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Abstract

Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) are well-known for playing a critical
role in boosting the economy. Adoption of electronic commerce (EC) is perceived to be an
important mechanism for providing a competitive tool for SMEs. However, there is a lack
of appropriate evidence in the existing literature with regard to EC adoption in SMEs in
frontier countries, such as Vietnam, due to less integration and globalisation of the
economic standards.

Many theoretical models have been proposed for investigating EC adoption
phenomena in SMEs. Most of these models are based on studies conducted in developed
countries. The measurement of EC adoption is largely operationalised as a dichotomous
variable based on the users’ decision about whether to adopt or not to adopt. Thus, the
existing research fails to understand the real behaviour of EC adoption amongst SMEs. The
present study aims to address this gap in the existing literature by investigating the
intentions to adoption EC activities amongst SMEs and the consequences of these
adoptions. In order to evaluate the EC diffusion of SMEs, the conceptual framework
developed is applied by combining various theoretical models, including the Diffusion of
Innovation, the Technology-Organisation-Environment framework, and maturity models.
The current study focuses on obtaining and analysing data from SMEs operating in
Vietnam, particularly regarding the adoption of business-to-customer EC (B2C). The key
goals of the research are to measure and determine the characteristics of EC adoption
amongst Vietnamese SMEs, to identify barriers that prevent B2C EC adoption of SMEs,
and to explore critical factors that enhance EC activities for SMEs.

A multi-stage approach is implemented in this research. First, due to lack of
evidence in the identified research context, a comprehensive search in the existing literature
is conducted to identify relevant theories that explain B2C EC adoption and critical success
factors (CSFs) in performing online business. Second, a pilot-based survey is conducted to
confirm the structure of the questionnaire that is used for the in-depth survey. The findings
from reviewing the literature and the pilot study are contextualised to identify the research
concepts. Finally, primary data from an in-depth survey are collected to provide further
evidence to support the research objectives. Linear models and regression-based models are
used to evaluate the patterns of EC adoption and examine the relationships among proposed

variables in the research models.



Based on the matrix of the extent of EC activities and results from the principal
component analysis (PCA), it is determined that the Viethamese SMEs implement B2C EC
in three separate stages, from the simplest to the most complicated stage. They are the
advertising, transacting, and intensive stages. The application of qualitative thematic data
analysis highlights some barriers in employing B2C EC amongst SMEs. Popular themes of
importance that are identified from this research study include: ability to try EC
applications in some basis, level of online customer trust, product characteristics, level of
infrastructure of commercial and financial organisation, level of logistic development,
perceived risk of loss of important information, restrictions when doing online business,
incompatibility with traditional business, financial support and advice from government,
top management commitment to EC activities, and telecommunication infrastructure.

Through the application of a logistic regression analysis, the technology-
organisation-environment factors are analysed to reveal factors that impact on the extent of
EC adoption. Some factors that are found to be significant in the extent of EC usage include
observability of success practices, cost of EC solutions, and legal frameworks acting as
incentive forces for developing EC activities amongst SMEs. In contrast, updated
information on products, customer relation management, top management support, and
adequate finance are identified to be the major obstacles preventing SMEs from expanding
EC activities in Vietnam.

Using a binary logistic regression, some unique features associated with each level
of EC development are revealed. SMEs in the advertising stage are seen as being satisfied
with the support from government and online customer management, as evident through the
expansion of communication channels to determine their online business models. On the
other hand, legal framework, support from technology vendors, and adequate finance are
identified to be critical barriers to conducting EC business in Vietnam. In addition, SMESs in
the transacting stage are more active than SMEs in other stages, such as in providing
updated information about products, observability of success, and in providing better
perceived customer value. These SMEs, however, are faced with setting up clear metrics
for EC activities and adequate support from the government. Similarly, factors such as the
legal framework, cost of EC solutions, and collaboration of staff are found to act as
incentives for SMEs in the intensive stage. By contrast, these SMEs seem to perform poorly
in embracing some activities like updating information of products/services, logistics

systems, and top management support.



Further analysis emphasises the vital role played by some CSFs for SMEs in
guaranteeing success in the B2C business environment. These factors are related to the
characteristics of top managers, such as top management commitment, vision, and open-
mindedness to innovation. Some of the CSFs align with organisation category, including
strategy-led EC implementation, culture of open communication, updated information
about products, focus on online marketing practices, building brand image, building
customer trust, return and refund policy, accessibility of staff to computer systems, good
advertising campaigns, and integrating online and offline marketing practices. Only one
technological factor, accessibility of Websites, is identified as a CSF that is relevant to
SMEs operating in Vietnam for conducting online business.

Finally, this study provides some theoretical and managerial implications. The
integration of various theories provides a holistic picture that reflects the real status of EC
adoption in SMEs. The application of the mixed methods research approach, along with
various evidences from existing theories and practices, is vital for understanding the
context-specificity of B2C EC adoption in Vietnam. Moreover, through the application of
mixed methods, the validity of the research is guaranteed, and this approach is promising
for investigating in a research context where there is less prior evidence. The study also
provides some suggestions for change agents to boost B2C EC development in Vietnam, by
outlining relevant implications for policy makers, technology providers and experts. In
regard to Vietnamese SMEs, the study offers a useful tool for assessing the level of EC
development, and identifies key factors that need to be focused on to ensure success in

conducting online business activities in a B2C environment.
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