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Factors Influencing the Use of E-Commerce 
by Small Enterprises in Nigeria
Ignatius Ekanem, Business School, Middlesex University, London, UK

Gbolahan Emeka Abiade, Business School, Middlesex University, London, UK

ABSTRACT

Theaimofthisarticleistoassessthefactorsinfluencingtheuseofe-commercebysmallenterprises
inNigeria.Thestudyadoptsaqualitativemethodologywhichinvolves in-depth,semi-structured
interviewsanddirectobservationinordertoderiveanswerstosuchquestionsas‘why’thesystem
isadoptedand‘how’theNigeriaeconomicconditionsinfluencethesystem.Thearticlesuggests
thatthemainfactorswhichmotivatetheadoptionofe-commercebysmallbusinessesinNigeriaare
marketexpansionandreducedmarketcosts.Thefindingsalsoindicatethatincreasingaccesstothe
Internetandchanginglifestyleenablethesuccessofe-commerceinNigeria.Theimplicationsofthe
studyarediscussed.

KEywoRdS
E-Business, E-Commerce, Globalisation, Innovation, Internalisation, Small Enterprises

INTRodUCTIoN

TheInternetisoneofthemostpowerfuldiscoveriesevermade(Sheketal.,2013).Asanagentof
globalisation, the internethasmade theworldmuch smaller thanbefore,bringingpeoplecloser
inspiteofdistance,makingcommunicationeasier,improvinghealthcare,educationandaccessto
information(UNESCO2009).Sheketal.(2013)estimatesthenumberofinternetusersworldwide
tobeabout5billion.Africaandotherdevelopingcountrieshavenotbeenleftbehindinthisgrowing
phenomenonasinternetconnectivityhasbecomeincreasinglypopularinrecentyears(Moriartyet
al.,2011).Thisisafarcryfromtheearly90swhenaccesstotelephoneswasnon-existentandthe
internetwasstillforeigntomajorityofAfricansandotherdevelopingcountries(Moriartyetal.,2011).

Overthepastdecade,internetusersinAfricaareincreasing9timesfasterthaninEuropeand
20timesfasterthaninNorthAmerica(Nielson2010).AsatJune2012,Africaninternetuserswere
estimatedtobearound1.1billionwhichis7percentoftheworld’sinternetusers(UNESCO2009).
Nielson(2010)suggeststhatover110millionpeoplelivinginthecontinentregularlyusetheInternet,
withanestimateof10millionnewuserseveryyear.Thisshowsthatdespitelowincomesandlimited
telecominfrastructure,Africanshaveembracedtheconceptoftheinternetfully(Hattinghetal.,2012).
ThoughmostAfricansandotherthirdworldcountriescannotaffordaPCorlaptop,theincreasing
popularityofsmartphoneshasprovidedanavenueforthemtoconnecttotheinternetandkeepup
withactivitiesaroundtheworld(Sheketal.,2013).

Researchindicatesthatthemajorityofinternetusersintheworldareinthedevelopingcontinents
suchasAsiaandAfricaandthataround60%ofpeopleinAfrica’smajorcitiesconnecttotheinternet
regularly(Hattinghetal.,2012).Inthepastdecade,mobile-cellularsubscriptionsinthedeveloping
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countrieshave increasednearly tenfold (WTO,2013;Ekekwe,2015).However,amoreaccurate
assessmentofinternetusageisinternetusagepercapitaasreportedbelowbyWorldBankGroup,2016.

InNigeria,ithasbeenestimatedthatalmost48.5millionpeople,constitutingabout28.4percent
of thepopulation,areconnectedtotheinternet(Hattinghetal.,2012).Sincetheinternetstarted
becomingapopularphenomenoninAfrica,somebusinesseshaverealisedthattoremaincompetitive,
theymustcapitaliseontheresourcespresentedbyinformationandcommunicationtechnology(WTO
2013).Thismeansusingtheinternettomarket,buyandsellproductsandservices(Jagoda,2010).
Thisisknownase-commercewhichdoesnotonlyenableabusinesstoreachitsimmediatemarket,
butalsoprovidesaccesstoahugeglobalcustomerbase(Jagoda,2010).Apartfromthis,e-commerce
presentsopportunitiesforSmallandMedium-sizedEnterprises(SMEs)whohavelimitedresources
toreduceoperatingcostsandatthesametimeincreaseprofitabilitybyovercominglogisticproblems
(ITC2013).Regrettably,mostbusinessesinAfricaandotherthirdworldcountrieshavenottaken
advantageofthebenefitsoftheinternettomarkettheirproductsandservices(Jagoda,2010;Hattingh
etal.,2013;WTO,2013).

