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Small- and Medium-sized Enterprises (smes) can benefit signif-
icantly from investments in e-commerce and e-business. How-
ever, the adoption of e-commerce has been quite slow and limited
among smes, especially in transition economies. Interviews were
conducted with senior managers from 30 medium-sized enter-
prises in a transition economy – Albania, three from each of the
ten key sectors, namely, information and communication technol-
ogy (ict), tourism, banking, financial services, agriculture, health-
care, logistics, manufacturing, construction, and retailing. The
qualitative data coded from the in-depth interviews was anal-
ysed using nvivo® for identifying key themes. Four key themes
were identified along with ten subthemes. This study identified
the four key themes that can guide the organizational leadership
of medium-sized enterprises in transition economies in strate-
gically leveraging e-commerce technology. The four key themes
identified in this study include resource constraints, external en-
vironmental factors, organizational issues, and resistance to ac-
ceptance of new technology. The identification of the key bar-
rier factors will help the organizational leadership in transition
economies, such as Albania devise strategies to promote adoption
of e-commerce in the smes. The findings of this study will help
the organizational leadership of smes in transition economies
identify measures to address and resolve the barriers to adoption
of e-commerce. This study also adds value to the limited litera-
ture on barriers to e-commerce adoption in the context of smes

in transition economies. The study offers insights on e-commerce
adoption by smes, which can be applied to other transition and
emerging economies attempting to understand the barriers that
might hinder the adoption of e-commerce by the smes.
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Introduction

The category of micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (smes)
is made up of enterprises which employ fewer than 250 persons and
which have an annual turnover not exceeding 50 million euro, and/or
an annual balance sheet total not exceeding 43 million euro (Euro-
pean Commission 2016b). E-Commerce is defined as the process of
selling, buying, and exchanging products and services over the Inter-
net (Turban, McLean, and Weatherbe 2004). E-Commerce can be a
key source of competitive advantage to smes by reducing the cost of
doing business, improving the quality of products, and creating new
avenues for selling existing products (Sutanonpaiboon and Pearson
2006). Solaymani, Sohaili and Yazdinejad (2012) stated that adoption
of e-commerce by smes in developing countries is one of the key in-
dicators of economic growth. Some of the benefits of e-commerce
for smes include reduced cycle time, increased market reach, re-
duced operational costs, reduced operational and marketing costs as
well as improved customer service (Jahanshahi, Zhang, and Brem
2013).

However, to leverage these benefits, smes need to overcome and
resolve the barriers to e-commerce adoption. Most of the earlier
studies have explored either how e-commerce businesses have
evolved over the last couple of decades or have explored how e-
commerce adoption has benefitted firms in developed countries.
There is limited literature exploring how smes, especially in tran-
sition economies, have adopted e-commerce. Although smes are in-
creasingly adopting e-commerce, their use and exploitation is lim-
ited in scope and not up to the potential (Scupola 2009). There is
also limited literature on the barriers to adoption of e-commerce in
smes in transition economies, such as Albania.

Although the terms e-commerce and e-business are often used in-
terchangeably, some of the researchers have differentiated between
these two terms. According to Laudon and Traver (2016), e-business
refers to the digital enabling of transactions and processes within
a firm’s organizational boundaries whereas e-commerce includes
transactions involving the change of value transcending organiza-
tional boundaries (Laudon and Traver 2016). Several e-commerce
business models have come up over the last few decades, often
hybrids of the existing major models. The three major models of
e-commerce, include b2b model (Business-to-Business), b2c model
(Business-to-Consumer), and the c2c model (Consumer-to-Consu-
mer). The b2b model is the largest model in the context of the mon-
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etary value of exchanges with the total value of the exchanges ex-
ceeding $14 trillion in 2015 globally and around $6.3 trillion in the us

(Laudon and Traver 2016). b2c is the next key model in the context
of the monetary value of exchanges totalling around $530 billion in
the us in 2015.

