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Abstract: Small businesses make up for 99.4% of Swedish enterprises and can be 
benefited by successful implementation of e-commerce. This study finds the 
challenges that these enterprises face in the adoption and implementation of e-
commerce during pre and post adoption phases. Most of the earlier research in the 
relevant field focuses only on the e-commerce adoption barriers. They fall short of 
identifying the barriers faced by the adopters of e-commerce in their 
implementation phase. Therefore, this study finds and classifies these challenges for 
small enterprises in Sweden. Taking ten small enterprises as case studies, the 
research first tests an existing model that focuses on pre-adoption phase only and 
found that some factors are not prevalent in the studied organizations. Then the 
study explores some post adoption barriers faced by the enterprises that are 
currently using e-commerce. Lack of time to improve e-commerce activities, 
synchronization of demand and supply, price war among competitors, need for 
extensive marketing effort, payment related hazards are explored and identified as 
post-adoption barriers. Finally, a model has been proposed portraying a complete 
picture of the challenges faced by small enterprises in adopting and implementing 
e-commerce in Sweden. 

Keywords: e-commerce, pre and post adoption barriers, small enterprises, Sweden 

 

1.  Introduction 

e-commerce has brought about a paradigm shift which has been causing marked changes 
in conventional ways of doing business (MacGregor and Vrazalic 2005). Since small 
enterprises always have to face resource constraints and operate under an externally 
uncertain environment (Westhead and Storey 1996), it can be benefited significantly from 
deploying e-commerce (Acs, et al 1997; Nooteboom 1994). It brings numerous 
opportunities for SMEs to gain competitive advantage by accessing global markets 
(Rashid and Al-Qirim 2001; Raymond, 2001). However, researchers have found that e-
commerce presence in small businesses is less than their larger counterpart and therefore, 
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strategic benefits of e-commerce is gained mostly by larger organization [Barry and 
Milner 2002; Riquelme 2002). 

It is well recognized that the development, growth and employment in every sector of the 
economy are basically triggered by the SMEs (IMEGO, Schmiemann 2010). The survey 
of Statistics Sweden (2008) found that “Smallest enterprises were the most profitable in 
2008, measured by the share of operating profit (after depreciation) in turnover”. In 
Sweden, small enterprises are defined based on EU Recommendation: “enterprises which 
employ fewer than 50 persons and whose annual turnover or annual balance sheet total 
does not exceed 10 million euro” (European Commission 2005). In January 2011, about 
96% of the total enterprises in Sweden had internet connection and 89% had a web site. 
For large enterprises the percentage was as high as 95% (Eurostat 2011),but for small 
enterprises it was 60% and among them only 18% accept e-orders and only 6% allow e-
payment options (Silverman, 2006). In this study, e-commerce is defined according to the 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) “as buying and/or 
selling of goods and services over internet”, i.e. it must include transaction processing 
and/or payment. Having a web presence through a website for the purpose of promotion 
or for providing information only is not considered as e-commerce. However, adoption 
and implementation of e-commerce does not necessarily mean that the enterprises have to 
be purely dot.com players rather enterprises can practice e-commerce alongside their 
traditional mode of doing business. 

Despite its benefits, SMEs are facing many barriers when they are adopting e-commerce 
(Lawson, et. al 2003), which previous studies have identified and used as a starting point 
to develop different models. While, many researchers have identified and listed a large 
number of e-commerce adoption barriers for small businesses, we did not come across 
any research effort that has attempted categorizing these barriers in pre-adoption and 
post-adoption phases. Also, we have not found any model showing the possible barriers 
faced by those who do not adopt e-commerce as well as by those who adopt e-commerce 
but face problems in implementation phase. Therefore, a holistic view of e-commerce 
barriers for small enterprises is still lacking. In this perspective, this paper proposes a 
model categorizing barriers faced by small businesses in Sweden in deploying e-
commerce in pre-adoption phase and in the phase after adopting it i.e. during 
implementation of e-commerce. 

2 Research Background 

2.1 Small Businesses in Sweden 

Small businesses are quite unique in their characteristics and these uniqueness of their 
characteristics lead to a very slow adoption of technology and impose hurdles in 
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obtaining advantage from the technologies than larger counterparts (Poon and Swatman 
1995). Rogers (1995) argued that SMEs have unique computing needs and different 
patterns for technology acceptance than do large businesses. On the other hand 
MacGregor (2005) explores that most e-commerce adoption barriers can be directly 
attributed by the distinct features of small businesses and these features are also cause 
constraints for small businesses. 

In Sweden, small enterprises are defined based on EU recommendations as “enterprises 
which employ fewer than 50 persons and whose annual turnover or annual balance sheet 
total does not exceed 10 million euro” (European Commission 2005). Even though 
Sweden has a number of well-established and dominating multinational enterprises 
around the world, there are a significant number of small enterprises as well [IMEGO]. In 
2011, small enterprises made up for 99.4% of the Swedish enterprises and have employed 
45.7% of the Swedish workforce (Statistics Sweden 2011). 

Table 1:  Percentage of companies that offer web services 

 2010 

Catalogs and price lists All 40 

10-49 employees 38 

Customization / design of products All 7 

10-49 employees 6 

Online order receiving All 18 

10-49 employees 17 

Online payment All 6 

10-49 employees 6 

Note: data later than year 2010 is not available 

(All is used for total of 10 employees or more. Orders via regular e-mail has been 
excluded, Source: Statistics Sweden 2011). 

