6, and 20, were 

levelled as medium likely with minimum inhibitors. When examining the DOI 

elements, these SMEs were found to have many min/maj motivators, most commonly in 

sub-codes previous experience (Pe), (Os) operational slack, (Ocu) organisational 

culture, (So) system openness, and (Es) external support, which exposed the readiness 

of this group (see Sub-section 7.1.5). However, the DOI and TOE combined  

assessment yielded some worrying inhibitors; indeed, it was revealed that crucial 

min/maj inhibitors were affecting their readiness, the majority being in sub-codes (Os) 

operational slack and (Fs) financial slack. SMEs 2, 3, 11, 12, 13, 14, and 17 were placed 

in the medium-high and medium least levels of readiness. The combination of the TOE 

and DOI theories levelled this group of SMEs with a considerable number of min/maj 

motivators and min/maj inhibitors. The min/maj motivators of this group can be found 

levelled with the sub-coded dimensions and elements as per the analysis illustrated in 

Table 7.2.  
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         Table 7.2:                                                                         

DOI and TOE SME Analysis  
 

          TOE                                        SME No            DOI                                      SME No 

 

 

Technology  

Context Te 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Organisation 

Context Oe 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Environmental 

Context Ee 

 

 

 

 

  Ay Maj Mot 

  Ay Min Mot 
  Ay Maj Inh 

  Ay Min Inh 

 

  Cs Maj Mot 

Cs Min Mot 

Cs Maj Inh 
Cs Min Inh 

 

Cp Maj Mot 
Cp Min Mot 

  Cp Maj Inh 

  Cp Min Inh 
 

Ps Maj Mot 

Ps Min Mot 

  Ps Maj Inh 

  Ps Min Inh 

 

Os Maj Mot 

Os Min Mot 

  Os Maj Inh 

  Os Min Inh 

 

 

Ic Maj Mot        

.                                

Ic Min Mot  
Ic Maj Inh 

Ic Min Inh 
 

Ms Maj Mot 

Ms Min Mot 
Ms Maj Inh 

Ms Min Inh 

 
Tss Maj Mot 

Tss Min Mot 

  Tss Maj Inh 

Tss Min Inh 

 

Gr Maj Mot 
Gr Min Mot 

  Gr Maj Inh 

  Gr Min Inh 

12, 13, 17, 18, 19, 20 

2, 5, 9, 10 
1, 11, 15, 16 

3, 4, 6, 7, 8 

 
7, 12, 13, 17, 18, 19 

2, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 13, 20 

1, 11, 14 
3, 4 

 

Nil 
4, 9, 11, 17, 19, 20 

1, 8, 15, 18 

2, 3, 10                               
5 , 6, 7, 12, 13, 14, 16, 

 

5, 7 

4, 10, 11, 12, 17, 19 

1, 6, 18 

2, 3, 7, 13, 14 
9 

5 

3, 6, 10, 19, 20 
1, 2, 5, 14, 15, 16, 18 

4, 7, 8, 11, 12, 13, 17 

 
2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 14, 16, 

18, 19, 

20 
5, 7, 13, 17 

Nil 
1, 10, 11, 12, 15 

 

2, 3, 4, 5, 11, 13, 14, 16, 
17 

12, 18, 19 

6, 12, 15 
1, 20 

 

1, 4, 13, 19, 20 
3, 5, 8, 9, 11, 12, 16, 18 

6, 7, 10 

2, 14 
 

4, 9, 19 

7, 10, 16 
1, 2, 5, 6, 11, 12, 15, 20 

3, 8, 13, 14, 17, 18 

 

 

  

 

Individual 

Leader Factors 

Ld 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Internal 

Factors Id 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

External 

Factors Ed 

Pe Maj Mot 

 
Pe Min Mot 

Pe Maj Inh 

Pe Min Inh 
 

Qs Maj Mot 

Qs Min Mot 
Qs Maj Inh 

 

Qs Min Inh 
 

 

Ocu Maj Mot 
Ocu Min Mot 

Ocu Maj Inh 

Ocu Min Inh 

 

Oce Maj Mot 

Oce Min Mot 
Oce Maj Inh 

Oce Min Inh 

 
Fs Maj Mot 

Fs Min Mot 

Fs Maj Inh 
Fs Min Inh 

 

So, Maj Mot 
So, Min Mot 

So, Maj Inh 
So, Min Mot 

 

Cp Maj Mot 
 

Cp Min Mot 

Cp Maj Inh 
Cp Min Inh 

 

Es Maj Mot 
Es Min Mot 

Es Maj Inh 

Es Min Inh 

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 

11 
    15, 17, 18, 19, 20 

10 

12, 14 
13, 16 

 

9 
6, 8 

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 10, 12, 

14, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20 
11, 13, 15 

 

 
       9, 17, 19, 20 

         2, 3, 5, 7, 8 

      1, 6, 10, 11, 14 

      4, 11, 12, 17, 18 

 

           9, 20 
         3, 5, 7, 19 

1, 2, 6, 10, 11, 13, 14, 

18 
        4, 11, 12, 13, 15 

 

           4, 17 
1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 8, 10, 11, 

19 

          14, 18 
          16, 20 

 
            20 

  1, 3, 9, 12, 16, 17, 19 

6, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15, 
16 

             18 

           
         2, 5, 7, 8, 14 

 

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 
11, 12 

          17, 20 

10, 12, 13, 15, 16, 19 
             18 

    4, 5, 9, 13, 15, 16, 9 

 
1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 

17, 20 

10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 
19, 18 

 

Assessment of 

Technology 

Decision 

Making 

SME 9 is the highest likely as a major 
motivator to adopt e-business. It was 

gearing up to invest in e-business as soon 

as possible. It is followed by SMEs 4, 5, 6, 
7, 8, 11, 16, 17, 18, 19, and 20. SMEs 2, 3, 

and 13 are medium highly to least 

motivated. SME 12 is medium-high to 
medium least likely, while SME 14 is least 

to medium likely. SMEs 1, 10, and 15 are 

the least motivated to adopt e-business. 
SME 14 is least to medium motivated in 

this assessment. 

 

 

Assessment of 

Organisational 

Innovativeness 

SME 9 is the highest likely as a major 
motivator followed by SME 12.  SMEs 

3, 7, 8, 16, 18, and 19 are medium likely 

motivated. SMEs 4, 5, 6, and 20 are 
least to medium motivated.  

SMEs 2, 11, 13, and 17 are high to 

medium least likely motivated to adopt 
e-business. SME 14 is least to medium 

motivated, while SMEs 1, 10, and 15 are 

the least motivated to adopt e-business. 

 

Combined TOE and DOI Assessment Analysing the Readiness of SMEs to Adopt E-Business as a Competitive 

Strategy: SME 9 is on high readiness and is motivated to adopt e-business as a competitive strategy. SMEs 7, 8, 16, 

18, 19, and 20 are medium likely motivated with some inhibitors, followed by 4, 5, and 6. SMEs 2, 3, 11, 12, 13, 14, 

and 17 are medium highly likely to least motivated with high inhibitors hindering e-business adoption. SME 1, 10, and 

15 have high inhibitors and are the least motivated to adopt e-business.  
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When it comes to the TOE dimensions, the min/maj motivators were in their majority in 

the (Ay) availability, (Cp) communication, (Ic) industry characteristics, (Ms) market 

structure, and (Gr) government regulations sub-codes. The min/maj inhibitors were 

commonly found in sub-coded dimensions (Cs) characteristics, (Os) operational slack, 

and (Cp) communication. When investigating the DOI elements, the min/maj motivators 

of SMEs 2, 3, 11, 12, 13, 14, and 17 were mostly attributed to sub-codes (Cp) 

competitive pressures and (Fs) financial slack. The readiness of this group could be 

seriously delayed because of the considerable number of min/maj inhibitors in sub-

codes (Qs) qualifications, (Oce) organisational change, (So) system openness, and (Es) 

external support. These inhibitors are worrying as the adoption of e-business technology 

depends heavily on the sole decision maker of a firm taking the initiative; that is, on the 

owner/manager’s knowledge and qualifications. 

 

7.1.2 Description Levels of Main Categories and Sub-Categories 

                                                                                                                                                 

This analysis considered firms that were either gearing up to adopt e-business or were 

undecided because of reasons that could be inhibiting their readiness from adopting e-

business. The following categories and sub-categories were used to classify the 20 SME 

owner/managers according to their responses by showing some of their crucial feedback 

concerning both the TOE dimensions and DOI elements individually as well as the 

combined assessment as shown in Figure 3.7. To capture the SMEs’ readiness, each 

firm was categorised as both a group and as an individual firm as illustrated in Figure 

7.1. Figure 3.7 explains how the combined assessment explores what motivates/inhibits 

SMEs from adopting e-business as a competitive strategy by assessing the participation 

of the owners/managers, thus exposing a firm’s readiness to adopt or its inhibitors 

hindering adoption. To capture the varying levels of a firm’s readiness (see Sub-sections 

7.1.3 to 7.1.11), a set of categories and sub-categories were created to explain better the 

exploration state of each SME (see Figure 7.1). These categories also kept in line with 

the research question; that is, what motivates Maltese owners/managers of family-owned 

manufacturing SMEs to adopt e-business as part of their competitive strategy and what inhibits 

them from doing so?  From this analysis, three main categories were formed, these being the least, 

the medium, and the highly motivated.  
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From these categories, a set of sub-categories was then developed according to the participants’ 

feedback because it was felt that in order to obtain rich and diverse results from this analysis, the 

owner/manager’s responses had to fully reflect their readiness as in the case of SME 9, the sole 

firm in Sub-section 7.1.4 to be levelled as highly motivated, and of the least motivated as a group, 

these being SMEs 1, 10, and 15, which are discussed further in Sub-section 7.1.3.  Although there 

were other SMEs that were qualified as highly motivated or least, this analysis was based on the 

responses expressed by the owners/managers in the sub-coded TOE dimensions and the sub-

coded DOI elements, both as individual theories as well as in combination, as per Figure 3.7. 

Indeed, when an SME did not qualify automatically to a main category, it had to be placed in a 

sub-category, as shown in Figure 7.1.  

 

The main categories, these being the high, medium, and low, include SMEs that, judging by the 

participants’ responses, fully fit in a particular category. This analysis explored the current 

readiness of the 20 participating SMEs and yielded results that qualified them as either high or 

low; no SME fell under the main medium category. Thus, it was important to consider the sub-

categories standing between the two extremities (i.e. the high and the low). Indeed, this is why the 

sub-categories were needed here as they helped to separate those that fully fell under the main 

categories and those that were not as fully fledged because of  many min/Inh concerns, including 

sub-categories in medium levels of passive behaviours concerning the investment. From the high 

category (see Figure 7.1), three sub-categories emerged, these being the high to medium level, 

highly least to medium level, and high to least level. The medium category yielded another three 

sub-categories: medium-high to medium level, medium least to medium level, and medium-high 

to least level. The low category yielded one sub-category; that is, the least to medium level, as 

depicted in Figure 7.1. 

 

SME 9 fully fitted in the main high category in readiness. The SME had tested the 

waters already; the interview revealed that it was already committed and geared up to 

adopt e-business in less than a year. Most importantly, SME 9  possesses the know-how 

and is updated on every technological development. The other sub-categories belonging 

to the high category level of SME readiness included the high to medium, highly least to 

medium, and highly least, which consisted of those firms whose owners/managers 

acknowledge the need to adopt e-business and are investing substantial effort on time 

and money.  
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Figure 7.1                                                             

Main Categories and Sub-Categories of Likely Levels of SMEs 

 

 

Main 

Category 

 

                                                

 

 

Sub- 

Category 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                            

 

 

However, these firms are taking their time and delaying their readiness by exploring all 

the possibilities very cautiously when assessing which opportunity and brand would be 

of benefit for their business when it comes to recapitalising their operations and 

management structures. SME 9 fully fitted in the main high category in readiness. The 

SME had tested the waters already; the interview revealed that it was already committed 

and geared up to adopt e-business in less than a year. Most importantly, SME 9  

possesses the know-how and is updated on every technological development. The other 

sub-categories belonging to the high category level of SME readiness included the high 

to medium, highly least to medium, and highly least, which consisted of those firms 

whose owners/managers acknowledge the need to adopt e-business and are investing 

substantial effort on time and money.  

 

High to 

Least 11,  

17 

Highly 
Least to 

Medium 4, 

5, 6, 20 

High to 

Medium 7, 
8, 16, 18,  

19  

Medium 
High to 

Medium 
Least 2,  

13 

Medium 

High to 

Least 3 

Least to 

Medium 

Least 14 

Medium 

Least to 
Medium 

High 12 

High 9 Medium 
Least 1, 

10, 15 

Analysis of Owner/Manager Responses 
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However, these firms are taking their time and delaying their readiness by exploring all 

the possibilities very cautiously when assessing which opportunity and brand would be 

of benefit for their business when it comes to recapitalising their operations and 

management structures. The main medium category reflected none of the responses of 

the 20 SME owners/managers, as the sub-categories medium-high to medium least, 

medium least to medium-high, and medium-high to least stand right between the two 

extremities of the main and sub-categories found in Figure 7.1. The owners/managers of  

those SMEs that fell under these sub-categories always acknowledge that technology is 

generally beneficial while also knowing that their traditional markets can change from 

time to time in the fourth industrial revolution during which we are living nowadays. In 

these sub-categories, the status quo and age are the main causes of minor and major 

inhibitors. Moreover, the owners/managers of the SMEs in this classification often rely 

on their successors to invest and adopt e-business due to satisfactory annual turnover 

and profits, especially those who will be retiring soon. Thus, the technology is an 

accepted reality for the future, but such owners/managers are also suspicious of security, 

fraud, and data protection. Consequently, the owners/managers of the SMEs under this 

category are still undecided as to what strategic steps are to be taken soon and in the 

eventuality that the economy changes to the worst. Some of these SMEs had been 

pressured by their suppliers and customers, while others had adopted a wait-and-see 

attitude when it came to competing with rivals to adopt and invest in the technology. 

Time is very much against this sub-category as some of these owners/managers are 

reliant on their successors, while pressure from competitors, suppliers, and customers to 

adopt e-business builds up. 

 

The least category flows differently from the other main categories and sub-categories; 

while the high and medium sub-categories shift interchangeably between each other, the 

least sub-category that includes SME 14 flows only to the medium sub-category with a 

distance from the main least category. The latter represents the extreme ‘no’ as 

expressed in this analysis by SMEs 1, 10, and 15. The sub-category consisting of SME 

14 includes firms that carry out little business technology, which is usually reserved for 

their administration only. Since firms falling under the least to medium sub-category 

always acknowledge that e-business is the future, in the diagram, this sub-category 

flows towards the medium level.  
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The owner/manager of SME 14, which can be found in this sub-category, had been at 

the helm for only 13 years and is heavily reliant on the main contractors to export his 

products. He is taking long to adopt e-business because he is not knowledgeable about 

the available technology and appears to make no effort in finding out what is beneficial 

for his business. The analysis results show that for this SME, e-business could be both a 

viable and futuristic opportunity, or a threat. Therefore, the owner/manager is either 

relying on others and learn by observing or pressured to do so as the costs are high for 

the firm to adopt this technology. Consequently, this SME fell under the least to 

medium sub-category as its readiness is being delayed. Its placing also indicates the 

presence of several minor inhibitors.  However, it is not a definitive “no”, as expressed 

in the main least category by SMEs 1, 10, and 15. 