Laudon and Traver (2016) also state that only 10% of the dot-coms
formed since 1995 have survived as of 2015 with a tiny percentage
of them still serving as profitable ventures. Hence, understanding
the factors that might be barriers to smes adopting e-commerce and
e-business models is quite relevant as a failure in implementation
might have catastrophic effects on the survival of these smes. Most
of the smes, in particular, in developing and transition economies
are often limited by financial and human resources. Any investment
that these smes make in e-commerce and e-business adoption takes
a significant chunk of their meagre resources; hence, any failure in
implementation will have a significant negative effect on the survival
of these firms. Understanding the factors that might inhibit the suc-
cessful implementation of e-commerce and e-business operations
will help the organizational leaders in planning and taking remedial
measures before investing significant resources in the adoption of
e-commerce.

Each of the three most important categories of e-commerce busi-
ness models can be categorized into several other business models
each of which may have one of more revenue models. The vari-
ous categories of b2c business models include e-tailer, community
provider, content provider, portal, transaction broker, and market
creator, the service provider (Laudon and Traver 2016). The vari-
ous categories of b2b business models include private industrial net-
works and net marketplaces, which can be further categorized as
e-distributor, e-procurement, exchanges, and industry consortiums
(Laudon and Traver 2016).

The two major models, namely b2b and b2c offer additional av-
enues to smes to streamline their existing business operations as
well as processes and also explore new opportunities to reach global
markets. In this study, the focus was on the b2b business model
because b2c model is not suitable for all smes while b2b business
model could be helpful for smes. The central research question driv-
ing this study is ‘What are the key inhibitors of business-to-business
e-commerce adoption and implementation in Albanian smes?’ To
answer this research question, empirical data was collection from
smes in the capital city of Tirana where more than 70% of the smes

are located (European Commission 2016c).

number 2 · summer 2017 157



Narasimha Rao Vajjhala and Salu George Thandekkattu

Literature Review

small- and medium-sized enterprises (smes)

in transition economies

Several benchmarks are used by international organizations and
governments to define the categorized of firms as micro, small,
medium, and large enterprises. In this article, the definition pro-
vided by European Commission (2016a) is used for categorizing a
firm as an sme because the transition economy referred to in this
country – Albania is a European Union candidate country aspiring
for a full member status. As per the eu recommendation 2003/361,
the two key factors based on which a firm is categorized as an sme

are the staff headcount and either the turnover or the balance sheet
total of the enterprise. A business is categorized as a micro-sized
firm if the staff headcount of the company is less than ten members
and if either the turnover or balance sheet total is less than 2 mil-
lion Euros (European Commission 2016a). In this study, micro-sized
firms are not included because of their relatively small size because
of which they may not have adequate resources to benefit from in-
vestments in electronic commerce completely. A business can be
categorized as a small-sized firm if the staff headcount is less than
50 members and if the turnover or the balance sheet total is less than
10 million Euros (European Commission 2016a). A firm can be cat-
egorized as a medium-sized firm if the staff headcount is less than
250 members and if the turnover is either less than 50 million Euros
or the balance sheet total is less than 43 million Euros (European
Commission 2016a). In this study, we have included both small- and
medium-sized firms.

smes contribute significantly to the economic growth and em-
ployment generation in emerging economies (Subrahmanya 2015;
Wonglimpiyarat 2015). smes accounted for 99.8% of all enterprises in
the non-financial business sector in the European Union employing
over 90 million people contributing to over 67% of total employment
(European Commission 2016b). According to European Commission
sba report (2016c), smes constitute 99.8% of total businesses in Al-
bania contributing to 79.9% of the total employment and 67.8% of
total value added in the non-financial economy.

Researchers have used different criteria to categorize countries as
transition economies. The categorization criteria used by Vasyechko
(2012) is used in this study to categorize the transition economy
into three categories, namely, Central and East European economies,
emerging economies, and rent-seeking economies of Africa and the
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Middle East. Albania is part of the first category of the transition
economies that are gradually moving from a central planning sys-
tem to a free market economy (Šliburytė and Masteikienė 2011;
McKenzie and Merrilees 2008). International Monetary Fund (imf)
has listed out some of the key criteria for the process of transi-
tion, including liberalization, restructuring, privatization, and insti-
tutional reforms (Šliburytė and Masteikienė 2011). While some of
the other Central and East European countries had a smooth tran-
sition process, Albania had a different experience as the communist
regime in Albania, as in several other countries taken over by the
communist revolution, suppressed individualism, personal freedom,
and freedom of expression (Prasnikar, Pahor, and Svetlik 2008). The
transition process in Albania was marred by brief episodes of social,
political, and economic strife. As of the time of this study, Albania
had achieved the candidate country status and is in the process of
undertaking reforms needed for Albania to obtain full member sta-
tus with the European Union.