2.2 e-Commerce and its Benefits for Small Businesses 

E-commerce is identified as a part of e-business and is firmly positioned as less 
sophisticated than e-business (Simpson and Docherty 2004). In e-commerce, business 
transactions are conducted over the internet and involved parties hand over ownership 
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and rights to products/services through selling or buying. Whereas, e-business uses e-
commerce and also embraces and carries most internal processes over the internet, for 
instance: product development, inventory management, finance, risk management, human 
resources and knowledge management (Bartels). There are several benefits of 
implementing e-commerce in business processes. For example, e-commerce can save 
costs by providing a way to reach more customers at relatively low costs (Santarelli and 
D´Altri 2003; Kheng and Al-hawamdeh 2002), businesses can reach new markets and 
customers (Poon and Swatman 1995) without the need to build a new and sometimes 
complicated distribution channel.The ability to show the customer the products and 
services in a multimedia and interactive way are other advantages of e-commerce. Thus 
the e-commerce helps SMEs in improving their competitive position in the market place 
(Alzougool and Kurnia 2008). 

2.3 Related Studies on e-Commerce Barriers for Small Businesses 

Several earlier studies mentioned broad range of factors as barriers which limits small 
businesses from adopting e-commerce and thereby gaining benefits by this business 
concept. Adoption refers to the decision of utilizing an innovation as the best way of 
doing business, while saying no to such innovation is the decision of not adopt (Rogers 
1995). The most common barriers or inhibitors for SMEs  as being stated are the 
following: lack of employees with the necessary IT skills (Jones, et al 2003; Lawson, et 
al 2003; MacGregor and Vrazalic 2005; Quayle 2002; Scupola 2009; Taylor and Murphy 
2004), security and privacy concerns (Jones, et al 2003; Lawson, et al 2003; MacGregor 
and Vrazalic 2005; Scupola 2009; Taylor and Murphy 2004; Worzala, et al 2002), low 
availability and high cost of consultants  (Lawson, et al 2003; Scupola 2009), integration 
of legacy systems with new technologies (Lawson, et al 2003; Taylor and Murphy 2004), 
lack of government incentives (Jones, et al 2003; Lawson, et al 2003), limited availability 
of related technology and awareness (Lawson, et al 2003; Scupola 2009; Taylor and 
Murphy 2004; Worzala, et al 2002), complexities and time associated with 
implementation  as well as high investment requirements (Jones, et al 2003; MacGregor 
and Vrazalic 2005; Quayle 2002), high initial and maintenance costs of 
telecommunications infrastructure (Jones, et al 2003; Lawson, et al 2003; Taylor and 
Murphy 2004). Some other possible factors  examined from the related research are: 
putting the product portfolio on the internet might decrease the firm’s competitiveness 
(Scupola 2009),  standards specified in some of the B2B framework and lack of 
confidence and trust in new technologies (Besimi and Gërguri 2010), perception of SMEs 
that their customers either do not use the internet or are not ready to do business 
online(Jones, et al 2003; Lawson, et al 2003; Scupola 2009; Worzala, et al 2002), and 
lack of managerial support and lack of critical mass among trading partners such as 
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customers, suppliers and partners using the e-commerce technology  (Scupola 2009; 
Seyal and Rahman 2003). 

Furthermore, a comparative study on retailers in the US and the UK, Worzala (2002) 
added that organization’s doubt about fulfilling customer orders online cannibalizing 
offline sales as another possible barrier. Technological changes and evolution, increased 
workload, no visible return on investment and CEOs and owners lacking innovativeness 
were also come out as barriers throughout the literature (Lawson, et al 2003; Scupola 
2009; Taylor and Murphy 2004; Worzala, et al 2002). Scupola (2009) interestingly 
identified that e-commerce is responsible for decrease of productivity. The reasons 
identified were: employees receiving too many junk emails, employees use of e-mails for 
own purposes while at work, and emails causing frequent distraction and interruption to 
employees.  Furthermore, SMEs have to depend exclusively on face-to- face interactions 
and verbal persuasion for retaining their reputation and for guaranteeing reliability and 
quality (Lawson, et al 2003; Taylor and Murphy 2004). It can be concluded that in small 
businesses, the industry characteristics it-self might be an e-commerce barrier. 

Alzougool (2008) states SMEs e-commerce technology adoption is determined by three 
types of readiness; organizational, industry and national readiness, along with 
environmental pressure which can be applied in each of the context. This is indirectly 
supported by Al-Hudhaif, and Alkubeyyer (2011) claiming that most models of adoption 
of e-commerce designed for developed countries consider it for granted that some 
external environmental services such as delivery systems, credit payment, technology 
infrastructure and government support are already existent there. Vaithianathan (2010) 
also argued that studies on developed country prove government policy and support as 
key determinants for e-commerce adoption. 

In 2005, MacGregor and Vrazalic (2005) have conducted a research based on an 
empirical survey of 477 small businesses (non adopters and potential adopters) in Sweden 
and Australia. The authors have developed a model- “A basic model for e-commerce 
adoption barriers in small businesses (Source: MacGregor and Vrazalic 2005:523)” 
presenting e-commerce adoption barriers for small businesses in regional areas in both of 
those two countries. They grouped the barriers into two different factors: e-commerce is 
either 1) unsuitable or 2) too difficult for those businesses. They identified a total of ten 
e-commerce adoption barriers related to the small enterprises of developed countries, of 
which four are classified under the category of Not Suited factor and fives are grouped 
into Too Difficult factors. Another barrier-Security issues, although related to both of 
these two factors, is mostly belongs to too difficult category. The following figure 1 is 
adopted from the work of MacGregor and Vrazalic (2005). 
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E-commerce adoption barriers 

Figure 1: A basic model for e-commerce adoption barriers in small businesses (Adopted from 

MacGregor and Vrazalic 2005:523). 