 

7.1.3 SME 1, SME 10, and SME 15 The Least Motivated 

 

SME 1 is a medium-sized firm which produces aluminium-based PCBs for the 

electronic industry. The owner/manager holds a level 5 HND diploma in electrical and 

electronic control and at the time of the interview, he had been at the helm of his firm 

for 10 years. The owner/manager employs 50 full-time skilled operators, managers, and 

engineers. The business is family-owned with an annual turnover of €3.5 million, and 

the owner/manager had succeeded the founder of the business. His two brothers are his 

future successors. The technology platform is limited to sending external e-mails to 

clients and making orders from abroad. During the interview, the owner/manager of 

SME 1 was questioned on his awareness of the stimuli and funding that the EU, 

Government, and private bankers can provide. The response was: “Yes, I am aware of 

them, they are not always attractive as they seem, but yes, they are of help”. Another 

question investigated how this participant views the financial regulations concerning 

family SMEs through the TOE and DOI assessments. He replied that “some of them yes 

are ok, but bureaucracy is one of them, some of them are, how do you say it, not 

favourable, especially grants, EU/Government grants,  because you have to fork out the 

invested money first which could be a huge stress on the company’s finances and 

working capital”. SME 10 is a small-sized firm which manufactures plastic injection 

mouldings and piping mainly to the local market and more rarely to the international 

market as a sub-contractor.  
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At the time of the interview, the owner/manager was 62 years old with a trade school 

background and had been at the helm for the past 17 years. The firm’s founder is the 

owner/manager himself and is quite happy with the status quo of his business. 

Nevertheless, he admits that his successor, his brother, will have to invest more to 

expand and compete. The firm employs 28 employees, including the owner/manager 

and his successor, and generates a yearly turnover of €2.3 million. The TOE and DOI 

assessments revealed that SME 10 is one of the least motivated to adopt e-business as it 

resists the technology. The owner/manager recognises that e-business is an essential 

element in modern market technologies but still thinks he can do without it as his local 

business has been solid for many years. Inside the firm's premises, the owner/manager 

uses the internet for correspondence and to receive orders from other firms, but the 

responses obtained during the DOI assessment indicate that the owner/manager has 

several concerns about the adoption of e-business. Indeed, he asserted that,  

 

“in the manufacturing world, technology has taken over. 

 I see it more in the tooling industry. It is a management tool, 

 what I see in e-business is that it is not a process line, that 

 is how I see it; I keep up with evolutionary changes in shop 

 floor. It is a costly investment that I can do without”.  

 

For the TOE assessment, the owner/manager of SME 10 was asked about the 

penetration of new markets with the help of technology. His response was: “I cannot 

decide or force my opinion on others, but for me, it is an adaptation to new market 

structures. I am doing very good locally, and currently, I have no intention to export”.  

SME 15 is a medium-sized firm which manufactures metal piping and sheeting work for 

the shipping and agribusiness industry. At the time of the interview, the owner/manager 

was 71 years old and had been at the helm of his firm for the last 25 years. He has an A-

level standard of education. The owner/manager is the founder of the business, which 

was a small firm for 11 years. The firm employs 66 people with an approximate 

turnover of €7.1 million. The owner/manager’s responses revealed his awareness of the 

fact that e-business is becoming an indispensable tool.  
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During the DOI assessment of organisational innovativeness, when asked about the 

costs that this investment requires, the owner/manager of SME 15 stated that “the local 

industry knows that my firm always invests in IT and precision engineering, so my 

status remains untouched; boosting the brand is the wish of an investor and hope so 

taking in consideration the thousands of euros a businessman like me invests in”. When 

asked about pressure from suppliers during the TOE assessment of technology decision 

making, this participant replied: “Yes, I do have from both, especially the last year or 

two, and some are willing to introduce me to certain brands”. According to the 

combined DOI and TOE assessment model, SME 15 is categorised as not motivated 

enough to invest in e-business as part of the firms’ competitive strategy.  

The owner/manager of SME 15 is worried about the risks. Indeed, he stated that “when 

you invest, you know that the advantages are far more high than the disadvantages; if it 

was the latter I would not go for it, the risks remain there always, especially when it 

comes to laws regarding cyber-crime and data protection. I am afraid that more time is 

needed to be fully secure on these issues”.  

 

7.1.4 SME 9: The Highly Motivated     

SME 9 is a medium-sized firm which produces refined steel for the building and 

shipping industries. The owner/manager is an accountant by profession, but he had 

inherited the business 11 years before as none of his other relatives was interested in 

working in it. From a small firm, the business evolved into a medium-sized enterprise 

with 58 full-time employees on its payroll and an annual turnover of €5.1 million. The 

owner/manager has four siblings as his successors. When asked about the advantages 

and disadvantages of this investment strategy for the DOI assessment of organisational 

innovativeness, the owner/manager of SME 9 stated: “ I dare to say that I do not know 

how to explain an e-business disadvantage, it could be the brand or the supplier, but for 

a  firm like mine advantages are far more than disadvantages”. During the TOE 

assessment of technology decision making, this participant described the existing 

relations between Maltese family-owned manufacturing SMEs and the Government of 

Malta as follows: EU laws are rigid; I accept the fact that you are dealing with huge 

amounts of monies, it depends on how your books are organised, bureaucracy is 

another thing and comes with the processing of time for approval. I heard that some 

businesses halted their applications due to these delays, but I cannot see that an entity 

like private banks and the EU as a threat. 
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Through the combined TOE and DOI model assessment, it was revealed that SME 9, as 

the most highly motivated firm in this study, is geared enough to adopt e-business 

technologies within less than one year. Its technology platform involves internet usage 

internally and taking and making order specifications externally. Wi-Fi is found 

throughout its premises. The owner/manager of SME 9 stated that “technology is part 

and parcel today; I have always been a pro technological investor as IT is changing the 

world especially B2B e-business. I plan to have full internal and external functions of e-

business shortly at the earliest”. During the DOI assessment, this participant asserted: 

“Yes, the operations managers are the greatest influencers as they are hands-on. My 

daughter is the successor to this business, and she is well versed in technology”. During 

both the TOE and DOI assessment, this participant admitted that  

 

in this world we live in, business competitors will not   

allow you always to be that proactive firm, but sometimes  

they put you in a reactive status. Competition is cut-throat, 

 especially in the shipping industry. So, for me to invest in e-business, is a  

proactive approach that may have a lead in the market”. 

 

7.1.5 SME 7, SME 8, SME 16, SME 18, and SME 19: Highly to  

Medium Motivated 

                                                                                                                                           

SME 7 is a medium-sized firm which manufactures electrical and electronic switches 

for the automotive engineering industry. The owner/manager has a secondary level of 

education and had been at the helm for the past 15 years. He first started off with a 

small private owned partnership, but later, he bought the other share to own the firm 

fully as a medium-sized enterprise. His daughter is to succeed him; she is currently at 

university studying engineering. SME 7 generates an annual turnover of €4.8 million 

and employs 63 employees in industrial and non-industrial grades. The technology 

platform is limited to internet use for administrative purposes; it includes an accounting 

software and an HR software. The TOE assessment of technology decision making 

classified SME 7 as highly motivated. When asked about how his organisation 

perceives this change towards adopting e-business, the owner/manager of SME 7 

replied: “Technology is prosthetic today, you must have a part of it today, and e-

business is becoming more prosthetic than ever for our type of business”.   
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Following the DOI assessment of organisational innovativeness, SME 7 was classified 

as medium to highly likely to adopt e-business technologies. When confronted with the 

question about the changes in firm status, this participant stated: “I would rather call it 

more as an enhancer rather than a status change; I don’t see this as a booster to a 

brand name but refines it by being more efficient and more updated on customer needs. 

Costs are an issue and are hurting sometimes, but worth it”.  When asked about the 

opportunities and threats involved in adopting e-business as a competitive strategy as 

discussed using the combined TOE and DOI model, the owner/manager of SME 7 

replied: “Of course, if your rival or competitors are constantly equipping themselves to 

the teeth, I think it is an opportunity to fight with”.  

 

SME 8 is a medium-sized firm which produces assembled hardware parts for the 

electronics industry. At the time of the interview, the owner/manager was 47 years old 

and had been at the helm of the firm for 10 years. His education level is tertiary, up to 

degree level. His wife is his business partner and has two sisters as successors. SME 8 

employs 55 people and generates a turnover of €4.2 million. The technology platform 

includes internet usage in administration and free Wi-Fi covering all the premises.  

 

When for the TOE assessment of technology decision making the owner/manager was 

asked about the exports opportunities that e-business could create for SME 8, he replied: 

“I think it’s both; we are a small firm in a small country, you have to adapt as a 

necessary adoption if like what I am gearing up to right now, expand in foreign 

markets”. During the DOI assessment of organisational innovativeness, the 

owner/manager of SME 8 described the following as the immediate plans of the firm in 

order to keep up with the evolutionary pace: I see fast evolutionary products, but in my 

opinion, they do not cater much on security and financial security measures; they are 

more concentrated on the technical engineering aspect rather than both the engineering 

and security features.  I am into it, of course; I am in unison to install this technology. 

During the combined TOE and DOI assessment, the owner/manager of SME 8 talked 

about the challenges facing his business, stating that security is a top concern for him, as 

well as security transfers, and the eyeing of foreign markets. I have a flexible workforce 

and sound working capital. Initially, I am to enter the lion’s den when I try to settle in 

foreign markets.  
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SME 16 is a small-sized firm which produces PVC home decor for all types of 

properties within the home decor sector. The owner/manager, who was 61 years old at 

the time of the interview, had left school early in life to work in the family business, 

which he had been running for 16 years. In the past, his family business used to employ 

11 employees, but in time, that number increased to 28, including himself. The firm 

registers an approximate annual turnover of €3.1 million. SME 16 ranks as highly 

motivated in the TOE assessment of technology decision making and when asked about 

whether he experiences any pressure from suppliers and customers, the owner/ 

manager’s reply was: “Yes, from a supplier, there is one from the UK who exerts some 

pressure to invest in e-business so that he can be more efficient and less costly with my 

firm”.  SME 16 was classified as medium to highly likely following the DOI assessment 

of organisational innovativeness. When asked on who influences him as the 

owner/manager of the firm, his reply was:  “Innovations are a natural element in 

today’s globalised markets; nobody influences me, inside the organisation, I keep up to 

date anyway”.  It seemed highly likely that the firm would invest in e-business 

technologies in less than one year’s time as they appeared to be ready and well versed 

on what e-business adoption entails. Moreover, the necessary infrastructure is already in 

standby. The firm uses the internet daily to communicate with suppliers and clients, for 

example to exchange specifications and for general correspondence. During the 

combined TOE and DOI assessment, the owner/manager of SME 16 spoke about 

opportunities and threats that come with e-business adoption: “Worrying if all the 

competitors that I have around me invest in e-business, I treat them seriously, and I 

must admit it with you that I am interested in any strategic move they do”.  

 

SME 18 is a medium-sized firm which produces domestic and industrial office 

equipment for the local furniture market sector. At the time of the interview, the 

owner/manager was 55 years old and had run the firm for 13 years. He holds a technical 

school certificate. He succeeded his late father in the business. The firm employs 55 

employees, including the owner/manager and his successor, and generates an annual 

turnover of €7.4 million. The responses of the owner/manager of SME 18 to the 

questions asked during the TOE technology decision making assessment led to this 

firm’s classification as highly motivated. One such question concerned how his firm is 

to adopt e-business to export his products to new markets:  
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“Innovation is the adaptation as per client needs, as new market structures, already 

with the intention of establishing a toe hold before a foothold in neighbouring Sicily and 

Italy, already exported initial sample exportation batch to neighbouring Sicily”. The 

DOI organisational innovativeness assessment questions classified SME 18 as medium 

likely to adopt. When confronted with the question of how e-business will affect the 

status of the firm, he replied: “It will affect the status in the future, especially if the 

brand name is boosted as I intend to and wish; I am not sure of the amount I will need 

to invest in such technology, but I know it is an expensive one”.  When during the TOE 

and DOI assessments the owner/manager of SME 18 was asked about whether 

competitive pressures are increasing, he replied: “I think competitive pressures increase 

as you will create new competitors, especially when my products penetrate their ‘turf’ 

… the internal and external systems will be more synchronised, so if you are more 

efficient, you will make a lot of ‘noise’ in the market you operate in”.  

 

SME 19 is a small firm which produces mechanical equipment for plant machinery and 

offshore industries. At the time of this study, the owner/manager, a mechanical 

engineer, was 45 years old and had been at the helm of his firm for five years. The 

owner/manager is the founder of the firm and has two siblings that are to succeed him. 

The firm employs 21 employees, including the owner/manager himself, and generates 

an annual turnover of €3.1 million. The TOE assessment ranked SME 19 as highly 

likely to adopt e-business, while the DOI assessment classified it as medium to highly 

likely. SME 19 was deemed as highly likely to adopt the technology within a year. The 

technology platform of the firm is already internet-based as all orders in and out are 

executed using the internet. When during the TOE assessment, the owner/manager of 

SME 19 was asked about who represents the firm in conferences and seminars on e-

business, his reply was: “When I have the chance, I go, and there were times where I 

had sent a manager to gather info on any opportunities for our business”. During the 

DOI assessment of organisational innovativeness this participant described the 

advantages and disadvantages of e-business adoption within the context of his firm as 

follows: “The advantages are various and outweigh the disadvantages. The 

disadvantages are purely administrative, like security, insurance, and theft”. When 

asked about the adoption of e-business as a business strategy during the combined TOE 

and DOI assessment,  the owner/manager of SME 19 stated:  
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“Always considering my situation, I think evolutionary technologies and market 

demands by customers and clients alike are the cause of this type of demand. In general, 

I still think it’s the same but have to include rivals and competitor envying one 

another”. 

 

7.1.6 SME 4, SME 5, SME 6, and SME 20: Highly Likely to Least to Medium 

Likely Motivated 

                                                                                                                                                 

SME 4 is a small business firm which produces assembled parts for the hardware 

industry. At the time of the study, the owner/manager was 65 years old. He is the 

founder of the firm and had been at its helm since its inception. The owner/manager 

holds a school leaving certificate and is to be succeeded by his two sons. The firm 

employs 40 people and registers approximately €3.5 million in turnover. The TOE 

assessment of technology decision making revealed SME 4 to be highly motivated to 

invest in e-business. When asked about his firm’s readiness when it comes to financial 

slack, the owner/manager stated: “I think you have to today; technology is exploding, 

market with spiked changes everywhere, cheap competitors from the Asian continents, I 

have to maintain flexibility in this way by investing time and finances for any strategic 

diversification that may be required”.  The DOI assessment of organisational 

innovations ranked SME 4 as least to medium motivated. When questioned on what 

determines whether e-business adoption takes place in family-owned manufacturing 

SMEs in Malta, his feedback was: “Could be costs from my point of view, and the 

returns on the investment (ROI). Then there are administrative issues like data 

protection issues”.  

 

SME 5 is a small firm which produces light and solid packaging products for the 

aviation sector. The owner/manager inherited the business 20 years ago and has an 

ordinary level standard of education. His successor is his only son. This small firm 

employs 17 persons and generated an annual turnover of €900,000 for the past three 

years. The technology platform includes internet usage to make and take orders and a 

Wi-Fi system for administrative purposes. SME 5 was ranked as highly likely in the 

TOE assessment of technology decision making. One question to the owner/manager of 

this firm was on how he eyes export and new market structures. His reply was:  
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Technological changes in the manufacturing world are the biggest challenge for my 

firm, and if I am not on my tiptoes, it could turn into a fatal weakness in business, I have 

established relations with my clients for the past two decades, and I see that a strength 

to take care of.  

 

 The DOI assessment classified SME 5 as least to medium likely to adopt e-business. 

When during this assessment the owner/manager was asked about the advantages and 

disadvantages that this innovation will create, his reply was: “I think a technology like 

this will take your firm into another dimension; I think it is to the advantage. 

Disadvantages lay in the preparedness and training of organisation skills and non-

acceptance of the technology”.  

 

The TOE and DOI assessments indicated that the owner/manager of SME 5 knows 

about the urgency of investing to remain competitive but is waiting for market pressures 

to increase before adopting the technology: “If you have these pressures yes, in the 

internal especially, but the rest are market pressures which affect the internal of my 

firm to eventually adopt”.  

 

SME 6 is a small firm which produces assemble to order; sub-assembly parts; and 

electrical, industrial, and domestic products for the electronics industry.  