barriers to e-commerce adoption for smes

smes can benefit significantly from the adoption and use of e-
commerce (Scupola 2009). Most of the smes only have a presence
over the World Wide Web through their websites that are used for
advertising their products and services, but a significant of these
firms still do not conduct e-commerce (Sutanonpaiboon and Pear-
son 2006). smes can benefit from productivity gains at a firm level
with e-commerce technologies as they can gain access to supply
and distribution chains that were previously not connected (Jahan-
shahi, Zhang, and Brem 2013). E-Commerce also has the potential
of improving the information flow and decreasing the inefficiency
and transaction costs for smes (Jahanshahi, Zhang, and Brem 2013).
Technological innovation is quite essential for smes to promote firm
performance and growth. According to Subrahmanya (2015), suc-
cessful innovation activity will help establish a positive compet-
itive position leading to a sustainable competitive advantage and
improved firm performance. smes that have not yet implemented
e-commerce can demonstrate technological innovation through the
adoption of electronic commerce technologies.

Several barriers influence the adoption of e-commerce by smes,
including a slower technology adoption rate because of lack of staff
in key areas, including information technology and small man-
agement teams (Sutanonpaiboon and Pearson 2006). Some of the
key barriers to adoption of e-commerce by smes identified by re-
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searchers include e-commerce infrastructure, market size, aware-
ness, telecommunications infrastructure, legal systems, government
regulations, limited knowledge of models, etc. (Zaied 2012). The
most significant factors that influence the adoption of e-commerce
in smes include top management support, employees’ knowledge
and attitude towards the use of information systems, and resource
constraints in the firms (Mirchandani and Motwani 2001; Dholakia
and Kshetri 2004; Scupola 2009).

Kaynak, Tatoglu, and Kula (2012) categorized the barriers into
three categories, namely, economic barriers, cognitive barriers, and
socio-political barriers. This categorization of the barrier factors al-
lows for grouping of the various inhibiting factors acting as barri-
ers to e-commerce adoption. The economic factors include the lim-
ited financial resources of most of the smes, especially in transi-
tion economies like Albania. Jahanshahi, Zhang, and Brem (2013)
list out factors such as the high cost of user support as well as run-
ning and maintenance costs as some of the reasons why smes do
not consider e-commerce as a viable financial investment. The lack
of adequate funds impedes the ability of smes to invest in the in-
frastructure and technology required to establish b2b platforms and
services. The cognitive barriers include the acceptance of new tech-
nology by the staff of these firms.

Several studies focused on the technology acceptance behaviour,
especially in the context of smes. Zaied (2012) provided a compre-
hensive categorization of various barriers to adoption of e-commerce
by smes in Egypt. These categories include social and cultural bar-
riers, technical barriers, economic barriers, political barriers, orga-
nizational barriers, and legal as well as regulatory barriers (Zaied
2012). Some of the key barriers from each of these categories in-
clude lack of e-commerce infrastructure, competitive pressures, lack
of management support, and lack of regulatory systems (Zaied 2012).

Methodology

In this qualitative study, data was gathered using interviews and ob-
servations. Interviews were conducted with senior managers from
30 medium-sized enterprises, three from each of the ten key sectors,
namely, Information and Communication Technology (ict), Tourism,
Banking, Financial Services, Agriculture, Healthcare, Logistics, Man-
ufacturing, Construction, and Retailing. The selection of the sectors
of the smes was based on the sme performance review released by
the European Commission in its annual report for 2015–6. Partic-
ipants were on average 35 (sd = 8.42) years of age almost evenly
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split between male (52%) and female (48%). More than half (56%)
had completed an undergraduate degree, and 44% had completed a
graduate degree. Participants had 10.5 (sd = 5.86) years of work ex-
perience.