The model (figure 1) specifies small businesses into two categories: 1) non-adopters and 
2) potential adopters. Where non-adopters do not perceive e-commerce as being suited to 
their organization at all, and the potential adopters which finds e-commerce as too 
difficult to adopt. The strength of this model is that unlike many of other related studies, 
the model consolidates the barriers into two categories rather than presenting them as 
fragmented way. However, the model from Figure 1, rise a question ‘if non-adopters and 
potential adopters belong to same nature of business, is the model applicable for them?  
What would be the perception for ‘unsuitable factor’ for the potential adopters or even for 
the adopters? So, a further investigation on this ‘unsuitable factor’ will be needed. The 
model has been chosen because it was based on a study conducted on regional small 
businesses in Sweden. Considering the growing concern for small business development 
and ICT uses in business all around the world, this study attempts to test this model to 
find whether the model is today still applicable in the current existing conditions in 
Sweden. In addition, the model depicts only e-commerce adoption barriers and does not 
include barriers that small enterprises face once they have adopted e-commerce. 
Therefore, the research will look on developing an extended model which could be a 
useful basis for researchers on addressing e-commerce implementation barriers for small 
businesses in Sweden and other developed countries. 

Categories of factors 

Not Suited Too Difficult 

 

1. Not suited to products and services  

2. Not suited to the way of doing business 

3. Not suited to clients way of doing 
business 

4. No advantages to our business   

 

1. Lack of technical knowledge in the 
organization 

2. e-commerce is  too complex to 
implement 

3. Financial investment required is  too 
high  

4. Lack of time to implement e-
commerce.   

5. Difficulty in choosing between  
different e- commerce options 

Security issues associated with e-commerce 
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3. Research Scope 

This research considers two types of e-commerce: Business-to-Consumer e-Commerce 
(B2C) and Business-to-Business e-Commerce (B2B) (Kalakota and Robinson 2000)and 
focuses only on the small enterprises that employs less than 50 employees. Furthermore, 
in majority of cases, owners’ opinions have been studied since mostly the owners of 
small businesses are the sole decision makers. When studying small enterprises in an 
economy, considering the entrepreneur is very important; ‘it is not the company which 
represents the provider, it is the entrepreneur’ (European Commission 2005). However, 
managers’ opinions have also been considered where was applicable. 

4. Research Methodology 

A qualitative research approach has been adopted for responding to the research question. 
Many researchers (e.g. Saps ford and Jupp 2006; Yin 2009) claim that qualitative 
research has the possibility to provide new perspectives on issues that are already 
generally accepted and proved. A case study method has been used because it can be used 
to provide description (Kidder 1982), to prove or to challenge a theory (Kidder 1982; Yin 
2009) or to represent a distinctive case (Yin 2009). Therefore case studies are applied in 
this research to identify the appropriate causal links for analysis (Yin 2009), to test an 
existing model and propose a new model consolidating both pre and post adoption 
barriers to e-commerce faced by small enterprises in Sweden. 

4.1 Case Study Design and Analysis 

This study uses multiple-case study methodology where ten organizations are studied as 
the unit of analysis. Eisenhardt (1989) suggests that four to ten cases are desirable to 
build theories using case study research. Multiple-cases are more preferable than single-
case because it increases the chances of a good case study, the analytical benefits may be 
significant and common conclusions from two or more cases certainly expanded the 
‘external generalizability of the findings’ (Yin 2009). Among the studied organizations 
six are adopters and four are non adopters of e-commerce. Some adopters and non-
adopters have been chosen from same business field with similar business nature to 
define some control variable in order to neutralize the effect on the outcome. The 
organizations are chosen from different business fields for maximizing robustness of 
analysis (Yin 2009). Focusing on the research purpose ‘multiple-method’ has been used 
for data collection and analysis. Using multiple method have some advantages as it 
increases the opportunity to better answer the research question and to evaluate to what 
extent the research findings can be trusted and inference can be made from them. Thus it 
leads researchers to have more confidence on the conclusion drawn (Scupola 2009; 
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Saunders, et al 2009). The data were collected in two phases:  Phase one involves face to 
face semi-structured interview with two adopters and two non-adopters of e-commerce 
whereas questionnaire survey and structured telephone interview with other four adopters 
and two non-adopters were conducted in the second phase. The firms’ websites and 
related internal documents were also analyzed. There are two steps of this research: 

1.  In the first step of this research, the non-adopters have been chosen to identify what 
factors inhibit them for adopting e-commerce so as to test the model (Figure 1). 

2.  In the second step, the adopters have been chosen to identify what barriers they faced 
during adoption of e-commerce and what barriers they are currently facing during the 
implementation of it. These will ultimately contribute to add new knowledge in the 
proposed model (Figure 2). 