ThisisunderstandabletoanextentastherearemajorchallengesfacedbySMEswhodecideto
capitaliseonusingtheinternettoexpandtheirbusiness.Suchchallengesincludelimitedinfrastructure,
financial impediments,high inflation rateandpricesensitiveconsumers (Moriartyetal.,2008).
Moriartyetal.(2011)alsosuggestthathighinternetfraudrateespeciallyinNigeriaandGhanais
alsoalimitationtothegrowthofe-commerceinAfrica.Ontheotherhand,Jahanshahietal.(2011)
suggestthatSMEssometimescreatechallengesforthemselvesasaresultoflackofthoroughmarket
researchandinadequatebusinessstrategy.Similarly,astudycarriedoutbyInternationalTradeCentre
(2013)foundthatmostowners/managersofSMEscreatechallengesforthemselvesasaresultoflack
oftherequiredskillstocombinephysicalbusinessoperationswithe-commerce.

Regardlessofthesechallenges,itisapparentthatsmallbusinessesneedtotakeadvantageofthe
potentialse-commerceofferstobusinessesinthisincreasinglyintegratedworld(WTO,2013).Thisis
especiallytrueindevelopingcountrieswhereoperatingcostsaresignificantlyhighandbureaucracy
andinadequateinfrastructureaffectseaseofdoingbusiness(Moriartyetal.2011).Alsoindeveloping
countries,trendsandlifestylesarechangingasthecontinentrapidlyurbanisescreatingafastgrowing
middle-classwithrisingdiscretionaryincomes(WTO2013).Forinstance,theuseoftheinternetto
buygoodsandservicesinAfricaisontheincreaseasmorepeoplerealisethatitismoreconvenientto
shoponlinethangotothestores(Hattinghetal.,2012).InNigeriaforexample,Euromonitor(2011)
reporteda25percentincreaseininternetshoppingbetween2010and2011.Therefore,itcanbeseen
thatasthedevelopingcountriesdevelop,e-commercewillprovidesignificantbenefittoSMEsto
notonlyreachouttotheirimmediatemarketsbutalsocatchtheattentionofglobalconsumersand
competeeffectivelywithlargercompanies.

AsSMEsplayavitalroleinjobcreationandeconomicdevelopmentindevelopingregions(Ihua,
2005,2010;Anyadike-Danesetal.,2013;BIS,2013),itisimportanttounderstandhowutilisingthe
internetcanincreasemarketshareandprofitability.Therefore,themainobjectiveofthisstudyisto
assessthefactorsinfluencingtheuseofe-commercebysmallbusinessesinNigeriawithitsburgeoning

Table 1. Internet users per 100 people (World Bank Group, 2016)

Year 2011 2013 2015

HighIncomecountries 72.7 76.9 81

EastAsiaandPacific 37.3 44.2 49.8

LatinAmericaandCaribbean 39.3 46.2 54.5

MiddleEastandNorthAfrica 27.7 34.7 43.7

Sub-SaharanAfrica 12.1 17.1 22.4
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middleclassandrapidlychanginglifestyle.ItfocusesonsmallbusinessesinNigeriaandexplores
thisavenueusinganumberofsmallbusinesseswhichhavebeensuccessfulintheirbusinessesby
applyingthepotentialsfoundininformationtechnology.Specifically,thestudyaimstoinvestigate:

• ThemainfactorswhichmotivatesmallbusinessesinNigeriatoadopte-commerce;
• ThemajoropportunitiesinNigeriawhichmakee-commercefavourableforsmallbusinesses;
• ThemajorchallengesinNigeriawhichhindersmallbusinessesfromadoptinge-commerce.

Thearticleisstructuredasfollows.Itcommenceswithareviewofthetheoreticalframework,
exploringtheroleofe-commerceinNigeria,followedbytheresearchmethodology.Thefindings
arethenpresentedanddiscussed.Finally,theimplicationsareprovidedbasedontheresearchresults.

THE THEoRETICAL FRAMEwoRK

The Concept of E-Commerce
Overtheyears,rapidadvancementshavebeenmadeinInformationTechnologyandmanyorganisations
havesoughttocapitaliseonthistoboosttheirbusinesses(Moriartyetal.,2011).Oneoftheoffshoots
ofthisistheintroductionandpopularityoftheterm‘e-commerce’(Jahanshahietal.,2011).Simply
put,e-commercecanbedescribedastheprocessofusingtheinternetforactivitiessuchasbuying
andsellingproductsandservicesaswellasotherbusinessactivities(Jagoda,2010).E-commerce
providesanavenueforfirmstosellitsproductsandservices,advertise,re-stockonsupplies,bypass
middlemen,keepaccounts,simplifyfiling,andprovideinformation(Jahanshahietal.,2011).

Thisbusinesstechnologyhascreatedaprosperousopportunitytosurpasstheboundariesofcosts
andtime,improvethecirculationofinformation,capitalandproduction,changethepatternoftrade
andprovideacompetitiveenvironmentforbusinesses(Jagoda,2010).Twomajortypesofe-commerce
businessmodelcanbedistinguished:BusinesstoBusiness(B2B)andBusinesstoConsumer(B2C).
B2Binvolvesorganisationstradingamongstthemselvesinlargevolumeswithminimalprofitmargins
oneachproduct,whileB2Cinvolvestradebetweenbusinessandindividuals,andcharacterisedby
smallvolumetradingwithlargeprofitmarginsoneachproduct(Erikssonetal.,2008).Thefocusof
thispaperis,however,onthelaterwhichisthemostwidelyused.