The owner/manager took over the helm of the family business 18 years ago from his 

father, the founder. He holds a level 5 HND diploma in electrical and electronics 

manufacturing systems. SME 6 employs 33 people in the operation and administration 

sections and has an average annual turnover of €3.6 million. The firm’s technology 

platform includes an internet service that is used mainly to take orders and 

specifications in administration. SME 6 was ranked as highly motivated in the TOE 

assessment but was classified as least to medium in DOI terms. SME 6 is motivated by 

markets to adopt and invest in e-business, but in the end, only the owner/manager’s final 

decision can lead to e-business adoption. When during the TOE assessment the 

owner/manager of SME 6 was questioned on customer and supplier pressures to adopt 

the technology, he stated:  
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“Not that much, but one airline does every now and  

then (past year or so) because they are already in e-business  

software technologies, and if I adjust they say they improve  

efficiency which I believe in what they say, if I increase  

production to them I am ready to invest in this technology”.  

 

During the DOI assessment of organisational innovativeness, this participant was asked 

a particular question on the urgency to innovate, to which he replied as follows: 

“Urgency will not only tell you but impose on you, I think the way things are going it is 

about time to consider such IT investment”.  During the combined TOE and DOI 

assessment, he also stated:  

 

“I know that my competitors have already invested in this 

 technology, and to tell the truth, it is getting more curious  

about how this can be applied into my firm. Currently, I am  

doing very good, but with such competitors, I must think of  

the future to avoid fatal threats. Ultimately, it is my decision”.  

 

SME 20 is a medium-sized firm which produces equipment for commercial and 

domestic chemical production. At the time of the interview, the owner/manager was 53 

years old and had been at the helm for the past nine years. In all, he employs 58 people. 

He is to be succeeded by his two sons. The annual turnover is approximately €5.1 

million.  Following the TOE assessment of technology decision making, SME 20 was 

classified as least to medium likely to adopt e-business.  

 

When asked about the adoption of e-business in relation to foreign markets and export 

strategies, the owner/manager replied by stating: “If not an adaptation today, tomorrow 

it will be to compete in foreign markets, a strategy for my firm to cater for foreign 

clients”. Meanwhile, the DOI assessment of organisational innovations classified SME 

20 as highly motivated. In reply to a question on how his organisation deals with 

business innovations, the owner/manager stated: “Who influences innovation inside my 

firm's organisation? I keep myself updated and am being influenced a lot by my 

customers and the general manager of the firm”.   
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During the TOE and DOI assessments, when the owner/manager was asked on the 

opportunities and threats his competitors exert on his firm, his reply was: “I take them 

seriously as they will enter my turf, I don’t know yet what their strategies are, but I am 

cautious and attentive because as you know, in this island, competition is aggressive. 

                

7.1.7 SME 11 and SME 17: Highly Motivated to Least Motivated   

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

SME 17 is a medium-sized firm which manufactures mechanical parts for the 

automotive industry. A mechanical engineer by profession, the owner/manager is the 

founder of the business, which had expanded from a small-sized enterprise to a 

medium-sized firm employing 53 people. At the time of the study, he was 47 years old. 

He is to be succeeded by his son. No details of the annual turnover were given. The 

TOE analysis of technology decision making revealed that SME 17 is highly motivated. 

When confronted with the question relating to the firms’ slack and financial dedication, 

the owner/manager stated: “I just started to do this lately for the past few months were 

e-business is involved, and it is available to all employees inside my firm with 

compensation to motivate more”. The DOI assessment classified SME 17 as least likely 

to adopt e-business.  When asked about who decides when and how to invest in e-

business, the owner/manager stated: “I usually hold a management meeting to discuss 

and form a common front when innovation is involved, quite common I do this, but the 

final decision remains in my remit”. The combined TOE and DOI assessment indicated 

that SME 17 is highly motivated to least to medium motivated to adopt e-business. 

Indeed, when asked about where he sees his firm in the next five years, the 

owner/manager replied that it would be “with e-business for sure”. 

SME 11 is a small-sized firm which produces plastic recipients for the local market. At 

the time of the study, the owner/manager was 55 years old and had been at the helm of 

his business for 11 years. He has an A-level standard of education. He had obtained the 

business from the maternal side of his family, and his nephew is to succeed him.  

The firm employs 23 employees, including the owner/manager and his successor, and 

has an approximate annual turnover of €2 million. SME 11 was found to be highly 

motivated according to the TOE assessment in technology decision making. When 

confronted with a question on how he sees the existing relationship between family-

owned manufacturing SMEs and the Government of Malta, he replied:  
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“I think it is reasonably good, but there is more room for more improvement in terms of 

taxation, consultancy services, and investment”. The DOI assessment of organisation 

innovativeness classified SME 11 as least motivated. Indeed, when asked about the 

advantages and disadvantages that come with e-business adoption, the owner/manager 

stated: “For export is a huge advantage as most customers clients and suppliers may 

require it, but for a business like mine it’s a huge investment whilst I am doing very 

good and is little too much for me”.   

These assessments exposed a problematic issue concerning the internal and external 

leadership issues of the firm that might delay the adoption process. It is evident that 

while the TOE elements revealed the firm’s readiness to adopt, there are leadership 

elements that need to be addressed in DOI terms. It is likely that the firm will take more 

than one year to adopt the technology because of these DOI issues. Internet technology 

is used for e-mails, to pay online bills, and to take or make orders. The owner/manager’s 

reaction to the combined TOE and DOI assessment to adopt e-business as a competitive 

strategy was: “I don’t know really, internally there could be some form of pressure. 

Externally, I think pressures will mount especially from competitors; I mean, if you are 

to invest, better invest properly”. When questioned on opportunities and threats, this 

participant stated: “I see threats from my competitors if they are before me and 

proactive from all aspects. That leaves me in a reactive position, all the time—not 

healthy in this business—so investing in e-business for me is a proactive strategic issue 

of not being left behind”.  

7.1.8 SME 3: The Medium Highly to Medium Likely Motivated  

 

SME 3 is a medium-sized SME which manufactures electronically controlled electrical 

voltage stabilisers. The owner/manager has an ordinary level standard of education and 

is the founder of the firm. The owner/manager started off with a micro SME, which 

grew into a small SME while sharing ownership with his brother. For the past 15 years, 

he has been the sole owner/manager of a medium-sized firm. His successors are his 

daughter and a younger son. The owner/manager employs 61 employees, including 10 

non-industrial staff, counting in his siblings, and three engineers. The rest are involved 

in the production process as operators and maintenance workers. The average annual 

turnover for the past three years was of €3.35 million.  
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The firm was ranked as medium to highly likely to adopt e-business because the 

owner/manager is being pressured to do so by the market forces, according to the TOE 

assessments of technology decision making. When asked about the consideration of 

allocating time and finance to adopt e-business, the owner/manager of SME 3 replied: 

“Yes, I always allocate finance as a contingency, and time wherever possible”.  When 

during the DOI assessment, this participant was asked about how the organisation 

adopts e-business and organisational innovations, he declared:  

 

“The final decision rests on my shoulders, but I consult  

with my engineers, senior management, and even with line 

 management. I have highly qualified engineers that have  

always guided me through many difficult times. I rely on  

them, but finally, it is my decision; my siblings assist me 

 as they need more experience to run fully on their own t 

he family business”.  

 

SME 3 was ranked as medium likely to invest in e-business as a competitive strategy 

following both the TOE and DOI assessments. When asked about the firm’s strengths 

and weaknesses, the owner/manager replied: “I see a weakness today is when you don’t 

have the qualified skills to diversify and expand, machines and process lines come 

behind; the strengths I have is that I have a solid base with my customers and suppliers 

alike, a relationship since my father was at the helm”.                                      

 

7.1.9 SME 2 and SME 13: Medium Highly to Least Likely Motivated 

 

SME 2 is a small-sized firm which manufactures automotive and plant machinery 

servos. The owner/manager has an ordinary level standard of education and had been at 

the helm of the firm for 20 years. He employs 14 skilled employees, including one 

manager. He had succeeded his father, who was the founder of the firm, and is to be 

succeeded by his brother. The annual turnover is of €1.2 million. The technology 

platform of SME 2 includes e-mailing the clientele to make orders locally and abroad 

and using Sage accounting software. The TOE assessment of technology decision 

making classified SME 2 as medium to highly likely to adopt e-business. When 

questioned on who represents the firm in technological seminars and conferences, the 

owner/manager of SME 2 replied: 
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“I usually go to conferences and business community gatherings hosted by the 

Government or European Union representatives, and on a few instances, I take my son 

with me”.  During the DOI assessment of organisational innovativeness, the 

owner/manager was asked about how ideas are selected for investment in his firm. His 

answer was: “I am the decision maker, and the final decision rests on me; I usually 

consult more from the outside, like quality auditors, freelance engineers…” According 

to the combined TOE and DOI assessment, SME 2 is medium to highly likely to adopt 

e-business. The owner/manager acknowledges the changes global markets are going 

through, a view which is reflected in the resulting medium highly to least likely levels to 

adopt e-business as a competitive strategy following the TOE and DOI assessments. 

Indeed, he declared:  

 

“I will be left behind; I have to compete … i.e. my firm  

must be proactive, especially if the competitors originate  

from Asia. They are cheaper, but they are not skilful  

refiners as most European firms. I must think it over and  

decide quickly as the advantages are various and outweigh  

the disadvantages. The disadvantages are purely administrative,  

like security, insurance and theft”.  

 

SME 13 is a medium-sized firm which produces electronic and electrical parts for office 

equipment both locally and abroad. The owner/manager has a secondary level of 

education and is the eldest of the siblings that run the firm. His late father started as a 

micro sole trader, who developed the firm into a medium-sized enterprise in 15 years. 

At the time of the study, the interviewed owner/manager was 51 years old and had been 

at the helm for eight years. The siblings are to be succeeded by the firstborn of every 

owner/manager. The firm employs 58 employees, including the owners/managers, and 

generates an annual turnover of €5.4 million. During the TOE technology decision 

assessment, the interviewed owner/manager was asked a question about dedicating time 

and finances to invest in the new technology, to which he replied: “We must do this 

today as an ongoing process that moves in parallel with any evolutionary change”.  

When during the DOI assessment of organisation innovativeness this participant was 

asked about how the organisation invests in an innovation, he explained: 

“Discussions with top management have long been going, we as owner-managers and 

senior managers have concluded many issues together”.  
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The combined TOE and DOI assessment revealed that SME 13 is medium to least likely 

to adopt e-business as a competitive strategy. Indeed, when asked about increased 

internal and external communication, this participant stated that it is “difficult to answer 

this question as [they] think competitive pressures might increase rather than decrease 

because competitors will, for sure, envy your proactive move in this aggressive 

market”. The owner/manager recognises that this technology would radically change 

their modus operandi but is in no hurry to invest unless he is “forced” to do so by the 

markets or his suppliers in order to remain competitive and preserve his relationship 

with his suppliers and clients. The technology platform of SME 13 is encouraging as the 

owner/manager already uses the internet to trade and take orders of specific designs 

from suppliers and clientele alike.  

 

7.1.10 SME 12: Medium to Least to Medium to Highly Likely Motivated 

 

SME 12 is a small-sized firm which manufactures parts for hand tools and other 

industrial tools. At the time of the study, the owner/manager was 47 years old and had 

run the business for three years after founding it himself. His level of education is 

tertiary, up to degree level.  His family successors include two sons and a daughter. The 

firm currently generates a turnover of €2.9 million. The owner/manager of SME 12 

feels secure in his current status quo and leaves the future of this investment in the 

hands of his successors. The technology platform of SME 12 is limited to only e-mails 

and social networking. The owner/manager is resistant to change as he is in a “cosy” 

business situation and uses a lot his mobile for making and taking orders. The internet is 

used for bill paying and general correspondence only. During the TOE assessment of 

technology decision making, the owner/manager of SME 12 was asked a question about 

the pressure exerted by customers and suppliers to adopt e-business, to which he 

replied: “Both suppliers and customers … especially my suppliers for the past few 

months increased their pressure as they already got one”. When it came to the DOI 

assessment of organisational innovativeness, this participant was asked to describe the 

relations between family-owned manufacturing SMEs and the Government. As a reply, 

he stated: “I always see more room for improvement; I think it is growing as the 

Government is mentioning e-business on its agenda by stressing on the need to invest”.  
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When during the combined TOE and DOI assessment this participant was asked about 

what determines whether e-business is adopted as a competitive strategy, he based his 

reply on what determines whether Maltese family-owned SMEs adopt e-business as part 

of their competitive strategy or not. Thus, his response included  “business partner 

pressures, and the need to expand and look outside our shores, more secure orders and 

status”. The interviewed owner/manager of SME 12 perceives the opportunities and 

threats discussed in both the TOE and the DOI assessment as “seriously noticed, and if I 

don’t follow or own technological opportunities like e-business, well, you know the 

answer, sales will drop, and my business will be side-lined”. 

 

7.1.11  SME 14: Least to Medium to Least Likely Motivated                                             

 

SME 14 is a small-sized firm which manufactures electrical parts for hand tools and water 

pumps, including utility control valves, as a sub-contractor. At the time of the interview, the 

owner/manager was 51 years old and had been at the helm of the business for 13 years. He 

holds a technical trade school certificate. The firm employs 37 employees, including the 

owner/manager, and has an annual turnover of €4.4 million. The TOE assessments in 

technology decision making revealed SME 14 as least to medium likely to adopt e-business. 

When asked for his opinion on the adoption of this technology, whether or not it is a must, 

his reply was as follows: “I already export my products, and wish to expand into other 

markets and continents; I think it is a necessary adoption today, especially outside Malta”. 

The DOI assessments in organisational innovations ranked SME 14 as least likely to adopt. 

The reason could be that the firm is doing very well in the local market, especially since it is 

sub-contracted by larger firms. The firm’s technological platform is already based on orders 

from the internet. The owner/manager’s reply during the combined TOE and DOI 

assessment regarding e-business as a company strategy was: “I think competitive pressures 

increase as the rival who reacts to an investment like I am eyeing on will surely try to do 

something more than I did”. SME 9 is the most highly motivated to adopt e-business as a 

competitive strategy as its owner/manager sees this investment as necessary for them to 

continuously update and compete internationally and to diverge their activities.  

Costs are a sustainable financial investment that is of crucial help to them. The 

owner/manager is aware of all Government, EU, and private banking schemes and is ready 

to involve the organisation by looking at this project as an advantage to his firm.  
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The owner/manager of the firm has a tertiary level of education and is well versed in the 

technological evolution that is currently sweeping the globe. SME 12 is medium likely to 

adopt, according to the DOI assessment, as the owner/manager is aware of the dangers of 

delaying the adoption of e-business; however, the decision to invest is totally up to him.  

 

The TOE assessment revealed  SMEs 4, 5, 6,  17, and 20 as medium likely to adopt, while 

the DOI assessment ranked them as least to medium likely. Their owners/managers are 

aware of the availabilities and changes that industrial markets are going through. They 

admitted that if not done today, this technology will have to be adopted later. The DOI 

assessment revealed how these owners/managers have the final say on anything concerning 

their firms’ investments, even if they know that they will soon have to adopt e-business.  

 

The TOE analysis ranked SMEs 7, 8, 16, 18, 19, and 20 as medium likely motivated to 

adopt e-business as a competitive strategy. Although they recognise the importance of 

investing and adopting e-business, they do not see this investment as a lifesaver in the 

markets they operate in;  they acknowledge its importance only if forced by external 

pressure or when they decide to export directly to other large firms. Its costs are high for 

them, and thus, such a decision is highly risky. Moreover, these owners/managers are not 

fully knowledgeable of the Government, EU, and private banking’s opportunities, and they 

rely too much on what others say and their experiences. These owners/managers’ 

qualifications are various: The owners/managers of SME 7 and 11 have a secondary level of 

education, those of SME 8 and 19 are degree graduates in engineering, and that of SME 18 

has a technical education background from a trade school. The DOI assessment revealed 

SMEs 1, 2, 3, 8, 11, 12, 13, 14, and 15 as medium motivated as they share some of their 

decisions with the senior management and their successors, but at the end of the day, they 

will have the final say before investing in the technology. Both the TOE and DOI 

assessments classified SMEs 1 and 15 as very unlikely to adopt. They have high major 

inhibitors in their competitive strategies that hinder e-business adoption. Furthermore, their 

owners/managers are unaware of the financial benefits available to them. They are not 

interested in e-business changes and opportunities; most of them are stuck in a status quo in 

their business as it offers them local market security. SMEs 2, 3, 8, 12, 13, 14, and 11 are 

medium likely to invest but have several inhibitors. The DOI assessment concluded that the 

investment in technology is hindered mainly due to the leaders’ experience, their 

qualifications, the type of organisation they own, and the futile pressures from competition 

and support that are independent of the firm. 
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Neither assessment proved SME 10 to be motivated in any way nor has it the inclination 

towards using e-business; if anything, it may even resist the adoption of e-business.  