The research purpose, interview content and the nature of the questions in the 
questionnaires lead to a mix of research format: descriptive as well as exploratory 
research. Multiple data sources have been used to elicit the details from the experience 
and perspective of the participants and conclusions have drawn on those facts (Tellis 
1997). First, we collected and analyzed materials like: documents available in firm’s 
website, internal papers of the firms and different research reports to complement the 
case study. Then, interviews and questionnaire survey were carried out with the owners 
and managers. The interviews in the first phase of the research were semi-structured 
whereas, telephone interview in second phase of research involves structured format. 
Semi-structured questionnaire were used for both non-adopters to test the model and to 
identify relevant issues as well as for the adopters to compare factors identified in 
literature review and to explore new factors. In both types of the questionnaires a Likert 
scale has been used to collect and analyze data. Each of interviews with adopters has 
involved 60 to 90 minutes sessions and it was 30 to 40 minutes for the non-adopters. We 
have used also telephone interviews that have taken 15 to 20 minutes for each since most 
answers are obtained from questionnaire response. A ‘case descriptions’ have been 
developed to identify the appropriate causal links for analysis (Yin 2009). In some cases 
quantification of data were also required to produce more robust conclusion for the 
research. 

5.  Data Collection and Results 

5.1 Businesses studied and profile of owners and managers 

Through a number of questions developed from previous literature this research intended 
to gather information to either corroborate previous mentioned barriers or to identify new 
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possible ones in order to contribute to the field of study. An overview of the studied 
organizations, the personal profile of the owners and managers as well as the size (in 
terms of number of employees) and types of their business is shown in Table 2. The 
objective to know about these variables was to find whether there is any relation between 
those variables and the e-commerce adoption decision. 

Table 2: Personal profile of the owners and business type 

Small 
Enterprises 

Age of 
inter-

viewee(s) 

Have 
formal IT 
education 

Business 
experience 

(yrs) 

e-
commerce 
experience

No.  of 
employees 

Products 
offerings 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adopters 

A1 63 (OM) Yes 30 4 0 Water & air 
filters, health 
products  

 

A2 

45 (OM) No 15 >1 2 Groceries 

35 (O) Yes >7 >5 

A3 22 (OM) No 1 1 1 Home 
electronics 28 (O) No 1 1 

A4 48 (M) Yes 18 18 22 Tour package, 
travel tickets, 
hotel 
reservation, 
visa service  

55 (O) No 20 18 

A5 26 (OM) No 3 1 0 Women 
Fashion wear 
and 
accessories 

33 (O) No 1 1 

A6 50 (OM) Yes 26 15 3 Air ticket 

Non-
adopter 

NA1 60 (OM) No 12 N/A 5 Men and 
women 
apperal 

58 (O) No 12 N/A 

NA2 45 (OM) No 14 N/A 15 Groceries 

NA3 57 (OM) No 15 N/A 7 Mainly  
Groceries 

NA4 42 (OM) No 9 N/A 2 Fashion 
garments 

(Where, OM=owner-manager, M=Manager O=owner) 
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5.2 e-Commerce Adoption and Implementation Barriers in Small Enterprises in 
Sweden 

In this section we will present the data collected from small enterprises in Sweden 
regarding the e-commerce adoption and post adoption barriers and e-commerce success 
factors.  

5.2.1 Adoption barriers  

Responses of non-adopters of e-commerce 

Asking about the ten adoption barriers identified in the model from Figure 1, to the non-
adopter respondents, we have found support for eight out of the ten barriers and two 
factors did not get support by them. The relative supports of the factors from the case 
studies are shown in Table 3.  

Table 3: e-Commerce ‘Adoption’ barriers framed by MacGregor and Vrazalic 
(2005) and the responses of non-adopters of the case study organizations 

Categories 

of factors 

Barriers identified by [25] NA1 NA2 NA3 NA4 

 

 

Not suited 

Not suited to products and services  DS SS SS DS 

Not suited to the way of doing  business DS SS SS DS 

Not suited to clients way of doing  business DS MS SS DS 

No  advantages to our business DS SS MS DS 

 Security issues associated with e-commerce   DS SS MS DS 

 

 

 

 

Too 

difficult 

Lack of technical knowledge in the organization SS DS SS SS 

e-commerce is  too complex to implement DS DS DS DS 

Financial investment required is  too high DS MS DS DS 

Lack of time to implement e-commerce.   SS DS SS SS 

Difficulty in choosing between  different e-

commerce options 

DS DS DS DS 

 (Where SS= Strongly Support, MS= Moderately Support, DS= Does not Support) 
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Responses of Adopters of e-commerce 

Since the adoption barriers under the ‘too difficult’ category (Figure 1) are relevant for 
potential adopters, the authors have asked questions about those five factors to the 
adopters to find whether they regarded them  as ‘difficult’ at the pre-adoption phase of 
their online business. The empirical support for ‘too difficult factors’ and ‘the security 
issues’ as barriers from both non-adopters and adopters under study is shown in 
Table 4. 