While e-commerce is beingutilisedglobally to an extent, the level of its applicationvaries
fromone location to theotherbecauseofcertain factorswhichcreateeitherapositiveenabling
environmentorlimitsit(DeakinsandFreel,2012).Thesefactorsincludethepolitical,economic,
socialandtechnologicalenvironments.

Motives Behind the Adoption of E-Commerce by SMEs
Motivationhasbeendescribedasintrinsic(internalfactors)orextrinsic(externalforces)whichbrings
about certainbehaviour (Wright,2010). Intrinsic factors arepersuasive, inducingcertainwillful
behaviour,whileextrinsicfactorscoercivelydemandcertainbehaviour(Wright,2010).Inthecase
ofSMEsadoptinge-commerce,itissubmittedthatthismaybeasaresultofextrinsicfactorswhich
compelbusinessestoeitherintegratee-commerceinitsoperationsorloseoutonopportunitiesfor
growthandexpansion.ThisisconsistentwithareportbyWorldTradeOrganisation(2013)which
indicatesthatSMEswhichdonotmaximisetheuseofe-commerceintheirbusinessesmayexperience
reducedprofitabilityandproductivity.

Ontheotherhand,SMEsthathavefullyintegratede-commerceintotheirbusinessoperations
havegrownmorequicklyandincreasedtheircustomerbasecomparedtobusinessesthathavenot
doneso(Jahanshahietal.,2011).Similarly,areportbyNielsen(2010)showsthatoveronethirdof
consumersgloballyprefertopatronisebusinesseswhichofferproductsandservicesonlinerather
thantraditionalbrickandmortarstores.Sincethemainobjectivesofmostorganisationsfocuson
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profitabilityandoutperformingtheircompetitors,innovationisakeyelementtobusinessesasthey
mustcontinuallyevolvebusinessstrategiesandchangetheirbusinessmodelstoreflecttherapidly
changingenvironmentinthe21stCentury(Moriartyetal.,2011).Therefore,tosurviveandgrow,
adoptinge-commerceisoneoftheinnovativemeansbywhichbusinessescanremaincompetitivein
thisageofrapidtechnologicaladvancements.

Among theseveral reasonsadvanced to justify theadoptionofe-commerce inbusiness, the
mostcompellingwouldbetheopportunityitprovidesSMEstogainaccesstointernational/regional
marketswithoutlogisticalandgeographicalchallenges(ITC,2013).SME’shavealsobeguntouse
e-commerceasacompetitivestrategyratherthanformakingbusinesstransactionseasier(Jagoba,
2010). It is interesting that SMEs have moved from information stage of using e-commerce to
proposingitsuseasaglobalisationstrategy(OffseinandChilders,2008).ThismeansthatSMEsin
onegeographicalareacanlookbeyondtheirlocalmarketsandcompetewithlargercompaniesfor
customersonaglobalscaletoincreaseprofitability,developbrandawarenessandencouragegrowth
(ITC,2013;Moriartyetal.,2013).Inadditiontothese,utilisingtheinternetforbusinesstransactions
motivatestheadoptionofthee-commercetechnologyinordertoimprovetheirproductsandservices
bymonitoringtheircustomerawarenessandfeedback(OkoloandObidigbo,2014).

opportunities for SMEs to Use E-Commerce
Therearenumerousopportunitiesfortheadoptionofe-commercebySMEs,includingtheincreased
access to the internet. Interestingly, in Africa alone, the number of internet users is increasing
dramaticallyatamuchfasterratethaninEuropeandinNorthAmerica(Jahanshahietal.,2011).In
supportofthis,studiesconductedbyHattinghetal.(2012)foundthataround60%ofthoseinAfrica’s
majorcitiesconnecttotheinternetregularly.Thisisincontrasttotheearlyyearsofthe“dotcom”
boomwheretheinternetwasmoreanotionthanreality(Jagoda2010).Thishasshownthatinspite
oflowincomepercapita,inadequateornon-existentinfrastructuresandotherchallenges,African
consumershavefullyembracedtheconceptoftheinternet(Hattinghetal.,2012).Thisphenomenon
maybetheresultoftherecentinvasionofsmartphonesintotheAfricanmarketwhichhasenabled
thoselivingontheAfricancontinenttoconnecttotheinternetwithoutnecessarilyowningaPCor
laptop(OkoloandObidigbo2014).