 

7.2   Analysis and Classification of SMEs 

 

There were several factors from both the TOE and the DOI contexts that could motivate 

or inhibit the investment. The group of 20 SMEs in the main study consisted of 

owners/managers of family-owned SMEs. This study investigated their idiosyncratic 

attitudes and the market pressures that the manufacturing industry exerts on their 

strategic intentions to adopt e-business as part of their modus operandi. The study was 

derived from literature to analyse the leadership policies, external factors, organisational 

participation, and change of the 20 SMEs in question regarding e-business adoption. 

Grewal et al. (2001) classify the SME firm’s level of activity into three sections: the 

exploratory, expert, and passive sections. Grewal et al. (2001) focus specifically on the 

e-market’s attitudes towards leadership roles, learning, knowledge, and external factors 

while observing how some SME firms are motivated while others are unwilling to 

expand their resources, especially in IT.  This study examined the 20 SMEs through a 

similar approach but concentrated its strategic attitudes on their readiness to invest in e-

business.  The classification of the SMEs may vary and overlap between the groups. 

SME practitioners use more colloquial terms that facilitate the categorisation between 

each group as used by Standing and Stockdale (2006). These terms are “Landlubbers, 

Toe Dippers, Paddlers, Waders and Swimmers”. The key points from the literature 

were summarised to obtain a framework to help discuss the attitudes and views of this 

study’s participating SMEs on the following: 

 

(i) owners/managers’ control 

(ii) industrial sector 

(iii) views and expectations 

(iv) lack of knowledge 

(v) security and technology 

(vi) lack of resources, including financial packages offered by the Government, 

EU, and private banking. 

The group involving SMEs 1, 10, 15, and 17 are “Landlubbers” as they never attended 

conferences and seminars even if personally invited, and for the time being, they have 

no intention of investing in e-business or any other form of electronic environment.  
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This group sees security and data protection as vulnerable and too risky for them to 

trust. This is quite a common concern in family businesses with very few employees, 

especially when they have a stable and solid local market. They do not see the need to 

shift out of their status quo and see no justifiable reason to invest in e-business. Internet 

is used for their daily needs, and some firms still manage with an old static website.   

 

The “Toe Dippers” form another relatively substantial group, which includes SMEs 4, 

5, 6, 11, and 20. The owners/managers of these SMEs have a basic internet connection, 

a static website, and use computers for administration and shop floor. They are very 

cautious and sometimes passive about investing even in the basic minimum of 

technology, such as an on-site PC. Internet is limited only to the daily office needs, 

including e-mails, recording of stocks, and invoicing.  A common trait in this group is 

that they are not motivated to invest and expand offshore, and they tend to leave the 

managing of the firm and this investment in the hands of their young, computer-literate 

successors, as they can handle security and data issues. “Toe Dippers” and 

“Landlubbers” are similar as they both hold a grudge of distrust towards the whole IT 

logistics sector and deem it as heartless because of overpricing and after-sales 

inefficiencies.  

 

The “Paddlers” form another group of participating owners/managers, which includes 

SMEs 2, 3, 7, 13, 14, 16, and 18. They are more serious about progress, regularly attend 

conferences, and in their absence, they delegate others from their management.  

They are more eager and interested in adopting e-business but lack confidence in their 

ability to invest due to their lack of initiative to investigate what is being offered by the 

EU, private banks, and Government.  

 

Some of the participating firms, like SMEs 8 and 19, are “Waders” because they 

declared that they are seriously interested in e-business and are preparing for it not 

because they were knowledgeable of the opportunities enabled by this investment, but 

because they were coerced and pressured by their business partners to adopt, as they are 

reaping the benefits of efficiency with it. These SMEs showed that they are not 

explorers but were merely forced into accepting the need to invest in e-business by their 

trading partners to avoid losing their long-established relations with them. Despite being 

aware of the opportunities offered to them, they still had to be “forced” to gear up and 

adopt as soon as possible.  
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Moreover, for them, digital security is part and parcel with the investment as some 

owner/managers are more computer literate than those of other firms. In this study, 

SMEs 9 and 12 are the only two “Swimmers”, which are recognised by Grewal et al. 

(2001) as experts. The owners/managers of SMEs in this group are aware of all e-

business opportunities and funding, are well versed in technology investments, and had 

received tertiary education. They are comfortable with many e-business applications 

and are ready to adopt the technology within a few months.  Another important strategic 

trait of “Swimmers” is their proactiveness and readiness; they have learned past 

strategies from the former founders and are recent successors as owners/managers of the 

firm. They already cater for overseas customers and are fully prepared to expand and 

penetrate new markets that were previously deemed impossible by past 

owners/managers in this sector.  

 

This study revealed how “Landlubbers” and “Toe Dippers” have an inhibiting attitude 

towards technology, the socio-economical political scenario of the country, and the 

industry, mainly due to a lack of knowledge or a strong status quo settlement. The 

“Waders” and “Paddlers” are far more receptive towards the investment but still have a 

long way to go before becoming “Swimmers”. The general attitude of receptiveness 

towards the investment, apart from that of the “Swimmers”, can be attributed to a lack 

of knowledge and interest in moving along with the evolutionary innovations in 

technology. The lack of knowledge and interest can be tackled by meeting demands to 

individualise the firms’ claims and opportunities and by offering a wider selection of 

one-to-one packages and targeted adoption programmes to instil confidence in being 

more proactive rather than reactive to the adoption of new IT technological investments 

and updates.  

 

7.3 Adoption Reasons 

 

According to the analysis results, some SMEs showed interest and readiness to invest in 

e-business as the owners/managers of these firms were registering increased operational 

efficiencies that affected the academic studies or in-house training of their employees.  

At the same time, other owners/managers are inadvertently disadvantaging their firm by 

resisting technology. The latter are, in their majority, either the founders of the firm or 

had been owners/managers and decision makers for more than 20 years. According to 

the analysis results, in the case of the participating SMEs, the most effective motivator 
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was the imposition of e-business adoption by external factors, mainly trading partners. 

This is called “forceful” or “imposition” because the SMEs were motivated and made 

ready by external pressures to invest in the technology to increase coordination and 

sales, especially when it comes to penetrating new overseas markets. However, whether 

these SMEs are to retain or acquire new lucrative contracts with their larger partner 

firms, is a serious concern that must be considered. This is a reality in the 

manufacturing industry that is quite often declared by some SMEs, as major firms are 

already maturing in e-business and imposing its adoption on their customers and 

suppliers alike. For example, the trading partner of a medium-sized engineering firm 

that was “forced” to gear up for e-business, suggested a brand name and even offered 

online support to make the transition less problematic. The firm is now in the gearing-

up stage but admitted that its interest increased after attending conferences and meetings 

offered by the EU, Government, and private banks to adjust quickly to the new business 

operations and processes that this “imposition” is set to create.  

 

7.4 Inhibitors to Adoption 

 

The 20 interviewed firms revealed that the Government of Malta is increasing its 

initiatives to overcome the lack of knowledge on the opportunities offered, which often 

hinders adoption. One common complaint from the SMEs did not concern the initiatives 

offered by the financial institutions, but their attitude, as these financial institutions treat 

them with one-size-fits-all package offerings. SMEs prefer one-to-one meetings with 

digestible formats where opportunities for questions at an individual level are 

guaranteed.  Another issue that was brought up by the SMEs was the lack of free 

support and advice at an individual level, as the current services in Malta are generic 

and do not address their individual needs. Although the availability of different 

resources can vary in small firms, it does not mean that none of them is interested in 

increasing their knowledge or in looking for an opportunity to ameliorate their abilities. 

One small firm attended seminars and conferences to learn more about penetrating new 

overseas markets, whilst another medium-sized firm was concerned about which type of 

finance to take or qualify for to hasten its preparation for this investment.  

The overall majority of the 20 SMEs possess a website; some being static while others 

are updated on a yearly basis. For most of the SMEs, the websites are a means of 

enhancing their firm’s profile to the public in general.  
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Technology is often seen as a financial burden with risky ROI because if an SME 

qualifies for a grant by any financial institution, it will first have to fork out money to 

get paid later after verifying that the conditions are met. This would cause serious stress 

on the SMEs’ finances and would affect their working capital and relations with 

suppliers. The owners/managers of the SMEs in this study also view the support cost as 

very expensive, even though industrial software and hardware equipment is 

competitively reasonably priced. Most SMEs suspect that costs will increase as they 

become locked in and integrated with the new technology system. Other emphatic 

issues mentioned by the 20 SMEs involved security and data protection;  most of the 

SMEs do not trust them fully for legal and practical reasons.  

 

7.5 Recommendations to Lower Inhibitors    

 

The “Paddlers” and “Waders” could be potential adopters if properly supported and 

encouraged to increase their knowledge and be ready for any technological 

advancement in IT.  Once their level of knowledge and readiness increases, along with 

the available opportunities and changes, these SMEs may also encourage the “Toe 

dippers” to follow suit and eliminate the dangers of being left behind. Adoption can 

also be encouraged by bringing together all the stakeholders in a collective effort that 

includes the Government of Malta, EU, private bankers, and service providers. 

Therefore, the more stakeholders come together, the higher the SMEs’ level of trust in 

institutions. 
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                                                Chapter 8  

       Contribution to Knowledge 

 

8.1 Contributions in Relation to the TOE and DOI Models 

 

This study adds to the existing literature about e-business adoption by applying the 

combined DOI elements and TOE dimensions to the context of SMEs, as proposed in 

Figure 3.7. The combined theories studied the motivational and inhibiting factors that 

can affect a firm’s readiness for e-business adoption. Readiness is a crucial factor that 

may accelerate the shift towards investing or cause delays in or even the abandonment 

of the strategy to adopt this technology. Within the context of SMEs, this research study 

offers three different contributions: 

 

(i) contributions in relation to the adoption theories that bolster the empirical 

evidence concerning the appropriateness of the individual theories and 

combined framework; 

(ii) contribution to practitioners‘ knowledge and their fields of research; and 

(iii) contributions in relation to e-business adoption that identify new critical 

factors to determine the differences between SME behaviours and the 

Government. 

 

This chapter also shows the possibility for further growth of knowledge within the DOI 

and TOE frameworks both individually and in combination with a new framework, the 

RBV. This study thus contributed both theoretically and practically to the field of e-

business adoption but not without limitations 

 

8.2 Theoretical Contributions in Relation to Adoption Theories 

 

In Chapter 3, the literature review synthesis and theoretical foundations presented a 

broader view by identifying a few critical factors from seminal and contemporary 

studies on e-business adoption. In the same chapter, a framework was proposed that 

formed the basis to assess and categorise the likely levels of readiness that the 

owners/managers showed towards this investment.  
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The individual contribution to the DOI and TOE theories showed in the exploration of 

the implications that were drawn up from the analysis, which influenced the likely 

levels of readiness of the decision maker of the firm to invest in e-business 

technologies. Sub-sections 8.2.1 and 8.2.2 give a detailed explanation of the individual 

contribution towards the DOI and TOE theories. 

 

8.2.1 Contribution to the DOI Theory 

 

Rogers’s (1995) DOI theory is commonly used by many researchers in marketing and 

business studies on IT adoption, especially when an organisation is to invest a 

substantial amount of capital to buy a new product or upgrade an existing one. This 

theory played a crucial role in exploring the readiness of owners/managers to adopt e-

business, mainly by enabling the exploration of the leadership qualities and exogenous 

elements that shaped the owners/managers’ readiness and also by focusing on the 

external and internal elements that concern e-business adoption. These elements 

exposed the main study participants’ levels of readiness. So, the owners/managers’ 

leadership qualities, age, qualifications, years of experience, and whether they were a 

founder or a first-generation successor, were important elements that contributed 

towards an exploration of the organic nature of their behaviour, as well as their 

motivations or inhibitors, which placed their firm in the high, medium, or low categories 

or sub-categories accordingly. Like any other theory, on its own, Rogers’s (1995) DOI 

theory had some limitations, even though it was a crucial theory for this study. The first 

limitation is that on its own, it fails to address the environmental and the organisational 

dimensions, but this problem was solved by the combined strategy of this study with 

Tornatsky and Fleischer’s (1990) TOE theory. The second limitation of Rogers’s (1995) 

DOI theory in relation to this study is that it ignores the resource capabilities of the 

SMEs and so, it cannot expose them, although this proved to be a common concern for 

the majority of the interviewed owner/managers when it came to investing in this 

technology. 

 

8.2.2 Contribution to the TOE Theory 

Tornatsky and Fleischer’s (1990) TOE contribution widened the studies by encouraging 

other researchers to conduct similar studies. The application of its dimensions can help 

overcome and explore any inhibition on the readiness of the owner/managers of family-

owned manufacturing SMEs to adopt e-business technologies.  
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The main contribution towards the TOE concerns the increased spread of abilities that 

classified different attributes for this study, which widened other future studies with 

dimensions in a broader context. Another contribution as an individual theory is the 

exploration of organisational readiness in relation to e-business adoption. The study has 

shown that the TOE dimensions are a robust tool for e-business adoption in SMEs. 

Moreover, the theoretical model revealed which crucial factors influence the 

owners/managers’ readiness by exploring what motivates or inhibits the investment. 

The failure to offer an all-inclusive TOE theory is a limitation, as Bose and Luo (2011) 

assert, because similar research studies indicate that the TOE is stronger in combination 

with other theories. This theory, with its complement of technological, organisational, 

and environmental dimensions, offered an excellent alliance when combined with 

Rogers’s (1995) DOI theory as it complemented the exploration strategies of this study 

by including the individual elements of the owners/managers. When these two theories 

were combined, it emerged that this study had ignored certain important factors, such as 

resources that are dissimilar and diverse elements within the SME community. This 

issue became more vivid during the interviews with the main study participants as it was 

evident that the resources they possessed were a crucial element that influenced their 

readiness to adopt e-business.  

                                                                                                                                              

8.2.3 Combining the DOI and TOE 

 

In Chapter 3, the literature review synthesis and theoretical foundations presented a 

broader view by identifying several critical factors from seminal and contemporary 

studies on e-business adoption. In the same chapter, a framework was proposed that 

formed the basis to assess and categorise the likely levels of readiness that the 

participating owners/managers show towards this investment. The three DOI elements 

and TOE dimensions on technological innovation, provided a multi-perspective by 

including both internal and external factors of organisational elements , and the 

environmental dimension by considering the markets and regulations that the firms 

operate in. The DOI is also categorised into three elements, which consider the personal 

traits of the individual who represents the firm, in the case of this study, the 

owner/manager, by exploring their qualifications, age, and experience. These elements 

were crucial for this study to learn about what influences the diffusion to innovate and 

invest in e-business technology.  
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The other important elements of the DOI are found in the internal diffusion, which is 

influenced by the organisational culture, its ability to change, and the financial slack of 

the firm, as well as the external system openness, competitive pressures, and external 

support in diffusing towards the innovation. The TOE and DOI combination can 

contribute a kind of taxonomy of categorised and described factors, giving researchers 

that free space and ability to classify the owners/managers or individuals under study 

according to the feedback they give, which is then analysed to explore their readiness to 

invest in e-business. Thus, the use of the combined TOE and DOI model was inevitable 

in the case of this study (see Figure 3.7) for it to assess the owners/managers’ 

motivators and inhibitors that influenced their readiness to invest in this technology. 