The 30 small- and medium-sized firms chosen for the sample were
from ten key economic sectors. These ten economic sectors rep-
resent more than 75% of the total number of smes in Albania. Yin
(2009) recommended replication rather than sampling logic for mul-
tisite case studies. According to Eisenhardt (1989), using multiple
cases within each category allows findings to be replicated within
categories. As the study involved in-depth interviews, the data gen-
erated from the interviews with the 30 participants’ generated sig-
nificant data required for generating themes. The human resource
managers from these 30 medium-sized companies were approached
and based on their recommendations; three employees at medium
and senior management levels were selected. The criteria for selec-
tion of the employees were fluency in English and, at least, three
years of work experience. The level of experience was an essential
criterion, as the employees need to have an understanding of strate-
gic objectives of the firm. Informed consent was obtained from the
employees before data collection. The participants were also pro-
vided with the key terms to be used in the interviews. The interviews
were conducted over a one-year period. All interviews were audio-
recorded, and the interviews were transcribed. Publically accessible
documents, as well as field notes, were also included as data sources.

Quantitative methods were considered but were not chosen for
this study because barrier factors cannot be examined through
quantitative methods. This is because most of these factors were
identified from the intrinsic knowledge available from prior experi-
ence of the managers. According to Gelo, Braakmann, and Benetka
(2008), quantitative studies require the reduction of phenomena
to numerical values to undertake statistical analysis. However, ac-
cording to McDaniel and Gates (2007), Qualitative research is useful
when findings are not subject to quantification or quantitative anal-
ysis. The central research purpose driving this study was to identify
the key inhibitors of business-to-business e-commerce adoption and
implementation in Albanian smes. As such, understanding, the ex-
perience and perspective of senior management were quite critical.
Hence, the qualitative research methodology was used in this study.

Table 1 shows the demographic information of the respondents.
Respondents with varied experience, age, and gender were chosen
to alleviate any bias because of these demographic factors.
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table 1 Demographic Statistics

Category Criteria Percentage

Gender Male 53

Female 47

Age 20–30 years 26

30–40 years 37

40–50 years 23

>50 years 14

Experience 1–5 years 25

5–10 years 52

>10 years 23

nvivo® 11 which is Computer-Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis
Software (caqdas) software was used for this study. nvivo® software
has several advanced features for analysing qualitative data, includ-
ing in-vivo coding, case and theme coding, comparison diagrams, re-
lationship coding, and matrix coding. An nvivo® project was created,
and the interview data previously transcribed into word document
was uploaded into the source section of the software. The first set
of data analysis resulted in the creation of nine themes. Additional
reading and thorough analysis of the data and using axial coding
resulted in the nine themes further reduced into four themes with
ten subthemes. The four key themes are resource constraints, ex-
ternal environmental factors, organizational issues, and resistance
to acceptance of new technology. Using nvivo®, queries were run to
discover patterns, relationships and different phenomena in the pri-
mary transcribed interviews from the respondents. Using the text
search-analytical tool in nvivo® the repeated occurrence of words
within the interviews was identified. This helped to identify the
number of times certain words were used by subjects throughout
the length of the interview.

Discussion

The four key themes are resource constraints, external environmen-
tal factors, lack of top management support, and resistance to ac-
ceptance of new technology. The themes and subthemes identified
in this study are listed out in table 2. A total of 10 subthemes were
identified in the study.

theme 1: resource constraints

Nineteen out of 30 respondents (63%) agreed that smes face re-
source constraints considering their small size, especially in the
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table 2 Themes and Subthemes Identified in the Study

1. Resource constraints • Lack of human resources
• Lack of financial resources
• Lack of technological resources

2. External environmental factors • Government policies and initiatives
• Security and privacy
• Infrastructural issues

3. Organisational issues • Support from top management
• Organisational culture

4. Resistance to acceptance of new
technology

• Perceived usefulness of new technology
• Training workforce

context of transition economies like Albania. This theme was fur-
ther divided into three subthemes, namely, lack of human resources,
lack of financial resources, and lack of technological resources.
As compared to other developed economies, the smes in transition
economies as well as developing economies do not have to the simi-
lar level of resources.