Asadirect/indirectresultofthis,thelifestylesofpeopleindevelopingcountrieshavechanged
dramatically.Directly,theeffectofglobalisationhasspreadfasterwithmorepeoplebecomingawareof
trendsandhappeningsindistantplaces.Indirectly,thesepeoplehaveconsciouslyorotherwiseadopted
thesetrendswhichhaveresultedinlifestylechanges.Thiscouldbeasaresultoftravel,exposureand
increasedinternetaccessibilityandconnectivity(ZerenlerandSahin,2013).Thischangeinlifestyle
hasimpactedonthecurrentattitudes,behavioursandneedsofconsumersindevelopingcountries.

TheaverageAfricanconsumer,forexample,ismoresophisticatedthaneverbeforeandrequires
anequallysophisticatedyetpracticalshoppingexperienceviatheinternetinthecomfortoftheir
homes.E-commerceisgainingmomentuminAfricaandotherdevelopingcountriesbecauseapart
fromtheconvenienceofnothavingtotransportoneselftobuygoods,consumersarealsoattracted
toonlinepurchasesbecauseofthevarietyprovidedwhichmaynotalwaysbeobtainablephysically
(Moriartyetal.,2011).

Consequently,forSMEswhorespondstrategicallytothechangingmethodsofhowconsumers
shop,therearenumerousopportunitiestoexpandintoothermarketsandtakeadvantageofthelarge
numberofconsumersavailablegloballywithoutgeographicalchallenges(Jahanshahietal.,2011;
ITC,2013).Forinstance,WTO(2013)estimatesthatin2011,e-commercesalesgloballyreached
around$1.25trillion.ThisfigureishardlysurprisingconsideringthatEuromonitor(2011)observe
initsstudyoftheNigerianmarketthatinternetshoppingisgainingmomentumatanalarmingrate.
ComparingtherateatwhichNigerianconsumerspurchasedgoodsontheinternetbetween2010and
2011,OkoloandObidigbo(2014)foundthatN62.4billion($390,000)wasspentin2011comparedto
N49.9billion($311,875)spentin2010whichisanoutstandinggrowthof25percent.Thesefiguresare
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boundtoincreaseinthecomingyearsastechnologicaladvancements,rapidurbanisation,agrowing
middleclassandrisingdiscretionaryincomescreateademandforamodernshoppingexperience
whichcombinesconveniencewithsophistication(Hattinghetal.,2012;Moriartyetal.,2008).

Challenges for Using E-Commerce
InrelationtoSMEsande-commerce,themostsignificantissueaffectingtheadoptionofe-commerce
stemsfromunder-developmentininformationandcommunicationtechnology(ICT)inAfricannations
(WTO,2013).LimitedICTinfrastructurehasseverelylimitedtheabilityofcompaniestoprovide
efficientserviceontheinternet(WTO,2013).Despitetheincreasingnumberofinternetusersin
Africa,internetconnectivityisstillrelativelyunstableinsomeareasandvirtuallynon-existentin
othersandthispreventssomeconsumersfrombeingabletoaccesstheinternetandtakeadvantage
ofgoodsandservicesthatareofferedonit(Hattinghetal.,2012).

Inaddition,internetserviceinmostdevelopingeconomiesisunstableandinferiorcompared
tothatindevelopedcountries,telecomproviderschargeexorbitantratesforconnectivityandthis
discouragesmanyconsumersfromshoppingontheinternet(OkoloandObidigbo,2014).However,
asaresultofSmartphonesfloodingthemarket,mostpeopleinthedevelopingcountriesusetheir
mobilephonestocarryoutfunctionsontheinternetthatusersindevelopedcountrieswouldperform
onalaptoporPC(Hattinghet al.(2012).Anothermajorissueinhibitingthegrowthofe-commerce
stemsfrominadequateinternetprotectionwhichseriouslyimpedesthedevelopmentofe-commerce
becauseofconsumer’sfearoffraudandidentitytheft(WTO,2013).

InAfricancountriesespeciallywheretheissueoffraudishigh,alargenumberofconsumersstill
refusetopurchasegoodsandservicesonline(OkoloandObidigbo2014).Similarly,Moriartyetal.,
(2011)suggestthatinspiteofNigeria’srapidurbanisationandgrowingmiddleclass,e-commerceis
stillinitsinfancybecauseoftherisksassociatedwithonlinetransactionsandscepticismofthetrend.
Furthermore,logisticsandsupplychainproblemsrelatingtopaymentoptions,shippinganddelivery
andbadroadnetworksarealsolimitationstothegrowthofe-commerceindevelopingcountries
(Moriartyetal.,2008).Apartfromtheseexternalfactorslimitingtheadoptionofe-commerce,limited
skillsofbusinessowner-managerstoengageine-commerceisalsoachallengeinmanyAfricanSMEs
andinotherdevelopingcountries(ITC2013).