Combining the TOE and DOI offered the opportunity to conduct a detailed assessment 

of their readiness levels when it came to investing in e-business. During the interviews 

and the subsequent analysis of the responses, an important factor emerged that could not 

be ignored by this study,  this being organisational performance and the resource 

capabilities that Wernerfelt’s (1984) RBV theory was able to offer (see Sub-section 

8.2.4). 

8.2.4 Possible Engagement With the RBV 

The important factors that Wernerfelt’s (1984) RBV theory had to offer to this study 

were related to organisational performance and innovation; hence, the combination of 

the DOI diffusion of innovation elements and the TOE dimensions, along with the 

RBV, could have also included environmental and organisational performance. RBV 

concepts in IT adoption have been employed by other researchers, such as Li and Ling 

(2012), Barney (2001), Molla and Heeks (2007), and Trainor et al. (2014). This theory 

had ample space to settle in this study as it considers organisation resources and 

capabilities that are of value, rare, inimitable, and distinctive, which are crucial factors 

to consider in the aggressive markets of nowadays in order to maintain competitive 

advantages and a firm’s superior performance (Peteraf 1993; Barney 2001). The DOI 

and TOE contribute directly to improving a firm’s general performance, which relies on 

its owners/managers’ views and perceptions to penetrate more market niches, with the 

new investment as a weapon. The RBV could have complemented the DOI and TOE 

theories and concentrated on how an internal organisation’s resources flowed by 

considering the added factors, which could also influence an SME’s competitive 

advantages in relation to its resources.  
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Keeping in mind the study’s aim and objectives, the exploration of the competitive 

advantage that the SMEs possessed could have been carried out in more detail by also 

considering the firms’ resources and by taking judicious participation in the effective 

use of the resources and assets in general. The RBV has become synonymous with why 

the performance of SMEs varies systematically over time (Hoopes et al. 2003). 

Therefore, the attitudes and behaviours of an individual (i.e. the owner/manager in this 

study) towards a firm’s specific resources could significantly affect performance 

(Mahoney and Pandian 1992). The RBV theory could have been a robust extension of 

the DOI and TOE assessment because it broadly defines resources, which include 

assets, infrastructure, shop floor/management skills, and so on. For this study, the two 

RBV assertions (i.e. resource heterogeneity and resource immobility) possessed by 

competing family-owned SMEs were heterogeneously distributed. They could have 

been a source of competitive advantage if they were valuable, rare, difficult to imitate, 

and not substitutable by other resources (Barney 1991). This was a crucial factor that 

could have also been considered in this study as according to the interview responses, 

most of those owners/managers who were low in readiness were procrastinating even 

though their younger successors were already showing more interest and awareness of 

the adoption benefits. The inclusion of the RBV framework, along with the theoretical 

frameworks adopted in this study, could have instigated a succession handover that 

would have accelerated the interest of the young generation by utilising their know-

how. This could have been possible as the human resources capacities, along with the 

firms’ sound and “cosy” turnover, could have been a catalyst that highlighted the 

abilities that the firms possessed. The DOI and TOE combination in Figure 3.7 assessed 

what motivates or inhibits e-business adoption as a competitive advantage. This model 

was important and crucial to meeting the study’s objectives, which involved exploring 

the state of readiness of the owner/manager as an individual. However, this only 

represented the readiness of the organisation in general up to the acquisition of the 

investment. It is here that the RBV could have assisted in defining the valuable human 

capital of the organisation as a valuable asset for the owner/manager; indeed, younger 

successors should be considered as tomorrow’s owner/manager in readiness before it is 

too late. Shop floor and senior management should also be internal stakeholders of the 

firm. This can be an opportunity for similar studies that want to expand on the findings 

of this study by focusing more on the significance of the firm’s competitive advantage. 
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8.2.5 The Limitations of the RBV in Context with this Study 

 

The RBV character is concentrated on the sustained competitive advantage that 

originates from access to resources of sustained value and uniqueness; however, each 

individual author interprets value and uniqueness differently, and each interpretation 

merits some explanation. For example, Barney (1991) is known to have focused on 

sustained competitive advantage, value, rareness, imperfect imitability, and 

substitutability, whilst Peteraf (1993) presents the RBV as a competitive advantage of 

the pre- and post-competitive levels and imperfect mobility. Meanwhile, Teece et al. 

(1997) speak about the capabilities available to the individual or the firm, which are 

unique and difficult to replicate. The RBV is based on the idea that every firm is unique, 

even though it may share some characteristics with other firms. Due to each firm’s 

uniqueness, there is heterogeneity among the firms competing in an industry. 

Competitive advantage comes from having a resource, or resources, that are unique and 

of value. Competitive advantage cannot be acquired if the resources owned are unique 

but with little value. In the case of this study, take the technology platforms of the SMEs 

as an example; most of them use basic computer systems for their operational and 

administrative purposes. The SMEs of this study, especially those that were rated as 

least likely to invest in e-business, cannot gain an advantage over other competitors by 

owning a valuable resource that similar competitors also have. Uniqueness and value 

are both necessary for firms to gain a competitive advantage. Unfortunately, none of the 

studied SMEs was using their resources sufficiently to increase their competitive 

advantage. 

 

As Madhani (2010) asserted in his studies, the vagueness of this theory is in its 

tautological nature; that is, in the various terminologies used in this theory and views of 

its underlying assumptions. Researchers like Wade and Hulland 2004, Hoopes et al. 

2003, Ray et al. 2004, and Foss and Knudsen 2003 have long criticised the RBV in 

these terms because of the lack of commonality of the terms that define it. 

Consequently, it would have been very difficult to compare any results that the RBV 

may have produced with those of other studies. For example, some researchers like 

Helfat and Peteraf (2003) applied the core terms of this theory, such as resources, 

competencies, and capabilities, whilst others used these terms interchangeably (Ray et 

al. 2004).  
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Furthermore, Wade and Hulland 2004, Hoopes et al. 2003, Ray et al. 2004, and Foss 

and Knudsen 2003 all concluded that a lack of clarity exists in the core term usage of 

the RBV, which could have impeded the development of a solid framework and fruitful 

debate in a study of this type. 

 

8.3 Contribution to Practitioners’ Knowledge 

 

What makes this study unique is its endeavour to explore a section of the manufacturing 

SME population and how the owners/managers react to certain decisions that may affect 

their business life, which is an area that was never investigated by practitioners in 

Malta. The proposed framework (see Figure 3.7) was intended to explore the readiness 

that increases the SMEs’ motivation to invest in e-business adoption and eliminate any 

inhibiting concerns. This was achieved by laying down any problematic issues that 

stemmed either from external factors through financing or from the individual leaders’ 

attitudes towards technological investments. This study received direct pleas from the 

participants to integrate and eliminate any issues that cause differences between the 

SME community in general and the lawmakers, which include financial providers like 

the Government of Malta and the EU.  

 

Improvement is expected if more considerate and tailor-made financial opportunities, 

laws, and regulations are created. Such an opportunity should also include an increase in 

one-to-one meetings with the SME community to discuss issues like security, 

technology providers, data protection, taxation, and transactions. This study had the 

ability to gather a blend of perspectives through the integration of the TOE and DOI 

theories by investigating SMEs that were either gearing up for e-business, wanted to 

invest but lacked the initiative to do so, or preferred to stay within their status quo and 

leave the investment to their successors. The findings reveal that a significant impact is 

exerted by market forces like customers and suppliers, highlighting the need to invest in 

and align with modern technology, efficient supply chains, organisational participation, 

senior management, and shop floor involvement. This includes both the external and 

internal environmental factors affected by globalism and market mechanisms. An 

organic form of contribution towards the DOI was revealed by the individual traits of 

the owners/managers of family-owned manufacturing SMEs and their views and 

opinions, which were shaped by the influence of their local or foreign environments that 

were crucial in categorising the likely levels of readiness.  
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Another contribution to practitioners in this study includes the flexible capabilities this 

framework offered and its compatibility with other theories like the RBV, enabling 

more in-depth studies of SMEs’ modus operandi, especially when it comes to 

succession planning by those who are of the same perceptions and attitudes towards this 

investment. The need to be avant-garde in the future administration of the firm is 

increasingly more crucial for the survival of these firms as the younger successors 

turned out to be more IT-friendly, making them an indispensable resource in modern 

organisations. In this study, it was noticed that the older the owners/managers were 

suspicious of this investment and ignored the potential resources they possessed inside 

their firm. On the contrary, the younger first-generation successors were more proactive 

about gearing up to invest as soon as possible, a common statement shared by most of 

those SMEs who were not in readiness. The combination of the DOI and TOE 

successfully set the pace for the adoption and retention of the technology without going 

into how innovative ideas inside the organisation originating from their human capital 

and successors alike could be exploited to improve the firms’ organisation performance. 

Although e-business investments have been seen from diverse theoretical viewpoints, as 

already explained in Chapter 3 in the literature review (Tajvidi and Karami, 2017), 

some of these theories were mostly founded on the adoption of e-business at the 

individual or organisational level (Schaupp and Belanger, 2014). The DOI and TOE 

were unable to explain the link between the innovative move when in readiness to invest 

in e-business and the increase in utilising all the firm’s resources (i.e. the relationship 

between innovation diffusion, adoption, and the organisation’s environment to yield 

improved performance). The RBV theory had been proposed by researchers Barney 

2001 and Wernerfelt 1984 in many seminal and contemporary studies where the RBV 

concept was utilised to assist in laying the foundations for the association between e-

business and the value of the resources of SME organisations.  

 

The theoretical underpinnings of the RBV postulate the ability of an organisation to 

achieve sustained competitive advantage of the organisation’s productive resources 

(Barney, 2001; Wernerfelt, 1984). The empirical strategy adopted in this study 

contributed to the exposure of the motivators and inhibitors as expressed by all the 

owners/managers as the individual representatives of their firm, leaving out the senior 

management and shop floor employees, who could have provided this study with more 

understanding of the resources and capabilities these SMEs may have possessed at the 

time.  
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This is how this study contributes to practitioners’ knowledge; its findings highlight the 

governance issues that were exposed, including the importance that the younger 

generation, which is to be the future owner of these SMEs by succession, takes  IT 

investment issues seriously and uses its “genetic connection” to try and influence as 

early as possible an investment in e-business as part of their future strategic investment. 

The everyday business life of the SMEs in this study is important for maintaining 

family traditions and laying the foundations for future successors to come. The 

owners/managers appeared to have total power on the operations and administration of 

the firm due to their centralised role, while the senior management and even their 

successors acted only as a “rubber stamp” that only formally approved what the 

owner/manager would have already decided to do. The owner/manager’s physical 

presence had to be felt at every point in time, which could be a hindrance in evaluating 

the business climate, business investment decisions, and general strategic policies that 

may influence the firm’s growth, expansion, and most important of all, succession and 

continuity. In this study, the SMEs that were less likely to adopt expressed their reliance 

on their successors to invest in e-business, which clearly shows a lack of good 

governance by the owners/managers themselves.   

 

However, according to Bianchini et al. (2015), to increase the performance of a firm, 

the owner/managers need to implement good governance by involving their successors 

as early as possible. The crucial involvement of the successor who, in the near future, 

will probably be at the helm of the firm is to be considered seriously by the 

owner/managers because as Chen et al. (2014) states, the quicker the application of 

innovation, the quicker it affects the company’s performance and sustained competitive 

advantage. This study could have obtained broader results by linking the internal and 

external resources of the firms and their diffusion in technology in every environment 

that they were operating in by proposing a new theoretical framework, this being the  

DOI, TOE, and RBV framework. 

 

These contributions present new guidelines that could be useful to practitioners, 

owner/managers, and senior management by helping them tackle any issues that may 

inhibit their readiness by impeding them from taking proper initiatives. For 

practitioners, this study exposed the readiness of owners/managers in the manufacturing 

sector who are fearing or considering initiating e-business adoption inside their firms.  
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In the literature, practitioners are provided with a study that explored how 

owners/managers behave when dealing with important issues related to the investment 

in e-business. This research study can be counted as a start, as no similar study had been 

carried out within the Maltese context at the point of writing; the results of this 

exploratory research can be considered as a pioneering study on e-business adoption by 

Maltese owner/managers of family owned SMEs. Therefore, this study can be viewed as 

a contribution to literature for practitioners dealing with this topic.  

8.4 Contribution to General Knowledge 

This study’s major contribution to knowledge is that it addressed a limitation in current 

literature by using the DOI and TOE theories both individually and in combination to 

explore the readiness of family-owned manufacturing SMEs to adopt e-business. The 

literature review and the theoretical foundations provided in Chapter 3 were essential 

for the gathering of primary data, as they considered and revealed a knowledge gap.  To 

the author’s best knowledge, this is the first study to analyse e-business using the 

combination of the DOI framework by Rogers (1995) and the TOE framework by 

Tornatsky and Fleischer (1990) while considering Maltese owners/managers of family-

owned SMEs within a Maltese context. The study focused on family-owned 

manufacturing SME firms (rather than SMEs in general) because they are highly 

idiosyncratic (Beckinsale et al., 2006; Castleman, 2004; Parker and Castleman, 2007; 

Ramsey and McCole., 2005). This study also advances and widens the knowledge on 

how and when family-owned SMEs obtain the readiness levels that qualify them as 

highly likely to be motivated to or inhibited from investing in this technology as part of 

their modus operandi.  

Furthermore, the TOE and DOI frameworks also indicated the firms’ readiness levels to 

adopt e-business as a business strategy by improving the understanding of the factors 

that surround or influence, either positively or negatively, the adoption of this ever-

evolving technology. The results of the analysis of the data found in Chapter 7 revealed 

major and minor motivational or inhibiting factors (see Tables 7.1 and 7.2). Thus, this 

study further exposed the idiosyncratic nature of family-owned SMEs within their 

natural context, especially since the main study participants were assessed using the 

TOE and DOI both on their own when investigating technology decision making and 

organisational innovativeness, respectively, and in combination to determine whether 

the SMEs were motivated or inhibited from adopting e-business as a competitive 

strategy (see Figure 3.7).  
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The combination of the two theories contributed to an increased understanding of the 

SMEs’ views and behaviours vis-a-vis the financial packages offered by the 

Government, EU, and private banking, their security fears and competitive pressures, 

and their level of knowledge on what is to become of their business, all of which must 

be considered before adopting e-business in the manufacturing sector. These are factors 

that influence the readiness to invest in technology, yet they were never exposed or 

studied as well as in this study by past or recent literature on the adoption of e-business; 

at least, not in the context of this study. Additionally, this research study differs from 

previous works in that it developed a combination of two theories (i.e. the TOE and 

DOI) that focuses on factors that are related to the technological, organisational, and 

environmental dimensions, as well as the internal, external, and leadership elements. 

Overall, this research study’s contribution to knowledge was obtained from the 

participants' feedback, which exposed their readiness levels to adopt this strategy when 

considering their decision making and organisational innovativeness (see Figure 3.7). 

Furthermore, this research study presented a model that rendered the DOI and TOE 

theories more theoretically generic due to their ability to interpret and expose the 

motivational and inhibiting factors of owners/managers. Another contribution is 

anticipated as this study will provide that much-needed impetus for further theoretical 

developments, which are needed for future studies, by helping to build a stronger 

theoretical basis for future research. The conclusions are solidified by the reinforcement 

of previous studies, such as Alshamaila (2013), Alshamaila et al. (2013), Oliveira and 

Martins (2011), and Ramdani et al. (2009).     