Twenty-three of the 30 respondents (77%) indicated that will have
major problems in allocating the already exhausted and strained re-
sources for e-commerce adoption. Respondent r13 stated that ‘My
firm has limited financial and human resources to meet our oper-
ational requirements; we will struggle to find resources to allocate
them for investing in e-commerce technologies.’ Respondent r1 also
expressed similar views by stating, ‘My firm already has experienced
tough times over the last few years with limited financial resources,
we want to invest in e-commerce, but under the current circum-
stances I am not quite optimistic about investment in e-commerce.’
Wonglimpiyarat (2015) stated that smes often face barriers in the
context of low capitalization and insufficient assets. smes often face
difficulties in accessing new capital required to implement techno-
logical investments.

Twenty-six out of 30 (87%) of the respondents agreed that finding
appropriate human resources to manage the e-commerce operations
was a major barrier to the adoption of e-commerce. Respondent r22
stated that ‘We do not have adequate human resources i.e. employ-
ees with knowledge and experience in using e-commerce opera-
tions. We cannot invest in hiring such employees as this is not in our
short-term plan.’ Twenty-eight out of 30 respondents (93%) agreed
that investment in human resources is essential for the successful
adoption of e-commerce technologies but also emphasized on the
problems their firms are facing with hiring an additional workforce.
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Respondent r5 stated, ‘We want to invest in hiring new staff mem-
bers to handle the technological requirements of e-commerce, but
the costs involved are quite high as we need qualified and highly
skilled employees.’ Esmaeilpour, Hoseini, and Jafarpour (2016) list
lack of qualified and trained personnel as one of the key barriers to
entrepreneurship in the field of e-commerce.

theme 2: external environmental factors

Eighteen out of the 30 respondents (60%) identified external envi-
ronmental factors, which are out of the control of the firms as a key
barrier to adoption of e-commerce by their firms. This theme also
includes three subthemes, namely, government policies and initia-
tives, security and privacy, and infrastructural issues. Respondent
r17 stated that ‘Some of the problems that we have with the adop-
tion of e-commerce are out of our control, we have problems with
lack of clarity in regulations as there is no clear policy.’ Respondent
r11 also expressed similar view stating ‘the government should help
us understand the policies and also establish a government regula-
tion in alignment with the European standards.’

Twenty-one out of the 30 respondents (70%) accepted that they
were not aware of any precise governmental strategy or policy en-
couraging e-commerce for smes. Twenty-four out of the 30 respon-
dents (80%) emphasized on the setting up of a clear policy outlining
the legal guidelines and government assistance to encourage adop-
tion of e-commerce by smes. According to Respondent r29, ‘smes

employ most of the people in the country, so there is a need for a
dedicated governmental policy and assistance for smes to adopt e-
commerce.’ Respondent r14 also stated similar view by stating ‘the
European Union should include some assistance so that Albanian
smes are encouraged to adopt e-commerce.’ According to Ahmad
(2012), some of the challenges that smes often face include bureau-
cratic procedures, complex taxation and registration system, poorly
designed intellectual property rights, and the unfavourable business
regulatory environment. The Albanian government has been taking
several administrative and legal reforms as part of the process of
joining the European Union. Hence, these potential barriers could
be resolved over the next few years as Albanian government tries to
synchronize its policies and regulations to meet European standards.
These findings are consistent with those of Esmaeilpour, Hoseini,
and Jafarpour (2016) who list out government support and presence
of legal framework as key enablers for adoption of e-commerce by
smes.
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Nineteen out of 30 respondents (63%) were concerned about the
security and privacy issues and indicated these issues as key barri-
ers to adoption of e-commerce. Eighteen out of 30 respondents (60%)
cited lack of proper infrastructure as a key barrier to adoption of e-
commerce. Some of the small- and medium-sized firms were located
at distant rural locations and did not have the same level of internet
penetration as those in the urban areas. In addition, some of the op-
erations of these firms were in locations where proper infrastructure
required for e-commerce operations was not available.