RESEARCH METHodoLoGy

Thestudyemployedaqualitativeapproachbasedontheassumptionthatindividualsconstructtheirown
meaningsfromtheirexperiences(vanManen,1990).Themethodinvolvesin-depth,semi-structured
interviews,directobservationsandarchivaldata/records.Archivaldocumentswereexaminedtosee
howadoptionofe-commercehasimpactedontheperformanceandcasematerialbuiltuponeach
company.Althoughowner-mangerswerethemaintargetforinterviews,salesmanagerswerealso
interviewedwhereavailable.Thismethod,amongstotherbenefits,enabledtheaimsofthestudyto
bemoreeffectivelyachieved.Italsoenhancedtherichnessanddepthofthedatacollecteddespite
thesmallsamplesize(Ekanem,2007).

Thecasestudyfirmsconsistedoftencompaniesofbetween1to5yearsoldandemployingten
orlessemployees.Thebusinesssectorsincludednetworkmarketing,e-publishing,e-investments,
e-retail,socialmediamarketing,e-marketing,webapplicationsandsoftware.Thelargestfirmhad
tenemployeesandthesmallesthadone(seeprofileinTable1).TheturnoverisexpressedinBritish
poundsterling(GBP)sinceit istheworld’soldestandstablecurrency.Thetencasestudyfirms
wereselectedthroughthehelpofafreelancewebdesignerandanenterpriseagencyexecutivewho
actedas‘gate-keepers’(StockportandKakabade,1992).Thechoiceoftenfirmswasinfluenced
byEisenhardt(1989,p.545)whoarguesthat‘...whilethereisnoidealnumberofcasestoinclude
inthesample,anumberbetween4and10usuallyworkswell.Withfewerthan4casesitisoften
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difficulttogeneratetheory...,withmorethan10casesitquicklybecomesdifficulttocopewiththe
complexityandvolumeofthedata.’

Theinterviewswereintwoparts.Thefirstinterviewswereexploratoryinnature(Jarvisetal.,
1996)andbytelephone.Theytooktheformofapersonalopen-endedreflectiveinterviewwhere
eachparticipantwasaskedtonarratetheir lifehistoryinbusinessfromstart-uptopresent.They
establishedtheinitialboundariesfortheresearchaswellasprovidingdetailsoftheowner-managers’
backgroundandpersonalbiographiessuchasage,educationandtraining,andexperience(Ekanem,
2007).Theyalsofocusedonthemotivationsforstartingthebusinessandtheproblemsthebusinessis
facing.Thishelpedtothrowupthemajorissuesofthestudyandwasalsousefulinbuildingrapport
(GillandJohnson,2010).

Thesecondpartoftheinterviewwasface-to-faceandin-depth.Inthispartoftheinterview,
participantsdiscussedthemaininfluences/motivesforadoptinge-commerceandtheirexperienceswith
e-commerceinrunningtheirbusiness.Inthispartoftheinterview,owner-managerswereprobedto
discussindetailtheemergingthemesfromthefirstpartoftheinterviews.Theseincludedtheimpact
ofadoptinge-commerceontheirbusinessperformance.Itwasalsoatthisstageoftheinterviewthat
theirledgersandbooksofaccountswereexaminedtoconfirmtheimpactofsalesfigures.

Thefirstinterviewslastedforaboutanhour,butthesecondlastedforoneandhalfhoursas
mattersweredealtwithindetail.Withtheverbalagreementoftheowner-manageralltheinterviews
weretaperecorded,ontheunderstandingthatthematerialprovidedwouldbetreatedasconfidential.
Duringthispartoftheinterview,theinterviewertooktheopportunitytoreviewmeaningsofwhat
washeard(forexample,‘DidIhearyouemphasisethat...’,‘Wouldthisbeafairinterpretation...?’,
‘Ismyunderstandingcorrectthat…?’).

Apart from asking questions, the researcher watched, listened and learned because not all
informationareproducedbyinformantsrespondingtoquestions:theymaybeunsolicited(Ekanem,
2007).Thepresenceoftheresearcherduringthesecondpartoftheinterviewsprovidedtheopportunity
fordirectobservationsofsomeoftherelevantbehaviour,andsuchobservationsservedasyetanother
sourceofevidenceinthecasestudy(Yin,2014).Thisallowedaccessnotonlytowhatowner-managers
saidduringtheinterviewbutalsothewaytheyusee-commerceintheirbusiness.

data Analysis
Thedatainthisstudywerecollectedandanalysedusinganinductiveprocessofrecording,tabulating,
coding,andconstantlycomparingemergingcodesandcategorieswithdatauntilmeaningfulideas
emerged(Yin,2014;Ekanem,2007).Categorieswereallowedtoemergeaccordingtothetopics
emphasisedbyeachparticipantrelatedtotheiradoptionofe-commerceandtheperceptionofits
significance.Theprocessofanalysingthedatabeganassoonastheresearcherstartedcollecting
data.Itwasongoingandinductiveastheresearchersweretryingtomakesenseofthedatacollected
(Shaw,1999).

Thedataanalysisutilisedasetoftechniquessuchascontentanalysis,pattern-matching,and
explanation-buildingtechnique(Yin,2014;Ekanem,2007).Contentanalysisinvolvedlisteningto
andtranscribingthetapes,readingthetranscriptstolistthefeaturesassociatedwiththebehaviourof
eachowner-managerandestablishingcategorieswhichwerethendevelopedintosystemictypology.
Thesefeaturesincludedmotivations,opportunitiesandotherinfluencesforadoptinge-commerce.