8.4.1 Academic Contribution to Knowledge 

                                                                                                                                        

This study was initiated by exploring the combination of the TOE framework with the 

DOI framework within the setting of the Mediterranean island of Malta. The TOE 

dimensions are technological, organisational, and environmental, while the DOI 

elements include internal, external, and individual leader factors. To the author’s best 

knowledge, this is the first study to analyse e-business using the combination of the 

TOE framework by Tornatsky and Fleischer (1990) and the DOI framework by Rogers 

(1995) while considering the Maltese owners/managers of family-owned  SMEs within 

a Maltese context.  
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The SMEs that registered major inhibitors following the assessments of the DOI theory 

on organisational innovativeness, and the TOE on their technology decision making, 

including the combined assessment, examined the likely levels of their adopting of e-

business as a competitive strategy. This could be an important academic contributor in 

the future, not only to family-owned manufacturing SMEs in Malta but also to the 

general population of SMEs in all sectors for academics to take note.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

 

8.5 Contribution to both the SMEs and Government 

 

The findings of this study revealed certain differences between the Government of 

Malta, Ministry of Industry and SMEs, EU and private banks, and the general SME 

community, which could be overcome by finding common ground and resolving any 

pending issues through communication to achieve a successful understanding. This 

study contributes to e-business adoption by SMEs in three different contexts: the 

Maltese family context, general literature on adoption, and the Government of Malta. 

To the best of the author's knowledge, this is the first empirical study to examine e-

business adoption by owners/managers of family-owned manufacturing SMEs in Malta. 

In the recent past, there have been a few attempts to carry out empirical studies on this 

type of investment by examining data using different methodologies, like Rizzo (2011) 

and Aquilina (2014). However, these studies focus on small businesses in general and 

no similar theoretical foundations were used to underpin their studies. Meanwhile, this 

study focused on a specific group of SMEs; that is, family-owned by owners/managers 

who had the vested powers to represent their firms entirely. It is also believed that this is 

the first research study to consider the firms’ readiness and likely levels of e-business 

adoption depending on their environment, which can either motivate or inhibit them. 

Moreover, since this study mainly focused on family-owned manufacturing SMEs in 

Malta, it faced a limited amount of seminal or contemporary literature on family-owned 

manufacturing SMEs not only from Malta but also from countries with a similar size 

and economic context to that of Malta. Hence, the literature review phase of this 

research study revealed that compared to larger countries, smaller countries have limited 

empirical research on such firms.  
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However, this study contributes by filling in the gaps in knowledge on e-business 

adoption in family-owned SMEs in Malta. Different researchers from all around the 

world, like Kapurubandara and Lawson (2009) and Rahayu and Day (2015),  all insist 

on the need to conduct further research to understand the adoption of IT in SMEs 

holistically. It emerged from this study that the SMEs expressed common behaviours 

and perceptions that could be overcome with some effort by the Government. Treating 

SMEs using the Government’s one-size-fits-all approach is not deemed as enough and is 

viewed as an inhibitor. SMEs would prefer discussing e-business on a one-to-one basis. 

The Government's approach is not effective enough to dismiss the inhibiting concerns 

of those who saw that this policy could not address their financial needs fully. This 

policy has also widened the gap between the SME community and other financial 

institutions like the Government and the EU. The bureaucratic way of delivering 

policies and dealing with the SME community can be improved by communicating 

more and catering for the latter’s needs on an individual basis to eliminate any 

inhibiting perceptions and attitudes, thus increasing their readiness to adopt this 

technology and ‘go for it’. Furthermore, government support is crucial for facilitating 

the investment in e-business adoption, especially if each SME is treated as a one-to-one 

individual case. Thus, this exploratory study could be used as a reference or guideline 

for EU policymakers and governments, especially in Malta, to increase dialogue with 

and support the SME community in B2B e-business adoption. 

 

8.6 General and Specific Implications  

 

General implications refer to the findings related to the research model depicted in 

Figure 3.7; the proposed research model which combined the TOE and DOI theories to 

study e-business adoption by family-owned SMEs in Malta. It was developed using 

Tornatzsky and Fleischer’s (1990) and Rogers’s (1995) theories. This robust model 

addressed and exposed readiness by examining the likely levels of e-business adoption 

as a competitive strategy among Maltese family-owned manufacturing SMEs. This 

model clearly exposed how pressure from competitors and suppliers, internal and 

external organisational setups, previous experiences, qualifications, and government 

regulations are a combination of dimensions and elements that majorly influence a 

firm’s readiness to adopt e-business as part of its competitive strategy.  
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In this study, SMEs that were gearing up or were deciding/undecided as to whether to 

adopt or not, as well as those declaring that they will not adopt e-business, were studied 

carefully so that the findings could help increase the motivation to invest in technology 

by using the firms in readiness as an example for others. The findings also reveal the 

importance of raising awareness amongst owners/managers of the national and 

international financial laws concerning subsidies, especially those offered by the EU. 

Specific implications stem from the combination of the TOE dimensions and DOI 

elements.  

 

The empirical findings expose the participants’ lack of awareness of the benefits offered 

by e-business. This lack of awareness or interest is highly prevalent in SMEs that 

registered major inhibitors and declared that they are happy with their current status 

quo. The firms’ lack of awareness reflects their views and perceptions of the quality of 

the conferences, workshops, and training sessions organised for SMEs by the 

Government and private institutions. It is highly important to improve these types of 

communication channels between the Government and private institutions and SMEs in 

general. Indeed, Kapurubandara and Lawson (2009) assert that these communication 

channels could offer a diffusing opportunity for SMEs to connect with such institutions, 

thus leading towards an increase in readiness to adopt e-business. The findings also 

expose managerial issues concerning operational slack and trust in the internal and 

external operations of the firm. Moreover, the study’s findings also highlight the need to 

involve all shop floor employees in such investments, including training and support in 

investing in this technology. Pointing out specific implications can be helpful, 

especially when SMEs that are highly likely to adopt e-business share their experiences 

with firms that are less likely to adopt. The latter’s awareness and influences may be 

improved through the other owners/managers’ different experiences. 
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                                                Chapter 9 

                                               Conclusions 

 

This study analysed and explored the readiness that motivated the adoption of e-

business by family-owned manufacturing SMEs, and its inhibitors. The analysis 

examined the high, medium, or least likely levels of readiness an SME can be in to 

invest in e-business. The prime steps were to make sure that the research question was 

addressed by delving through the existing literature, which was consulted to provide an 

understanding of the investment required by technology adoption, including the factors 

that influence the SMEs’ readiness to invest in it. Using seminal literature, an integrated 

theoretical framework was created to serve as a guide for the primary research. 

Secondly, a constructivist qualitative approach was conducted by using face-to-face 

semi-structured interviews as an instrument to collect primary data from 20 owners/ 

managers. The participants had to be at the helm of family-owned SMEs in Malta and 

were either gearing up or still undecided on whether to invest in I.T. A 360-degree view 

on technology investments was gained by using the appropriate approach, thus further 

increasing the credibility of this study. The results were evaluated and analysed with the 

assistance of an integrated framework and themes. The post-empirical analysis, which 

was based on the analysed feedback, developed, and exposed the factors that were 

affecting the motivations that positively increased readiness or the inhibiting concerns 

that negatively affected readiness.  

 

All the factors included in the pre-empirical framework (see Figure 3.7) were found to 

be relevant and effective to understand what motivates or inhibits a firm’s readiness to 

invest in e-business. This study indicated that ethical training, knowledge, and financial 

legislations are the most influential factors to affect adoption. The developed post-

empirical framework marks the beginning of more research using an expanded sample 

for added truth value. This study has contributed by identifying gaps and integrating 

existing theories in literature to focus on a section of the SME sector in Malta and to 

take their characteristics into account when it comes to adopting a new technology that 

requires a huge financial investment. The changes in their modus operandi by highly 

intensive software processes will transport the firms into a new era of artificial 

intelligence and new marketing mechanisms.  
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9.1 Addressing the Research Question 

 

The aim of this research was to explore the readiness that motivates owners/managers to adopt 

e-business in firms within the manufacturing sector that fall under the EU (2003) category of an 

SME and their inhibiting concerns. It assessed the critical factors that were positively or 

negatively affecting e-business adoption in Malta by answering the main research 

question: 

                                                                                                                                              

 ‘What motivates Maltese family-owned manufacturing                                            

 SME owners/managers to adopt e-business as part of their   

  competitive strategy, and what inhibits them from doing so?’ 

 

The sole research aim was to explore and investigate the critical factors affecting e-

business adoption, specifically within the Maltese context, by designing an integrated 

framework to study owners/managers of family-owned firms in the manufacturing 

sector that fall under the SME category and their level of readiness for e-business 

adoption. This was achieved by identifying SMEs which expected financial aid with 

favourable regulations and by learning of how knowledgeable they were on IT 

investments. The data were collected using a constructivist approach and analysed                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

by using a thematic approach and the integrated framework; the latter being made up of 

the following three elements and three dimensions: the TOE dimensions–technological, 

organisational, environmental–integrated with the three DOI elements–leader, external 

and internal (see Figure 3.7).  How was e-business defined?  This research presented the 

European Union definitions in terms of company size, employment amount, turnover 

and balance sheet found in detail in Chapters 2 and 3. What did the feedback of the 

SME owners/managers in Malta consist of?  The owners/managers’ feedback was based 

on the DOI and TOE contexts which were presented in Chapters 5 and 6. This research 

gathered all its primary data from Maltese owners/managers and identified their 

readiness and knowledge that motivated or inhibited their decision-making strategies 

concerning the investment,  in relation to government policies and regulations and other 

private financiers, including the service providers. The findings concerning the 

readiness to adopt e-business were obtained using the TOE and DOI (see Chapters 5 and 

6) and included the integration of the conceptual framework (see Figure 3.7) which was 

designed to explore the decision making of the owners/managers of family-owned 

manufacturing SMEs who were considering e-business adoption.  
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The results were based on the analysis of the identified motivating and inhibiting 

factors. The findings are beneficial since they provide information on how the Maltese 

mindset on motivating and inhibiting factors influences e-business adoption. Detailed 

issues emerge, for example I.T. regulations and financial amendments, which refer to 

the technological factor (availability, characteristics, technology support structure, 

government rules and regulations), I.T. strategy (slack and funding) and an integrated 

I.T. system. Issues covered by the organisation factor and the environmental factor 

include the communication process and organisation set-ups, and the industry’s 

characteristics and market structures, respectively. The lack of user knowledge and trust 

are reflected in DOI elements like the owners/managers’ age, leadership skills, 

knowledge, external pressures, and competitive pressures. 

 

9.2 Revisiting the Research Aim and Research Objectives 

 

The research question asked, 'what motivates Maltese owners/managers of family-owned 

manufacturing SMEs to adopt e-business as part of their competitive strategy, and what inhibits 

them from doing so?’  To answer the question, the researcher aimed to tackle the research study’s  

aim, which  involved the exploration of the readiness that motivated the owners/managers to 

invest in IT in firms that fall under the EU category of SME, and their inhibiting concerns. 

Therefore, since the research question was answered by a qualitative constructivist methodology 

approach, the following objectives had to be reached. The study’s first objective was to generate a 

theoretical framework. The purpose of the adopted non-probabilistic method was to expose the 

readiness levels that motivated or inhibited the investment of e-business. The selected SMEs were 

in different stages of adopting the technology and had different views about it. This was planned 

to obtain diverse views, opinions, and decisions from SMEs with different experiences that 

produce various engineering products in the manufacturing sector. The data collected addressed 

the required objectives 1 and 2, i.e.  the TOE theory to deal with the technology, organisational 

and environmental contexts and the DOI theory to expose the organisational innovativeness levels 

in adopting this technology.  Objective 3 involved combining the TOE and DOI to assess the 

adoption levels that motivated or inhibited the owners/managers’ ability to achieve the readiness 

needed to take the strategic decision of adopting e-business.  The TOE’s main contextual 

dimensions were regarded to be the most adaptable theories in combination to investigate the 

general environmental factors that were influencing the owners/managers’ decisions to invest in 

the technology. The DOI, which was widely used in previous adoption studies, has common 

constructs that overlap with the TOE theory. 
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It was instrumental in examining the owners/managers in their organisational contexts as 

individuals and as the only decision makers who had to be ready to invest in this technology. 

Hence, the theory combining the TOE and DOI was proposed to investigate the readiness levels 

of owners/managers  

 

9.2.1  Evaluation of Objectives 

                                                                                                                                              

Firstly, the literature was consulted to make the topic more understandable and readable. 

Thorough research revealed various types and characteristics of I.T. adoption, along 

with the reviewed concerns. Seminal literature reviews which are like this study outline 

several technology adoption theories like Grant (1990), Wernerfelt (1984), Ajzen (2000) 

and Hamel and Prahalad (1991). They were evaluated individually only to conclude that 

the TOE and DOI framework are much stronger when integrated as they can assess 

technology decision making and organisational innovativeness at the same time. 

Therefore, the integration of the TOE and DOI made this study more robust, as both 

contain three major contexts that were relevant to this study. The TOE framework is 

made up of the technology, organisational and environmental dimensions while the 

DOI’s three elements are the individual leader, internal and external environment.   

 

9.2.2 Individual DOI Objective 

                                                                                                                                                 

The leader elements, as suggested by the DOI framework model, consists of how 

innovations are affected by the owners/managers’ grip on the firm.  

The most influential factor involves the leadership traits that the owners/managers 

employ to facilitate innovation while the organisations' total span is wholly under 

control. Their decisions range from giving permission to their close successors or 

managers to attend and represent the firm at a conference to adopting the largest 

competitive strategy investment needed inside the firm. Within the context of the DOI, 

the second objective involved the following: 

(iii) To expose the roles of each individual DOI factor in internally and externally  

influencing the organisational innovativeness of family-owned manufacturing 

SMEs, i.e. what evidence on any major/minor inhibiting features, or major/minor 

motivators affecting organisational innovativeness and the  likely levels of 

adopting e-business as part of a competitive strategy can be obtained through the 

DOI ? 
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The interviews with the 20 SMEs revealed how when it came to leadership, they all 

shared many similarities in their organisations like culture, age, education, founders of 

the firm, and firm size. This exposed a common inhibiting factor to be innovative and 

invest in e-business technologies, most found in small firms which was seriously 

affecting their readiness.  However, recent successors, especially those of medium-sized 

firms, are younger in age, had received tertiary education and are mostly risk takers.  

 

This study concluded that the SMEs’ responses towards the adoption of e-business were 

the result of organisational and environmental conditions which either encourage 

innovation or create inhibiting concerns. Some of the owners/managers’ organisational 

leadership exerts negative influences on their employees due to inadequate training and 

exposure to IT and other necessary skills because of improper progression or succession 

strategies. When it came to invest in innovative e-business technologies, a modern and 

adjourned management, leadership capabilities and entrepreneurial risks were non-

existent. Some firms did not even govern web-based business activities. This type of 

leadership would inhibit any innovative measure to increase the technological resources 

with senior management support. A noticeably lacking element in Rogers’s (1995) DOI, 

which is also noticed by Venkatesh and Bala (2012), is the ability of organisational 

innovativeness to raise the ability of openness to new ideas that can be reached by the 

SME firm. The external characteristics of a firm usually influence the organisation to 

invest in e-business.  

 

Most of the 20 SMEs in this study, especially those that fall under the small category, 

were experiencing a high level of local market settlement and satisfaction that can be 

viewed as an inhibiting concern. Contrarily, those with previous experience and up-to-

date knowledge on IT usage demonstrate a high level of readiness and motivation to 

adopt the new technology, which places them on a high level of adoption. The members 

of all the 20 SMEs tend to be completely left out of any decisions concerning highly 

intensive process investments such as e-business. This is a crucial inhibitor to readiness 

as it leaves the firm dragging its feet towards adoption due to the lack of training and 

slack for the members of the organisation, especially those on shop floor levels. The 

lack of organisational involvement at all levels decreases the ability to introduce change 

because of poor involvement and knowledge. This situation cannot increase the 

members’ motivation towards the eventual decision to adopt e-business. Culture 

(national and organisational) is also an important element in this study.  
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As already stated, the island’s mentality, along with that of the owners/managers at the 

helm of the firm are worrying factors when considering investment in technology. The 

wait-and-see attitude, the idea of reacting to the competitors’ actions, and the pressures 

exerted by foreign companies is also evident in this study as most SMEs were very 

sensitive to and suspicious of everyone outside their firm, especially when it came to 

sharing their strengths and weaknesses when applying for financial investments. The top 

management of the company was mentioned by the majority of those interviewed, but 

very few firms really relied on the top management’s involvement as they have limited 

say inside the firm. In this study, it is firmly evident that the owners/managers of the 

firms have the final say on anything that affects the modus operandi of the firm. The 

majority expressed that they have a top manager for consultation purposes only, but 

who has full authority on the operations and maintenance processes of the firm. 