theme 3: organizational issues

Twenty-four out of 30 respondents (80%) indicated that organiza-
tional issues were a key barrier to the adoption of e-commerce. This
theme was further divided into two subthemes, namely, support from
top management and organizational culture. Twenty-five of the 30
respondents (83%) emphasized the importance of top management
support. According to Respondent r23 ‘Support from top manage-
ment is crucial for success of any major initiative in smes and e-
commerce adoption is not an exception’ Respondent r15 also advo-
cated the support from top management by stating ‘Albanian culture
is high on power distance and employees tend to accept new ini-
tiatives that are supported by top management.’ Nineteen of the 30
respondents (63%) indicated that organizational culture of a firm has
a bearing on the adoption of e-commerce. Respondent r1 stated that
‘in some organizations the culture is to promote new ideas and inno-
vation, in such organizations the chances of adoption of e-commerce
are higher’ Respondent r19 also expressed similar concerns stat-
ing ‘top management should promote the establishment of organi-
zational culture where new technological initiatives are promoted.’

theme 4: resistance to acceptance of new technology

Twenty-three out of the 30 (77%) respondents expressed the view
that a key barrier to adoption of e-commerce is likely to be the re-
sistance to acceptance of new technologies in the firm. This theme
is further subdivided into two subthemes namely, perceived useful-
ness of new technology and training workforce. Twenty out of the
30 respondents (67%) expressed the view that the perceived useful-
ness of new technology is likely to have an influence on the way
the employees react to the changes in their work. Respondent r22
stated ‘Management need to ensure that there is awareness and un-
derstanding among employees about e-commerce so that employees
understand the need for the new changes.’ Respondent r29 stated

number 2 · summer 2017 165



Narasimha Rao Vajjhala and Salu George Thandekkattu

that ‘Resistance to new technology will be limited if employees are
integrated into the change from the beginning and are considered
as key stakeholders in the adoption process.’ According to Rizzuto,
Schwarz, and Schwarz (2014), psychological issues related to em-
ployee resistance to adoption of new technologies is a key barrier to
the successful adoption of new technology in a firm. Hence, the or-
ganizational leadership of smes needs to take into consideration the
influence of these factors and take measures to address this issue.

Twenty-seven out of the 30 respondents (90%) emphasized the im-
portance of training employees about the new technology. Respon-
dent r25 stated ‘Training needs to start early and incentives should
be provided to those employees who embrace the new technology’
Respondent r28 stated that ‘Staff training is a critical component for
the introduction of new technology or processes otherwise employee
resistance is likely to be higher.’

Limitations

This study has some limitations, primarily about generalizing the
findings to all the Albanian smes as the data was collected from key
sectors in the smes from the capital city. However, some of these
might not apply to certain categories of smes where e-commerce
might not yield the similar level of benefits as in other sectors. Sim-
ilarly, the study is limited to just one transition economy – Albania
– and might not necessarily be true for other transition economies,
which might not share similar socio-political and economic condi-
tions. The study is limited by the honesty of the participants’ re-
sponses during interviews and the amount of time available to con-
duct the study. Validity of the study is limited to the reliability of the
instruments used. The study is limited also by the lack of literature
on e-commerce in Albania.

Conclusions, Limitations and Directions
for Future Research

This study identified the four key themes that can guide the or-
ganizational leadership of medium-sized enterprises in transition
economies in strategically leveraging e-commerce technology. The
four key themes identified in this study include resource constraints,
external environmental factors, organizational issues, and resistance
to acceptance of new technology. The ten subthemes identified in
this study include lack of human resources, lack of financial re-
sources, lack of technological resources, government policies and
initiatives, security and privacy, infrastructural issues, support from
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top management, organizational culture, perceived usefulness of
new technology, and training workforce. However, this study could
provide the basis for further studies and provide a framework for
researchers seeking to investigate potential barriers to adoption of
e-commerce by smes in other transition economies. Future studies
could explore other transition economies. Future research could in-
clude further investigation into factors, such as the influence of age
and gender on adoption of e-commerce. Researchers could also in-
vestigate the extent of e-commerce adoption on a sector-wise basis
as well as a location-wise basis.
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