Pattern-matching technique involved examining whether there were any interesting patterns
andhowthedatarelatedtowhatwasexpectedonthebasisofcommonsenseorprevioustheory
(Yin,2014).Theperiodforwhichthecompanieshavebeenusinge-commerceanditsimpacton
performancewasexaminedforeachcompanyandmatched.Thisinvolvedcomparisonofcostsand
turnover.Italsoinvolvedexaminingwhethertherewereinconsistenciesorcontradictionsbetween
owner-managers’perceptionsorattitudestoe-commerce.

Explanation-building techniqueallowedseriesof linkages tobemadeand interpreted in the
lightoftheexplanationsprovidedbyeachrespondent.Theaimwastobuildageneralexplanation
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basedoncross-caseanalysis.Explanationswerealsocollatedaboutthesignificance,motivations
andopportunitiesforuseofe-commerce.

RESULTS

Theprofileofthecasestudycompaniesandthesummaryfindingsfromtheinterviewsarepresented
inTable2anddiscussedbelow:

Motivation for Using E-Commerce System
Inseekingtounderstandthefactorsinfluencingtheadoptionofe-commercebysmallenterprisesin
Nigeria,respondentswereaskedabouttheirmotivationforusinge-commerce.Anumberofmotivating
factorswereestablishedincludinginadequatecapitalforbusinessstart-up,minimisingbusinesscosts,
andproductandservicemarketing.

Inadequate Capital
Withregardstoinadequatecapital,theowner-managerofCompanyE,aninternet-basedclothing
retailstore,commented:

Opening my own store was not possible due to inadequate capital. However after attending an 
innovative forum on E-business, I realised I could start an e-commerce site for my clothing outfit. This 
has tremendously helped me gain traction for investment for my business. [Company E, E-Fashion 
Retail]

Inadequatecapitalwasalsoacknowledgedbytheowner-managerofCompanyJwhowasable
toventureintoonlineforeignexchangeinvestmentsbysettingupofane-commercewebsite.He
explainedthatthetraditional‘brickandmortar’approachwouldhavecosthimaminimumof£2,000
tosetupbutwithhise-commercesystem,hespentonly£360forthesystemset-upand£20per
monthfortechnicalsupport.

Minimising Business Costs
Thecasestudyfirmsalsomentionedminimisingcostssuchasrent,utilitiesandlabourasamotivation
foradoptinge-commerce.Forexample,theownerofCompanyDexplainedhowpoorinfrastructure
suchaselectricityandtransportationmadehimspendthebulkofhisrevenueonoverheadscosts.
Ascuttingdowncostwasnecessary,hewasinspiredbytheeBayonlineconcepttostartasimilar
virtualtradewhichrequiredminimalbusinessexpenses.

ThemarketingmanagerofCompanyF,ane-publishingcompany,claimedhiscompanywasforced
toswitchfromtraditionalmeansofconductingbusinesswhentheirannualsalesandprofitability
reducedby15percentfromthepreviousyearin2010.Heremarked:

No one had to tell us we were doing something wrong. I was at an event when a colleague of mine 
showed me a journal on his I-pad. That technology was just foreign to me but the concept of people 
reading books and magazines on a device dawn on me. [Company F, E-Publishing]

The owner-manager of the publishing company indicated that the concept of e-commerce
eliminatesoverheadcostsassociatedwithtraditionalpublishing.Heintimatedthataftersubsequent
changestoincorporateane-commercesystemforpurchasingtheirmagazines,theyadvertisedthe
newtechnologicaldevelopmentandtheirsalesgraduallyimproved.
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Table 2. Company Profile and summary results

Companies Past Work 
Experience

Current 
Business

Age Of 
Current 
Business 
(Years)

Number Of 
Employees

Turnover 
at 2012 

(million)

Turnover 
at 2013 

(million)

Results

A Marketing Network
Marketing

3 60 £4.5 £7 Motivation:
Products/services
marketing;
Opportunities:
Increaseininternet
accessandbroadband;
Improvedbanking
sector;
Changesinconsumer
lifestyle;
Challenges:
Consumerconfidence/
trust;
Corruption

B ITandcomputer
science

E-Retail
(electronic
products)

5 40 £6 £8 Motivation:
Products/services
marketing;
Opportunities:
Increaseinmobile
device
Usage;
Increaseininternet
accessandbroadband;
Improvedbanking
sector;
Changesinconsumer
lifestyle;
Challenges:
Corruption

C Marketing
consultant

Salesofphone
gadgets

4 100 £8.5 £10.5 Motivation:
Servicesmarketing;
Opportunities:
Increasedinmobile
deviceusage;
Challenges:
Corruption

D CommercialTrade E-Retail
(general

products)