 

Table 4: Empirical support for ‘too difficult’ factors and ‘security issues’ 

Barriers identified by [25] Non-
adopters 

Adopters 

Security issues associated with e-commerce   2 4 

Lack of technical knowledge in the 
organization 

3 4 

e-commerce is  too complex to implement None None 

Financial investment required is  too high 1 2 

Lack of time to implement e-commerce.   3 6 (lack of time to 
improve) 

Difficulty in choosing between  different e-
commerce options 

None 1 (but moderately) 

 

5.2.2 Post-adoption/Implementation barriers 

In order to address whether it is challenging for small businesses to implement e-
commerce once they adopt it, we asked the adopters about what challenges do they 
currently face while practicing e-commerce business. Their responses are shown in 
Table 5. 
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Table 5: Challenges/barriers facing during implementation of e-commerce 

Implementation barriers/challenges Number of  
Adopters 

Lack of time to improve e-commerce activities 6 

Synchronization of demand and supply 5 

Price war among competitors 5 

Need for extensive marketing effort 3 

Payment related hazards  3 

Delivery related hazards 2 

Lack of employees with e-commerce knowledge and skills 4 

Face-to-face interaction with customers 4 

Low tendency of credit card use/internet purchase 3 

Difficulties in maintaining quality website 3 

Lack of Government. Support 2 

Rapid technological change and evolution  3 

 

5.3 e-Commerce Success Factors  

We also investigate what factors are considered as most important catalyst for e-
commerce success by the small business owners. The objective was to identify whether 
there is any relationship between the post adoption barriers for small business and the 
success factors. The mean importance of the success factors supported by the six adopters 
is calculated to bring out which factors are most critical. Table-6 shows the critical e-
commerce success factors and their relative importance rating for each adopter. The 
importance of each factor was evaluated with: 5=greatest importance, 4=very important, 
3=some importance, 2=little importance, 1=no importance. 
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Table 6: e-Commerce success factors 

Factors A1 

 

A2 

 

A3 

 

A4 A5  A6 Mean 

Good quality web-site 5 4 2 4 4 4 3.8 

Efficient customer relationship 
management 

4 5 5 5 3 3 
4.1 

Efficient supplier relationship 
management 

1 1 - 4 - 3 
1.5 

Responsiveness/flexibility 2 2 - 4 1 3 2.0 

Well-managed sourcing/procurement 2 1 - 5 - 3 1.8 

Marketing and sales focus 5 4 4 4 5 4 4.3 

Better logistics/transportation 3 2 - 3 - 3 1.8 

Efficient warehousing 3 4 - 3 - 3 2.1 

Timely delivery 4 4 3 4 2 4 3.5 

Cost reduction   4 4 1 5 - 4 3.0 

6. Analysis of the Findings 

The result of this study has confirmed some of barriers previously mentioned by other 
researchers (e.g. MacGregor and Vrazalic 2005) and at the same time have identified 
some new possible ones too.  The results were confirmed by the participants of the case 
studies.  

6.1 Test of the Model for Adoption Barriers 

Overall, the findings are consistent with previous studies. First, after testing the 
MacGregor and Vrazalic’s (2005) model (Figure 1), it is identified that two out of ten 
factors were strongly supported and six factors got varied degrees of support. However, 
the following two factors: 1) e-commerce is too complex to implement and 2) choosing a 
suitable one among available standard e-commerce options, were not mentioned as 
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barriers at all. This could be attributed to the increase e-commerce awareness and 
knowledge among the small business owners as well as to the availability of easy to 
handle e-commerce solutions or to the educational background of the owners. Further 
research needs to be done to prove this. Moreover, six case studies supported ‘security 
issues inherent with doing business on-line’ as a barrier to adoption decision and 
successful implementation of e-commerce. Lack of time to implement e-commerce also 
got enough support as adoption barrier. Financial investment requirement did not appear 
as too high for small businesses. It is rather economical if e-commerce software solution 
is developed in-house instead of acquiring from commercial vendor. This is well 
supported by one of the adopter’s statement, 

“The initial investment to start this e-commerce business was only 30, 000 SEK 

compared to at least half a million SEK if it was started as traditional business”. 

The yearly running cost for handling e-commerce business also did not considered 
expensive to them. A close examination of the cases finds that it is bellow 35, 000 SEK. 

The model shown in Figure 1, categorizes some factors as ‘not suitable’ which 
distinguishes non-adopters from potential adopters. The authors (MacGregor and 
Vrazalic 2005) have argued that there are some businesses for which e-commerce is not 
suitable. The research data on non-adopters found support for all four factors under the 
‘not suitable’ category by two non-adopters involved in grocery business. Two other non-
adopters who seem to be potential adopters and obviously none of the adopters support 
any of these four factors. So, this finding also complies with the model since ‘not 
suitable’ category does not related with potential adopters. However, we chose an adopter 
involved in similar business, offering similar products as the non-adopters (example: 
groceries). Interestingly, the owner thought e-commerce is very suitable for the products 
he is offering since grocery items do not demand customers’ preference or physical 
inspection before purchase. 

From the case study, we think the ‘not suitable’ factor is a subjective judgment from the 
small enterprise owner and it requires further investigation on cognitive factors i.e. the 
mental maps of individual  or organizational decision makers (Huff 1990 cited in Kshetri 
2007). The study found that the owners’ age and previous business experience is not 
related with e-commerce adoption decision. But interestingly, we observed most of the 
adopters have IT knowledge and background, whereas the non-adopters don’t have. So, 
this is consistent with previous studies arguing that companies avoid doing e-commerce 
due to the ‘lack of IT understanding and skills within organization’ (Jones, et al 2003; 
MacGregor and Vrazalic 2005; Quayle 2002).During the interview one of the potential 
adopter (NA1) regretted as: 
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“I am very keen to adopt full-fledged e-commerce for my organization but I don’t 

have sufficient knowledge of IT. We have website to display our product categories 

and all information needed to buy from our company. We accept e-mail orders but 

don’t have electronic ordering or payment options. As soon as I get somebody with 

sufficient IT knowledge, who can take care of the e-commerce dealings, certainly I 

will adopt this”. 