Inhibiting environmental issues include the lack of local and international market 

readiness for e-business use among the SME community, industrial support from, for 

example the Government and EU, and commitment to IT education. Sociocultural 

beliefs and values that fail to support the innovative move towards e-business are also 

perceived as inhibitors. The organisational, internal, and external elements were 

translated into the SME owners/managers’ views and attitudes. They will consider this 

investment if it is tackled by more flexible government regulations and clearer more 

efficient processing of EU applications. Improving these procedures would motivate 

and encourage the adoption and implementation of e-business. Such perceptions, that 

originate from competitive pressures and system openness and which represent a 

blueprint of the participating owners/managers’ minds, allow a better understanding of 

how to motivate them to innovate and to increase their readiness to adopt e-business.   

 

9.2.3 Individual TOE Objective 

 

The TOE using Tornatzsky and Fleischer’s (1990) framework model on its own, was 

the first of the three objectives. To obtain the best information from the interviewees, 

data were collected face to face. They were used to construct multiple interviews  on the 

20 SMEs and examine the motivators or inhibitors faced by owners/managers before 

investing in e-business technology.  
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The following was the TOE’s individual objective: 

 

(i) To expose the roles of each individual TOE context in influencing the technology

 decision making of family-owned manufacturing SMEs, i.e. what evidence on any  

major/minor inhibiting features or major/minor motivators for owners/managers to adopt 

e-business as a competitive business strategy can be obtained through the TOE 

dimension. 

 

In Figure 3.7, the TOE technological dimension includes the availability characteristics.  

Another three factors emerge from the interviews, namely after-sales, brand products 

and security. It has emerged during the interviews that adopting e-business will provide 

SMEs with better security once they obtain the right product, i.e. improved business 

flexibility and lower costs. The characteristics of e-business brand products are found to 

be another major challenge in the adoption process. However, at the same time, e-

business software and hardware solutions are becoming more user-friendly with the 

evolutionary pace of modern technology. The findings in this section also established 

that security is one of the major concerns that may either inhibit owners/managers from 

adopting the technology or motivate them. The interviewed SMEs were uninformed and 

thus, very concerned on how the data are stored and kept secure for them. Hence, 

technological readiness to adopt an innovation is also affected by uncertainty, which in 

this case meant that the firms were unable to predict accurately whether this investment 

in e-business will bring stability, and deliverance appears to be noteworthy when it 

comes to adoption.  

 

Availability characteristics could be a motivational factor for adoption as when 

addressing compatibility issues, owners/managers showed a preference to current 

technological capacities that are relevant to their firms and of good quality. Another 

availability factor pertains to how the current technological capacities can fit the 

business operations of the firm when it comes to integrating the forward and backward 

operations that take place in the firm’s internal networks, which are also linked with the 

external suppliers and customers alike. However, an inhibiting factor was evident when 

most of the owners/managers revealed their limited if non-existent internal technology 

to adopt new technology. A poor technological infrastructure is a serious direct threat to 

the readiness of a firm that plans to adopt e-business. The owner/managers’ knowledge 

of communication and slack were considered for technological readiness.  
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The three key organisational dimensions were identified as very important elements in 

an organisation. The findings suggest that the owners/managers’ motivation to invest in 

this technology is a crucial factor because without their approval the investment would 

never materialise. This study considered the owners/managers as the key persons 

responsible for providing financial slack and communication, including size expansion 

and contraction. Communication inside the organisation proved to be very poor in all 

the 20 SME firms interviewed, as few of them ever communicate with high-level 

management using IT. This proved to be an inhibiting factor affecting the readiness to 

adopt e-business. 

 

Indeed, one factor that influenced the readiness of  the studied firms is the lack of 

formal and informal communication that would link all the employees in a top-down 

and bottom up approach. This degree of integration would enable the firm to coordinate 

activities by their involvement and reduce bureaucracy, which would increase readiness 

and motivation by being more prepared for the changes that this investment would 

create. This study reveals that poor organisational shop floor participation is evidently 

an inhibitor to the firms’ readiness and is a serious issue which must be overcome if the 

owner/manager of the firm intends to invest in e-business adoption. Organisational 

slack, which is defined by both the DOI and TOE frameworks, is a strong element for 

the combination of both. However, while the DOI is concentrated on financial slack, the 

TOE addresses slack in general terms. This study finds slack to be an issue that affects 

the readiness of an SME firm. In this study, slack within the organisational context 

refers to the current IT functions and the specialised IT employees with proper training 

within the organisation. Attaining the necessary IT abilities, network, and infrastructure 

to achieve readiness before adopting e-business involves time and labour. During the 

conducted interviews, none of the firms mentioned that they possessed technological 

abilities, and very few recognised the need to employ technology quickly.  

 

Few understood the importance of increasing their readiness levels to avoid being 

caught unaware of the new available technologies and to lower the risks of jeopardising 

the adoption of this investment. Skills also form part of the organisational slack as few 

of the firms in question possess sponsored operative training and awareness that 

increase readiness and motivate shop floor employees to prepare for the eventual 

changes.  
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Judging by the knowledge levels on the technology possessed by their employees, few 

of the SMEs have dedicated in-house or outsourced training or knowledge.  

This is a serious inhibitor that affects readiness, as the environment they work in does 

not manage well problematic issues like efficiency, costs, and quality standards. The 

investigated environmental dimensions included industry characteristics, market 

structure, technology support structure and government regulations.  The findings 

confirm these elements to be very important factors that could either motivate or inhibit 

owners/managers’ decisions concerning e-business adoption because, during the 

interviews, most of the SMEs expressed that they were experiencing pressure from their 

suppliers and customers to adopt. In some cases, the firms received brand name 

suggestions for the technology. On the other hand, by investing and adopting e-business 

as a proactive strategy before the participating SMEs, the competitors would gain more 

advantages. This is very concerning for the participants as it would leave them lagging. 

The market structure and industry characteristics is also an issue in this study. Most 

small SMEs and a few medium-sized SMEs are experiencing a cosy market that 

guarantees revenue as this industrial sector of the economy is experiencing prosperity. 

In some of the SMEs, an element of status quo exists, especially with the older 

generation and with business founders. In this study, this is seen as an inhibiting factor 

for adopting e-business. Most SME firms regard technology support structure, 

government regulations and bureaucracy with suspicion. The after-sales support on the 

investment needed is deemed as ultra-expensive and overcharged by the local brand 

representatives, which delays their decision. Bureaucracy is also an inhibiting factor for 

all SMEs when it comes to government regulations and EU funding. The government is 

thought to treat every SME in the same way by offering one-size-fits-all programmes. 

Most of the SMEs knew what the regulations require for them to qualify for subsidies. 

However, the motivated SMEs who were in readiness saw this as their biggest obstacle. 

To conclude on the TOE as an individual theory, this study identifies eight factors to 

motivate firms and lessen potential inhibitors. The technology dimension is viewed as 

motivational for the SME firms, whilst the organisational dimension is largely 

inhibiting as it restrains the firm and slows its pace towards readiness to invest in e-

business. In the environmental dimension, the market structure has proved to be a 

motivational factor that places the SMEs in readiness due to pressures from competitors, 

suppliers, and customers.   
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Industry characteristics, technology support structure and government regulations can 

sometimes be both a motivational and an inhibiting factor, but the most common factor 

remained the effects by the owner/managers’ strategic decisions of the firm.  

 

9.2.4 The Objectives in Combination  

 

The individual results of the TOE and DOI conclude that both the dimensions and the 

elements expose the attitudes, behaviours and decision-making abilities of the 

owners/managers that placed their firm in motivational readiness to innovate or that 

created inhibiting concerns about e-business adoption. The model in Table 7.1 shows 

how the combination model assessment (see Figure 3.7 and Table 7.1) examines the 

least, medium, and high levels of motivation and inhibition. Tackling the assessment’s 

objective revealed that financial assistance by the Government, EU or private bankers 

has a strong impact on the motivation or discouragement of most SMEs and their 

decisions concerning e-business adoption as a new competitive strategy. One particular 

trait seems to recur among the owners/managers—decisions and strategies concerning 

the innovation needed for the firm are never discussed with shop floor organisation. The 

factors explored through the TOE and DOI also highlight the little top management 

involvement in some firms, and the readiness levels to acquire the right finances on time 

and to implement the crucial technological changes in the firms’ operations. Therefore, 

the following was the third objective to address the research question:  

(i) To find out at what levels of readiness and/or inhibiting concerns in technological 

decision making and organisational innovativeness, would it be likely for the 

owners/managers of an SME to adopt e-business, i.e. the TOE and DOI theories 

are combined to expose the major and minor motivators to readiness and the 

major and minor inhibiting concerns of family-owned SMEs when adopting e-

business as part of their competitive strategy. 

On the contrary, those who are younger than 60 and had received a sound tertiary 

education were found to be more motivated. They were ranked as having a high to 

medium level of readiness to proceed in adopting e-business. Such firms are in their 

majority medium sized. The medium likely to adopt are SMEs that will only adopt if 

they end up in a situation where they have no alternative except to adopt due to 

pressures from business partners or competitive rivalry.  
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The combination of the TOE and DOI ranked SMEs that may adopt the innovation in 

less than one year as highly likely, SMEs that may adopt e-business in more than one 

year as medium likely and SMEs that will probably take longer than three years to adopt 

the technology as least likely. The latter showed a lack of proactive strategies and were 

in the inhibiting stages of adoption. The owners/managers of such SMEs are usually 

within the over 60 age brackets, whose businesses, which are small firms in their 

majority, are successful in the local market. 

9.2.5 Assessments of the Combined DOI and TOE 

The  final result of the combined theory’s assessment revealed that 12 SMEs have 

registered a high level of major motivators to innovate and were in readiness. However, 

from this category of SMEs, only two are “swimmers”; only one medium-sized and one 

small-sized firm have high enough readiness to adopt e-business amongst the 20 firms 

investigated in this study. These conclusions, which are drawn from the interviews, 

suggest that these highly likely firms may adopt e-business as their competitive strategy 

in less than one year.  They were found to be highly proactive in competitive markets, 

and they intend to expand further into the international scene. For these two SMEs, 

costs related to IT investments are deemed as necessary to sustain the firms’ abilities to 

compete locally and abroad. A noticeable similarity between them is that they had 

received tertiary education and are fully knowledgeable on how the Government’s, 

EU’s and private bankers’ financial laws and regulations operate. Their only common 

inhibitor is that they do not seem to discuss these important issues with shop floor 

organisation, but usually consult their top management or immediate successor to the 

firm. The assessment also finds that 10 SMEs are medium likely to adopt, but only two 

SMEs are fully medium likely to innovate; one medium-sized and one small firm are in 

acceptable readiness. SMEs 7, 8, 12, 14, 16, 18 and 19 barely qualify for the medium 

level of adoption because of low levels of readiness when it comes to investing in the 

technology, as one of the assessments qualifies them as medium to least or least to 

medium likely based on the feedback they gave during interviews. They fall under the 

category of “waders” because they recognise that this IT investment is important, but 

they still wait for external pressures to enlighten them on the crucial need to invest and 

align e-business with their operations to avoid losing everything. They deem the 

element of costs as a risky business for any investment and are less knowledgeable on 

how to qualify for the Government’s, EU’s, and private bankers’ financial packages.  
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Another noticeable similarity among owners/managers in this category is that in their 

majority, they have a secondary level of education, and only the top management is 

consulted to a certain degree and involved in strategic engineering operations and 

maintenance decisions. The owners/managers are suspicious of security when it comes 

to exposing their personal data and are reactive to market competition. The 

“landlubber” and “paddler” effect can be felt in most of the SMEs.  

The owners/managers of SMEs 1, 10 and 15 are pure landlubbers and are the only three 

SMEs that fully fall under the “landlubber” category. The “landlubbers” and the 

“paddlers'” group consisting of SMEs 2, 3, 7 and 13 do not just resist the innovation but 

also justify their resistance, and they have no intention to innovate with this technology 

in the next three years. They have no faith in the investment judging by the way it is 

presented to them. Quite commonly, they view security as untrustworthy and have 

doubts on who controls the networks.  

In this era of globalised economies, internet technologies are more diffused and are 

becoming more prosthetic. Modern SMEs need to consider this investment in 

technology as a necessity. In addition, this study shows how owners/managers need to 

adjust to modern management practices that are spreading in all stages of the 

organisation. Thus, the fast-evolving technologies along which business activities must 

take place, are realities which must be considered by owners/managers. As the external 

environment becomes increasingly IT aggressive, their activities will eventually be 

forced to migrate onto the internet platform.  

The combined approach has addressed the three objectives well, as evidenced by the 

many implications that have risen, ranging from the owners/managers’ leadership traits, 

internal and external environments, and finance. Another implication that has emerged 

from this study deals with how local e-business representatives interact with SMEs. For 

the “swimmers”, the highly motivated SMEs that are highly likely to adopt e-business, 

change management services, more technical support and training must be offered so as 

to enhance the effectiveness of the innovation of that firm so that it may ultimately 

serve as an example for other SMEs. The findings show that knowledge and financial 

availability from government the European Union and private bankers are the top major 

concerns for SMEs, following by security, organisation involvement, customer and 

supplier pressures, competitive pressures, and attitude toward technology adoption.  
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Moreover, from a business practitioner standpoint, this study contributes by exposing 

the motivational and inhibitor concerns that affects e-business adoption in Maltese 

SMEs, which were not explored before. This is the first study in Maltese context, which 

will provide business practitioners to structure their activities in relation to e-business 

adoption based on the findings and analysis of this study. The findings of this study are 

limited to generalisation toward all Maltese SMEs and countries like Maltese culture. 

The study, however, did not cater for all the SMEs in Malta, thus, future studies may 

examine the readiness that is influenced on how motivated or inhibited an SME is in 

different contexts such industry, sectors, market mechanisms and economical activities. 

9.3 Study Limitations      

                                                                                                                                                     

This study’s findings provided useful contributions to current literature; some limiting 

hurdles were also singled out. Problematic issues were felt during the collection of the 

main data from the 20 participants. As described in Chapter 5, the interviews with the 

owners/managers were time-consuming. The network of the main study, which 

consisted of 20 SME owners/managers, was dealt with solely by the researcher, who 

had no previous experience. The researcher explained to them what the research was 

about before requesting and securing their participation. As a contingency, 27 

owners/managers were contacted in all, just in case some refused for reasons known 

only to them. This situation was worsened since the author had to present himself in 

persona. This presented further hindrances that raised some questions concerning the 

feasibility of the proposed conceptual framework to study Maltese family-owned 

manufacturing SMEs when considering accessibility. That was the reason why a 

supporting letter from Dr Stephen Mc Laughlin, the DBA Programme Director 

Edinburgh Business School (see Appendix 3) was obtained to address any doubts. It 

was then sent to the 27 selected SME firms as it briefly explained the intentions of this 

research study and how their sector could benefit from their participation. 

 

The author noticed that at first, during the interviews, some interviewees hesitated to 

reveal certain information, especially where finances were concerned and on the 

Government’s role in facilitating more e-business incentives. When such hurdles were 

encountered, the author, as the interviewer, immediately delivered the question again 

with more explanations and insistence on the importance of their feedback.  

It was felt that these interviews with the owners/managers could have been more 

successful if all the information required for this research was retrieved.  
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Therefore, the high level of  competitive rivalries between SMEs in Malta proved to be 

an inevitable drawback when collecting data from the owners/managers.  

This resulted in a highly significant research limitation as the author had to secure 

extreme confidentiality. Additionally, the outcomes of this research are very difficult to 

extend elsewhere, as they are limited to just 20 SMEs in Malta. Further work that could 

be extended to other levels in this sector would be possible by broadening the criteria of 

the interview also including the micro SMEs and SMEs in general. Such studies may 

also include senior managers and supervisory staff on e-business readiness. Another 

limitation in this study is caused by the non-probability sampling technique as it does 

not represent the general population of the Maltese family-owned manufacturing SMEs. 