3 80 £4 £6 Motivation:
Minimisingbusiness
costs;
Products/services
marketing;
Opportunities:
Increaseininternet
accessandbroadband;
Improvedbanking
sector;
Changesinconsumer
lifestyle;
Challenges:
Consumerconfidence/
trust;
Technicalsupport;
Corruption

E Fashionconsultant E-Retail
(fashion)

1 20 - £5.5 Motivation:
Lackofcapitalfor
businessstart-up;
Servicesmarketing;
Opportunities:
Increaseininternet
accessandbroadband;
Improvedbanking
sector;
Changesinconsumer
lifestyle;
Challenges:
Corruption

F Brandmanagement E-Publishing 5 15 £2.5 £4.6 Motivation:
Minimisingbusiness
costs;
Challenges:
ICTinfrastructure

G MediaService Socialmedia
marketing

2 5 £3 £4.5 Motivation:
Servicesmarketing;
Opportunities:
Increaseininternet
accessandbroadband;
Challenges:
Corruption

continued on following page
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Products/Services Marketing
Participantsmentionedthatgettingtheirproductsandservicestothepublicwasareasonfortheir
decisiontousee-commerce.Forexample,theownerofCompanyB,anelectronictechnologyretail
company,admittedthathismotivationfore-commercespawnfromthedesireof‘showrooming’,
whichisthepracticeofexaminingmerchandiseinatraditionalbrickandmortarretailstore,andthen
buyingitonline.ParticipantsinCompaniesA,C,D,E,GandHgavesimilarreasonsasCompanyB
above.Theirmotivewastofindawaytoadvertiseandselltheirproducts/servicesatacompetitive
pricetoconsumers.

opportunities for Using E-Commerce
Apartfrommotivatingfactors,thecasestudyparticipantsalsodisclosedotherfactorswhichinfluenced
theadoptionofe-commerceintheirorganisations.Theseinfluenceswereintheformofopportunities
suchasincreaseinmobiledeviceusage,increaseininternetaccess,improvedbankingsectorand
changesinconsumerlifestyle.

Increase in Mobile Device Usage
Risingpurchasesof‘hi-tech’mobilecommunicationdevicesinNigeriawasidentifiedbythecase
studyparticipantstobeanopportunityforthesuccessfulusageofe-commerceinsmallbusinesses.
Forexample,thesalesmanagerofCompanyAexplainedthattheincreaseindemandforgadgetsand
deviceswhichhavehighspeedinternetconnectivity,Wi-Fiandbroadbandinfluencedtheadoption
ofe-commerceinhisorganisation.Heemphasisedthatgadgetswhichenablewidescreendisplayfor
browsingsuchasNearFieldCommunication(NFC)andwhichallowconstantinternetconnections
significantlyboostonlinepurchasesthroughmobiledevices.

Also, the owner-manager of Company I mentioned that several e-commerce companies are
creatingMobileplatformsforexistingPCbasedprogrammesknownas‘apps’.Hestated:

This will be a revolutionary change in the already early stage of e-commerce in Nigeria because I 
have designed over 100 apps for different companies between January (2013) till date and I still 
have clients lined up to take advantage of this mobile opportunity. [Company I, Web Applications 
and Software]

Companies Past Work 
Experience

Current 
Business

Age Of 
Current 
Business 
(Years)

Number Of 
Employees

Turnover 
at 2012 

(million)

Turnover 
at 2013 

(million)

Results

H Salesexecutive E-marketing 2 9 £1.7 £3 Motivation:
Products/services
marketing;
Challenges:
ICTinfrastructure

I Webdesigningand
development

Web
applicationsand

software

5 8 £3.8 £5.6 Motivation:
Lackofcapitalfor
business;
Opportunities:
Increaseinmobile
deviceusage
Challenges:
Technicalsupport

J Administration E-Investments 3 6 £3.5 £5 Motivation:
Lackofcapitalfor
businessstart-up;
Products/services
marketing;
Opportunities:
Improvedbanking
sector;
Challenges:
Corruption

Table 2.Continued
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He thereforeconfirmed thatNigeriansarebecoming technology ‘savvy’andwith improved
internetconnections,therewillbenorequirementforconsumerstosearchforacomputerterminal
inordertopurchaseovertheinternet.

Increase in Internet Access and Broadband
Thecasestudyparticipantsmentionedthatincreaseininternetconditionsisafavourablefactorto
usee-commerce technologyinbusiness.TheownersofCompaniesA,EandGsharedasimilar
explanationofhowincreasedinternetavailabilityhashelpedtheirbusinesses.Theyhighlightedthe
factthatimprovedaccesstointernethasincreasedthenumberofpeoplewhojoinsocialmediasites.
Thishasthereforeincreasedthenumberofvisitorstotheire-commercesitebecausethesocialhubs
areanavenuewhichtheyadvertise.