Three among the four non-adopters also argued IT knowledge and skill deficiency as one 
of important e-commerce adoption barriers. On the other hand, four among the six 
adopters find it as implementation barrier and give support for adoption barrier as well. 
However, the owner of NA2 does not have IT education but does not regard it as barrier 
for him to adopt e-commerce. This is similar to Seyal and Rahman (2003) claiming that 
owners characteristics such as education and formal IT training are not highly relevant 
for e-commerce adoption decision for Canadian SMEs. 

6.2 Post-adoption/Implementation Barriers 

It has been noticed that the findings agree with some possible barriers to e-commerce 
implementation that were identified in the research literature. However, some new 
barriers come out through this study. The new barriers for e-commerce implementation 
that were identified in our study are described below: 

6.2.1. Lack of time to improve e-commerce activity 

All six adopters did not support  lack of time as barrier for their  adoption decision  rather  
lack of time to improve their online marketing efforts has mentioned as a possible 
inhibitor to their success and their ability to implement e-commerce activity to the fullest. 
So, this factor is associated with post-adoption phase and not with pre-adoption phase. A 
dot.com player stated, 

“Just setting up a website is not enough. I have to do lots of extra things like search 
engine optimization, online marketing, keeping the web site user friendly and so on 
for increasing my customer base.  But it’s difficult for me to manage all these things 
in right time. 

6.2.2. Unsynchronized demand and supply 

The problem of synchronizing inventory with demand from customers to an optimal level 
is a challenge identified by most adopters and is consistent with previous studies where 
the authors arguing that companies would refrain from e-commerce due to the fear of 
failing to meet customers’ demands (Jones, et al 2003; Worzala, et al 2002). Continuous 
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demand assessment and optimizing inventory in the warehouse is important for a 
profitable and successful online venture. Another factor relating to the demand-supply 
concern is ‘over supply’.  Sometimes products might be kept in stock but not requested 
by the customers can cause a cost of inventory. 

6.2.3. Difficulties related to payment 

Three out of six adopters encounter problems with payments (either with advance 
payment or with payment against invoice) and delivery which supports the study of 
Kshetri (2007). While, in one instance, A1 did not receive any payments after delivery, 
A2 got the delivery back and did not receive any penalty charges for the postal fees. 

6.2.4. Technological evolutions and Low use of e-commerce by customers and 
suppliers 

Three of the adopters assume that technological changes and evolutions and low use of e-
commerce by customers and suppliers as a barrier both in pre and post adoption phase of 
e-commerce which is consistent with the previous study (Jones, et al 2003; Lawson, et al 
2003; Scupola 2009). Even though the studied organizations agreed that customers in 
Sweden are familiar with internet purchase, on-line customer and supplier is still limited 
in numbers. 

6.2.5. Price war among competitors 

A new possible barrier- price war among the competitors- was identified as an inhibitor. 

Continuously keeping price level low is really difficult for a small company that has 

limited resources. Customers look for the lowest price when the product or service does 

not require much research before buying. It is very easy to compare price of products sold 

online because of the availability of information of product and price. Also from strategic 

management perspective, on-line business reduces entry barriers, i.e. increases the 

number of competitors which in turn shifts bargaining power to end consumers and 

migrates competition towards price than to differentiation. Thus firms’ long term 

profitability is at risk (Porter 2001). So, Porter (2001) suggested that dot.com companies 

need to use distinct strategy to distinguish themselves and the use of internet should 

complement rather than substituting the traditional way of competing. Our study finds 

that those who are early adopter of e-commerce stressed same as Porter (2001). They 

think relying solely on e-commerce is not strategically beneficial. One participant of the 

case study from a travel agency commented: 
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“When we adopted e-commerce, in early 90s, it was very profitable, but now the 
market is so competitive that it is very tough to make profit out of pure e-commerce 
business only. For the last 5 years, we shifted our focus more on traditional form of 
trading and e-commerce is used just as supporting method. There are lots of travel 
agencies entered into the market and lots of price comparing site where people can 
easily compare prices of tickets. So, we had to cut down price in that level from 
where profit making is really difficult”. 

By adding different benefits and services like changeable tickets, hotel reservation, 
allowing extra weight, etc with their traditional selling, they make their business 
profitable other than competing on price only.  

6.2.6 Need for extensive marketing efforts 

Furthermore, need for huge marketing activities could create problems in implementation 
of e-commerce. The issue of extensive marketing is also related with another 
implementation barrier ‘unsynchronized demand and supply’ (mentioned earlier), as 
marketing can create demand for the products/services. Thus focusing on rigorous 
marketing and promotion would in fact minimize the chance of shortage of demand. The 
adopters who claimed for these challenges stated that the biggest cost involved with on-
line business is the cost of marketing. Even though they registered their business into a 
public database; advertise on some social networking sites like: Facebook, Twitter, 
YouTube, etc.; post weekly specials, banner advertisements’ in partnering business’ 
website, etc, they think it is not sufficient enough. We have found that one of dot.com 
player from grocery business posts weekly recipes on their websites in order to give 
people incentives to come back to the site regularly and also invites partnership 
cooperation for banner ad and promise to give a commission for every order generated 
via their site. The study has found that some adopters use the traditional offline 
marketing tool such as advertisement in the local news papers, sponsoring different 
programs, etc. 