However, despite these limitations, the author of this research is of the opinion that the 

integration of the TOE and DOI contained high elements of generalisability which may 

apply to other countries, especially those in the Mediterranean basin. Finally, all the 

data were gathered in Maltese, the mother tongue of all the 20 participants and 

translated back in English (which is also an official language in Malta) for presentation 

as a thesis to the Edinburgh Business School. Translating the data into English proved 

to be a painstaking and time-consuming task, and preserving the participants’ point and 

eliminating the possibility of losing important meanings exerted extra pressure on the 

researcher. The results of this study may motivate other researchers to conduct further 

research on IT adoption, that may include additional factors to the combination of the 

TOE and DOI frameworks and the use of qualitative software products; these being 

options considered by the author during the crucial orientation stages of this study.
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                          Chapter 10 

                                         Personal Reflections 

 

When the title of this study was accepted as a potential DBA by the Edinburgh Business 

School committee, the author was already interested in conducting research on the 

readiness for e-business investment in the local business community. Moreover, 

promoting local businesses, especially SMEs, was already a national agenda for the 

Government of Malta. As a strategy for any future study, the author planned to attend 

conferences and other events that were related to e-business more than once a year. The 

primary data collection was conducted with experienced owners/managers of family-

owned SME firms in the manufacturing sector. The face-to-face interviews, from which 

the author gained as much information as possible, were conducted inside the premises 

of every owner/manager . This approach offered a crucial opportunity not only for this 

research but also for the author himself to meet interesting people with different views 

and opinions, who offered first-hand accounts of the experiences that made them 

experts in their field of work. When this research study reached its end, the author felt 

fortunate for being given the unique and rewarding opportunity of conducting such a 

study and for learning new research skills. This study, which  took place during the 

author’s DBA build up period, was made possible with the professional help of the 

supervisor Dr Sheila Wright. The most interesting part of this research process was the 

advanced stages, where it was decided with justification that qualitative software 

products like SEM, NVIVO, Maxqdata and CAQDAS would not be used. The author of 

this study believed no software can be of aid for any qualitative research. At first, this 

decision seemed right for this type of study, as the research was in a well-advanced 

stage and it had already been decided that a thematic approach, as constructed by Miles 

and Hubermann (1994), was to be used. However, when considering the current 

technological advancements, the author of this study was not precise in his opinions on 

qualitative software products in academic terms and views. The more the author delved 

in other research studies, the more convinced that a study of this type could be 

conducted using different methodological formats, even with the aid of qualitative 

software products. Moreover, the DBA programme brought the author closer to the 

academic world of researchers, especially through Dr Sheila Wright’s supervision, from 

whom the author learnt a great deal.  
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The interactions between the supervisor and the author, as well as the type of research 

approach that had been taken during the interviews with the participants, increased the 

author's academic abilities in carrying out further studies in this sector. 
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                     Appendix 1                                                                                                
E-business strategic implications in family 

             owned Maltese SME’s: An exploratory analysis 

 
        Date: - 

Company Name: - 

Name and Position Held: - 

1. Please describe your academic background, production activities, industrial 

 sector  (DOI).                          

2.  How old are you? and how many years have you been an owner/manager of this 

 firm? (DOI) 

3. How many employees do you employ? What is your annual turnover? (TOE) 

4. What are your important issues regarding e-business technologies? What are 

 your immediate plans in keeping up with the evolutionary technologies that are 

 changing businesses? (DOI) Please explain. 

5. Is the innovation an adaptation to new market structures or a necessary adoption 

 of a technology that helps the firm to compete in foreign markets? (TOE). 

6. How do you as the owner/manager and your organisation perceive this change 

 by adopting e-business? (just a small improvement or as a ‘breakthrough’)? 

 Why?  (DOI). 

7. Do you think that e-business will change your firm’s status as a result of the 

 innovation, if so how? (via premium products, competitive pricing, lowering of 

 costs, newer fashionable products, and new opportunities to export to new 

 markets)? (DOI). 

8. To what extent do you (and the organisation) see the need/urgency to be  

 innovative by adopting e-business technology? (DOI). 

9.  How does the organisation identify new business/innovation opportunities? 

 (DOI) 

10. Who is actively involved in identifying these opportunities? (DOI) 

11. Do you think by increasing the internal and external communication systems 

 when adopting e-business as a new technology structure will lower competitive 

 pressures? How? (DOI, TOE)   

12. What are the biggest challenges your firm is facing right now? What are the 

 firm’s strengths and weaknesses? (DOI TOE). 

13. Has anyone of your customers or suppliers ever exerted any pressures on your 

 firm to adjust to their needs by investing in e-business? (TOE) 

14. How does the firm select the ideas that it is willing to invest/innovate in? is it 

 solely  your decision? who is involved in this process? (DOI) 

15. Does your firm facilitate (slack) time and (slack) finance to its organisation to 

 develop new ideas in improving technology like e-business technology? (DOI, 

 TOE) If yes. 

16. Why did the firm facilitate the time and finance? What was the goal/idea 

 behind? (TOE).                                                          

17. Have you ever considered in facilitating some time and finance? If not, why not? 

 (TOE) 

18. How do you perceive the opportunities and threats of e-business innovations of 

 your competitors and other surrounding business? (DOI, TOE). 

19. Are you aware of Maltese government/European Union laws and funding that 

 can stimulate SMEs to invest in e-business technologies? 

20. Have you ever participated or sent someone to represent you from the firms 

 organisation in discussions/conferences to benefit from Maltese government/

 European Union funding? (TOE). 
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21. Do certain Maltese government/European Union laws and regulations prevent 

 you from investing in e-business technologies? What threats do you see here? 

 (TOE). 

22. As the owner/manager of the firm what do you think are the advantages and 

 disadvantages of doing business using e-business technologies? (DOI). 

23. What kind of relationship would you describe the Maltese family-owned  

 manufacturing SMEs has with the Maltese government? What do you think the 

 government and e-business providers can do to help SMEs in implementing

 e-business activities? (TOE)   

24. Do you have an Internet connection? Do you have a website? if not (TOE) 

25. Do you have a specific e-business brand in mind? Is this a challenge that is 

 influencing you to an extent that may have delayed the e-business investment 

 (TOE)? 

26. Where do you think your firm will be heading with or without e-business within 

 the next 5 years? (DOI TOE). 

27. What issues do you think determines e-business adoption among the Maltese 

 family  owned manufacturing SMEs? (DOI TOE). 

                  (The End) 

 

Yours Sincerely Nicholas Baldacchino Dip, B. Comm (Hons), MIM, MMA, MBA 

PGC-VET Cellular: - 0035699820254 E-mail: nicholas.baldacchino@mcast.edu.mt 

Heriot-Watt University student reference number SID-D42707-10-04 
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     Appendix 2 

                E-business strategic implications in family 

         owned Maltese SME’s: An exploratory analysis 

 
        Date: - 

Company Name: - 

Name and Position 

1. Please describe your academic background, production activities, industrial 

 sector  (DOI).         2. 

 How old are you? and how many years have you been an owner/manager of this 

 firm? (DOI) 

3. How many employees do you employ? What is your annual turnover? (TOE) 

4. What are your important issues regarding e-business technologies? What are 

 your immediate plans in keeping up with the evolutionary technologies that are 

 changing businesses? (DOI) Please explain. 

5. Is the innovation an adaptation to new market structures or a necessary adoption 

 of a technology that helps the firm to compete in foreign markets? (TOE). 

6. How do you as the owner/manager and your organisation perceive this change 

 by adopting e-business? (just a small improvement or as a ‘breakthrough’)? 

 Why?  (DOI). 

7. Do you think that e-business will change your firm’s status as a result of the 

 innovation, if so how? (via premium products, competitive pricing, lowering of 

 costs, newer fashionable products, and new opportunities to export to new 

 markets)? (DOI). 

8. To what extent do you (and the organisation) see the need/urgency to be  

 innovative by adopting e-business technology? (DOI). (do you cater locally or 

 abroad or both). 

9.  How does the organisation identify new business/innovation opportunities? 

 (DOI)         

10. Who is actively involved in identifying these opportunities? (DOI) 

 

11. Do you think by increasing the internal and external communication systems 

 when adopting e-business as a new technology structure will lower competitive 

 pressures? How? (DOI, TOE)   

12. What are the biggest challenges your firm is facing right now? What are the 

 firm’s strengths and weaknesses? (DOI TOE).      

13. Has anyone of your customers or suppliers ever exerted any pressures on your 

 firm to adjust to their needs by investing in e-business? (TOE) 

14. How does the firm select the ideas that it is willing to invest/innovate in? is it 

 solely your decision? who is involved in this process? (DOI) 

15. Does your firm facilitate (slack) time and (slack) finance to its organisation to 

 develop new ideas in improving technology like e-business technology? (DOI, 

 TOE) If yes. 

16. Why did the firm facilitate the time and finance? What was the goal/idea  behind 

it? (TOE). 

17. Have you ever considered in facilitating some time and finance? If not, why not? 

 (TOE) 

18. How do you perceive the opportunities and threats of e-business innovations of 

 your competitors and other surrounding business? (DOI, TOE). 

19. Are you aware of Maltese government/European Union laws and funding that 

 can stimulate SMEs to invest in e-business technologies? 
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20. Have you ever participated or sent someone to represent you from the firms 

 organisation in discussions/conferences to benefit from Maltese government/

 European Union funding? (TOE). 

21. Do certain Maltese government/European Union laws and regulations prevent 

 you from investing in e-business technologies? What threats do you see here? 

 (TOE). 

22. As the owner/manager of the firm what do you think are the advantages and 

 disadvantages of doing business using e-business technologies? (DOI). 

23. What kind of relationship would you describe the Maltese family-owned  

 manufacturing SMEs has with the Maltese government? What do you think the 

 government and e-business providers can do to help SMEs in implementing 

 e-business activities? (TOE)   

24. Do you have an Internet connection? Do you have a website? if not (TOE) (for 

 how long) 

25. Do you have a specific e-business brand in mind? Is this a challenge that is 

 influencing you to an extent that may have delayed the e-business investment 

 (TOE)? 

26. Where do you think your firm will be heading with or without e-business within 

 the next 5 years? (DOI TOE). 

 

27. What issues do you think determines e-business adoption among the Maltese 

 family  owned manufacturing SMEs? (DOI TOE). 

 

 

 

     (The End) 

 

 

Yours Sincerely Nicholas Baldacchino Dip, B. Comm (Hons), MIM, MMA, MBA 

PGC-VET Cellular: - 0035699820254 E-mail: nicholas.baldacchino@mcast.edu.mt 

Heriot-Watt University student reference number SID-D42707-10-04 
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      Appendix 3 

             Confidentiality Letter 
 

 
 
 
Mr. Nicholas Baldacchino95 Cottoner Avenue FGURA                                     

FGR 1386 Malta 

 

 

31 August 2016 

 

To Whom It May Concern 

 

This is to confirm that Mr Nicholas Baldacchino is registered on the Doctor of 

Business Administration (DBA) programme at Edinburgh Business School, Heriot-

Watt University, Edinburgh. 

 

Mr Baldacchino is currently working with his supervisor, Dr Sheila Wright, to 

develop a doctoral research thesis. Mr Baldacchino has given an undertaking that any 

information disclosed to him will only be used for the purposes of conducting his 

research. No individual's contribution or company will be identified in the eventual 

thesis. 

 

Edinburgh Business School will similarly respect the confidentiality of any 

information disclosed to Mr Baldacchino. Mr Baldacchino research is subject to 

University guidelines on research ethics and confidentiality. Please find attached 

guidelines that set out our approach to these matters. 

 

 

Please let me know if you need any further information or details. 

Yours sincerely 

 
Dr Stephen McLaughlin DBA Programme Director 
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CONFIDENTIALITY IN DBA RESEARCH: JUNE 2015 
 

Edinburgh Business School and Heriot-Watt University have considerable 

experience in the conduct of academic research in co-operation with private sector 

and public bodies involving sensitive and commercial information. Support is 

available within the School and the University to address any questions that 

individual DBA researchers or co-operating bodies might have concerning this 

matter. It is recommended that concerns are raised as early as possible in the 

research process with the mentor or supervisor). 
 

Steps taken by Edinburgh Business School and the University to maintain 

confidentiality during the research process are set out below: 
 

1. Conducting the Research 

Where DBA research is carried out in co-operation with, or with the support of, a 

company or organisation and involves access to or collection of commercial or 

sensitive information originating within the company or organisation, that 

information will be available to the researcher concerned and to members of 

Edinburgh Business School staff only as necessary for the purposes of supervision, 

academic review and assessment of the research in question. The candidate’s 

supervisor (in the United States commonly called the ’Advisor’) and academic 

reviewers will not divulge any such information to third parties. 
 

2. The Thesis 

Where an Edinburgh Business School DBA thesis contains information that might 

be confidential or sensitive to a collaborating party, limited access to the thesis 

may be requested for an initial period of three years (renewable on request) 

during which it is inaccessible in any form without authorisation from the author 

and the Director of Research. 
 

3. Examination 

The examination of an Edinburgh Business School DBA thesis, in common with all 

UK doctoral theses, involves the appointment of an independent external examiner 

from another university who has no previous contact with the research in question. 

In cases where limited access to a thesis has been requested, the University will 

require the examiner in question to sign a confidentiality agreement as a condition 

of their appointment. The agreement makes clear that the external examiner has 

access to the thesis for the purposes of examination only and undertakes not to 

divulge its contents to third parties. 
 

4. External Publication 

The role of universities includes the dissemination of research outcomes to the 

wider public, most notably by publication of papers in academic journals and at 

conferences.  
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Where the DBA research concerned has involved participation by or support from 

co-operating bodies and access to information that might be commercial or 

sensitive, Edinburgh Business School will not publish or offer for publication any 

material without express permission of the body concerned. For their part, co-

operating bodies are requested to appreciate the public role of universities, to 

review any draft papers that might be presented for consideration and not to 

restrict publication in any such case where the company’s interest is not brought 

into question. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



197 

 

          Appendix 4      

                                     Interview Consent Letter 

 

Date: - 

Dear Mr. / Mrs.____________________ 

Company Name__________________ 

 

Currently I am reading for a Doctorate in Business Administration Degree from Heriot-

Watt University Edinburgh U.K. The title of my research is: 

 

 E-business Strategic Implications in Maltese Family-Owned Manufacturing 

SMEs: An Exploratory Analysis. 

 

The research aims to map out, and explore, the strategic implications that family-owned 

manufacturing SMEs experience in adopting B2B e-business technology as part of their 

modus operandi. The research is qualitative in nature, and always with your kind 

approval. I am asking if you would be willing to take part in a face-to-face interview 

which I anticipate should take no more than 60-90 of your valuable time. This research 

is being carried out under strict ethical standards as recommended by Heriot-Watt 

University. At no point in time will any analysis refer to any information that you deem 

confidential, and your anonymity shall be maintained. Also, no questions will be asked 

relating to confidential details of products/services that you are competing with. I would 

like to arrange an appointment with you during which this short interview can take 

place. Within the next five working days I will follow this letter up with a phone call 

when I hope you will agree on this. I am quite happy for our meeting to be on your 

premises, or at a neutral location should you prefer. The date and time of course, will be 

at your convenience. At the conclusion of my study I will be pleased to provide you 

with a copy of the relevant sections of my thesis which I am anticipating will provide a 

significant contribution to knowledge regarding e-business adoption by SMEs in Malta. 

Thank you for considering my request and should you be able to go ahead with an 

interview sooner rather than later, my contact details are given below. 

 

I look forward to speaking with you soon. 

 

 

 

Yours Sincerely 

Nicholas Baldacchino Dip, B. Com (Hons), MIM, MMA, MBA PGC-VET 

Cellular: - 0035699820254 

E-mail: nicholas.baldacchino@mcast.edu.mt 

Heriot-Watt University student reference number SID-D42707-10-04 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