6.2.7 Need for face-to-face interaction with customers 

The research data explores that need for face-to-face interaction is also a major challenge 
to successful implementation if the firm is purely dot.com player of e-commerce. 
Customers visit web sites for product and price enquiry but when it comes to final 
purchase decision, many of them wish to physically examine the product. This is a big 
challenge especially for those businesses who are still did not establish their brand image. 
This is particularly true for small businesses where financial and human resources for 
creating brand image are limited. One owner-manager has stated that: 
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“Although customer can get all sorts of product information online, the essential 
component of physically examining the product is missing there. In my view this is a 
substantial shortcoming of this form of business. If the product is expensive one, the 
risk of customer dissatisfaction might be even higher if the delivered product does 
not meet their expectation after making payment and getting the delivery”. 

6.2.8 Difficulties in maintaining the quality of website 

One of a big challenge for online business is to have a good quality of the website which 

must be user friendly, updated and attractive. Nearly all adopters talk about the 

importance of a good quality website for e-commerce. Developing an attractive and user 

friendly website might be possible either purchasing from commercial vendor or by 

building in-house. But the real challenge is to maintain and update them constantly. Due 

to lack of technical skills in the organization as well as the time needed for maintaining 

website quality and updating the features and information is often a real challenge for the 

owner-manager to manage. It is evident from one of e-commerce adopter’s comments: 

“E-commerce means doing business using website. So, good quality website is must 
for its success. But, as I mentioned earlier, time is a problem. However, we are 
always trying to keep it as updated as possible”. 

The above mentioned factors could be added to the field of study as we did not identify 

these factors as barriers while reviewing the previous studies. Again, it has been noticed 

that many barriers mentioned in the research literature are not applicable for small 

enterprises in Sweden. For example, many previous studies identified the lack of cost 

effective telecommunications infrastructure as a barrier to e-commerce (Jones, et al 2003; 

Lawson, et al 2003) but the adopters in this study did not seem to have any problem with 

this factor and the non-adopters too did not support it. In our case studies the respondents 

claim that Sweden is a good place to do online business because customers are very well 

acquainted with online shopping and there is good infrastructural support for this 

purpose. 

6.3 A Model of barriers to e-commerce adoption and implementation for small 
enterprises in Sweden 

Based on the findings before mentioned we have proposed a model which is shown in 
Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: A model of e-commerce adoption and implementation challenges for small 
enterprises in Sweden 

In Figure 2, the solid arrow towards non-adopters indicates that the adoption decision is 
affected by some pre-adoption barriers. On the other hand, the solid arrows toward 
adopters indicate the barriers that pose challenges for adopters to successful 
implementation of their business. The dashed arrow towards the adopters indicates that 
the adopters already overcome this barrier. It is also important to note that there is no 
arrow from cognitive factors towards adopters and the cognitive factor as barrier is 
related with non-adopters only. 

7.  Discussions 

This research finds that many implementation challenges of e-commerce are directly 
related to the characteristics of small business. MacGregor (2005) and Poon (1995) as 
well claimed that the unique features of small business cause also constraints for 
technology adoption and e-commerce adoption. In most of the studied organizations, 
owners are the managers, the number of employees is very few and the businesses are 
owner dependent. These characteristics confirm most of the studies done on small 
businesses, e.g. (Seyal and Rahman 2003). The owner are also managers and they have to 
deal with most of the business activities from decision making, order processing, 
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marketing, making correspondence, even delivery. So they have limited time to focus on 
each activity. This study finds that lack of time to implement e-commerce is an adoption 
barrier for non-adopters and lack of time to improve e-commerce activities is a post-
adoption barrier for adopter. The limited resource bases of small business make them 
reluctant to employ staff for specialized areas. As a result they suffer from lack of IT 
skills in the organization to deal with the technical issues of e-commerce. Rapid 
technological change and evolution although is an external factor, can be handled by 
effective IT skills and knowledge. 

It is worth noting that some factors that are very important for the success of e-commerce 
are also considered challenges for small businesses. The result shows that marketing and 
sales focus are most critical for the success of e-commerce (mean value greater than 4) 
but at the same time small businesses are constrained by need for extensive marketing 
efforts. Delivery management is another very important success factor (mean value close 
to 4) but delivery related hazard also appeared as post adoption barrier. Cost reduction is 
another important factor for e-commerce success. Since small businesses of Sweden are 
facing steep competition based on price, they are always pressurized to cut down cost. 
Again, overall cost reduction is a driving force for e-commerce adoption by most 
adopters i.e. e-commerce itself is a business method for overall cost reduction. So, small 
businesses need to offer product/services at low price to gain competitive advantage but 
at the same time need to make profit for survival. For long term profitability, other than 
low price strategy they should focus on other success factors, customer relationship 
management for example. They should focus on some unique offerings that will 
differentiate themselves from those of other competitors. Besides, trust building could be 
beneficial to reduce the need for face- to- face interaction. Quality of website is also 
identified as very important for e-commerce. Creating attractive and user friendly 
websites as well as constantly updating their site is a challenge that small businesses face 
while practicing e-commerce. This barrier is also attributed by the feature of small 
businesses: lack of time, lack of employees with IT knowledge and financial resources to 
develop, update and maintain database and websites. Much time and resources should be 
devoted towards developing and updating websites. For synchronizing demand and 
supply e-commerce system needs to be capable of auto updating inventory level so that 
orders are synchronized with stock level. Proper database maintenance will then be the 
key to back end operation. Effective marketing strategy needs to be developed for 
creating demand for the goods/services of the organization. Besides, using offline 
promotional tool would also be beneficial. Finally, continuous assessment of demand and 
optimizing inventory in the warehouse, building and maintaining communication and 
relationship with buyers and suppliers appeared important for a profitable and successful 
implementation of online transaction. 
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This study also finds that receiving incentive from government is not a motivating factor 
for website as well as e-commerce adoption. However, two of the organizations 
considered ‘lack of government support’ as implementation barrier. Except one, none of 
the participating enterprises receive any incentive from the government. Moreover, the 
owners claimed that they did not know of any incentive from the government for small 
enterprises for implementing e-commerce. This finding is contrary to Al-Hudhaif and 
Alkubeyyer (2011) mentioning about the factors affecting e-commerce adoption decision 
for developed countries where they claim there are sufficient government support related 
to e-commerce. Therefore research should be conducted on whether there is sufficient 
initiative from the government to help small businesses to be benefited by this e-
commerce technology, whether the information on government initiatives, if any, is well 
circulated to reach the target groups or whether the small enterprises are reluctant to 
investigate what benefits are available to support them. 

8.  Conclusions 

In this paper we have examined the previous researches on e-commerce adoption barriers 
in small businesses in order to find out what barriers are currently prevailing in pre and 
post adoption phases of e-commerce in the small enterprise context in Sweden. In this 
study we have analyzed ten case studies and found that many barriers were corroborated 
in this study while some new possible barriers have appeared. In order to investigate the 
barriers related to pre-adoption phase, the research has first used an existing model 
(MacGregor and Vrazalic 2005) that focuses only on pre-adoption phase and found that 
some factors are not prevalent in the studied organizations. Factors like: 1) Complexity 
coupled with implementation of e-commerce, 2) Difficulty in choosing among e-
commerce options and 3) Financial investment requirements do not come out as 
inhibitors. Then the research has explored some post adoption barriers faced by small 
enterprises that are currently using e-commerce. One key contribution of this research is 
the development of a model based on the findings of the research that will enable small 
enterprises owners and support other similar organizations in gaining insights into the e-
commerce related problems. This research study can also be used as a basis for future 
research wishing to address such problems. The model we have proposed suggests some 
pre-adoption and post-adoption/implementation barriers as well as some barriers common 
in both phases in small enterprises of developed countries in general and Sweden in 
particular. Those factors are: 1. Lack of time to improve e-commerce activities; 2. Over 
supply or excess demand; 3. Price war among competitors; 4. Need for extensive 
marketing effort; 5. Advance payments on returned products and/or missing payments 
after delivery; 6. Need for face-to-face interaction with customers; and 7. Difficulties in 
maintaining the quality of the website. 
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Other interesting findings derived from this research and also included in the proposed 
model is that, some factors act as inhibitors for both non-adopter and adopters of e-
commerce. These are the followings: 1. Security issues associated with e-commerce; 2. 
Lack of employees with IT knowledge and skills; 3. Technological changes and 
evolutions and 4. Low use of e-commerce by customers and suppliers. The research also 
finds that many implementation barriers of e-commerce are directly related to the unique 
characteristics of small business. For example “Lack of employees with IT knowledge 
and skills” and “Lack of time to implement and to improve e-commerce activities” can be 
appropriate examples.  We also found a striking fact that some factors which are very 
important for the success of e-commerce are barriers for small businesses. As the small 
enterprises are generally similar in size and shape across the globe, the pre and post 
adoption barriers identified in the study and the model developed thereof have strong 
relevance to the small business of Bangladesh or other developing country. While this 
research explored some new barriers, the appropriate strategy to deal with these barriers 
were beyond our scope. However, based on the respondents’ experiences and the 
researchers’ knowledge some suggestions have been presented and discussed. 

9. Limitations 

This research is limited to a small number of case studies (ten cases). So, it is not possible 
to make a rigorous evaluation of the model and to generalize the conclusions based on 
that. However according to Eisenhardt (1989) a number of four to ten case studies work 
well and is offering sufficient empirical grounding to be convincing. We mention also 
that the case studies are based mostly on the owners’ and owner-managers’ perspectives, 
so it lacks employees’ views to have a complete picture. In addition the study is limited 
to a single developed country without considering factors specific to developing or 
underdeveloped countries. However, some barriers discovered in this study have 
contributed to the development of a model of barriers for e-commerce adoption and 
implementation in small enterprises in Sweden which researchers and managers from 
small enterprises can use to their advantage and it could be a basis for a further research. 

10. Directions for Future Research 

The study has explored some new factors in addition to the previous research. Therefore, 
a further in-depth research needs to be conducted to find out whether those factors are 
generally applicable or are specific only to the organizations under study. An extensive 
survey for evaluation of the proposed model is recommended for statistical testing of the 
propositions. Also, some barriers mentioned in the model from Figure 1 are not supported 
by the non-adopters necessitate a further investigation to make a judgment that those 
barriers have changed over time. There is also a scope for the research to be expanded 
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involving multiple developed countries. Extensive research to generalize the model of e-
commerce barriers for small enterprises in both developed and developing countries is yet 
another option. The research has found contradictory claims in two similar small 
businesses in terms of suitability of e-commerce to them and therefore a further research 
to test this ‘not suitable’ factor will be needed. 
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