TheparticipantinCompanyFindicatedthatduetoincreasedinternetaccess,hiscompanyhas
experiencedaninfluxofvisitorsdailytoviewhiscontents.Heclaimedhisbusinesshasover2,000
visitorsadaywithaveragepurchasefrom200-300visitorsdaily.Hereflected:‘In2010,ourstatistics
ondailyviewswas270;in2011itwas650views.’

Improved Banking Sector
TheNigerianbankingsectorshaveapparentlyimprovedintermsofmoneytransferfacilitiesand
security.SeveralparticipantsinthestudysharedtheirviewsonhowthebankingreformsinNigeria
havehelpedintheadoptionofe-commerce.Theowner-managerofCompanyD,anonlinegeneral
goodstrader,claimedthatimprovementofE-bankingfacilitieshashelpedhisbusinesswitheasier
payment for transactions through EDI (electronic data interchange). He explained that this has
encouragedthepaperlessexchangeduringtransaction,unlikehisearlier‘cashondelivery’transaction
method.Hecommented:

Two years ago, it was very difficult at the transaction stage because people barely wanted to pay 
through the website and so we had to deliver the goods to collect the money from them there. During 
this time, we experienced some robbery and had to stop this process. [Company D, E-Retail]

Henarratedhowthisperiodaffectedhisbusinessnegatively,butnow,thetransactionprocessof
hisbusinesshasbeenmuchimprovedduetorecentregulationsbytheCentralbankofNigeria(CBN)
ona‘cashless’systembywhichpeoplehavebeenforcedtocutdownonpapermoneyspending.

Similarly,theownersofCompaniesAandEandthesalesmanagerofCompanyFmentioned
thatconsumershavebeensignificantlyencouragedtousetheinternetforpayments.Theyexplained
thattherecentpaymentchangesbythebankshaveinfluencedNigerians’spendinglifestyle,leading
toincreaseinonlinetransactionsinceJanuary,2013whenthepolicywasintroduced.

Improvedsecurityinthebankingsectorwasemphasisedbytheowner-managerofCompany
Jwhotradesinforeignexchangethroughhisinteractivewebsite.Hegaveanaccountabouthow
difficultitwastoconducthisbusinessfewyearsagoduetothehighleveloffraudinthecountry.
Hepausedandreflected:

Doing this kind of business 5 years ago was almost impossible because then there was inadequate 
security of electronic data interchange links between the banks and switching companies such as 
MasterCard, Visa etc. This period encouraged a lot of fraud and discouraged many forms of cashless 
payment [Company J, E-Investment]

However,hepointedoutthatthebenefitofthenewcashlesspolicywhichlimitscashspendinghas
ensuredthatbanksimprovetheirsecuritytointernationalstandardsinordertoretainloyalcustomers
andthishasfavouredhisbusinesssinceinception.
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Changes in Consumer Lifestyle
ThecasestudyparticipantsalsomentionedthechanginglifestyleofNigerianconsumerswhichinclude
increaseddesireforsophisticatedforeigngoodsandhomeshopping,highlightingtherelevanceof
e-commerceforabusinesssystemwhichmakesitconvenientforconsumerstoaccesstheirmarket
withoutanyhassle.

Theowner-managerofCompanyBexplainedhowdifficultitusedtobeforNigerianconsumers
topurchaseelectronicdevices.HedescribedhowLagosasametropolitancityhasamajorelectronic
shoppingcentreknownas‘computervillage’butitisverydifficulttoaccessproductsinthismarket.
Thisencouragedhimtobeginane-commercebusinesstohelpconsumerstoviewandpurchasegoods
withouthavingtogototheshop.TheownersofCompaniesAandDalsomentionedthedifficulty
ofaccesstoscarceandspecializedproductssuchasforeignproductsintheNigerianmarkets.Each
ofthemexplainedthatthedifficultytogetinformationonwheretofindthesescarcecommoditiesin
Nigeriabutthattheire-commercesearchenginehasmadeiteasierforpeopletofindtheseproducts.

AlsotalkingaboutconsumerconvenienceandthechanginglifestyleinNigeria,theownerof
CompanyEdescribedhowbeneficiale-commerceistoherbusiness.Shepausedtheatricallyand
remarked:

It is not easy for the average ‘Lagosian’ [citizen of Lagos state] working woman who works from 
Monday to Friday to go shopping because the weekends are usually difficult due to traffic in Lagos, 
markets are crowded or some may want to rest from work stress. [Company E, E-Fashion Retail]

Sheexplainedthechanginglifestylewherewomenprefertoshopinthecomfortoftheirown
homesevenatweekends.Shedescribedherbusinessopportunityofusingthesystemasmaking
itconvenientforhercustomerstofindandviewthespecificproducttheywantortoselectfroma
varietyattheirownconvenience.

Challenges in Using E-Commerce
Finally,participantsinthisstudywereaskedtoidentifyfromtheirexperienceswhattheyregarded
as challenges in using e-commerce in Nigeria. Challenges identified included lack of consumer
confidence,ICTinfrastructure,technicalsupportandexcessivecorruption.

Consumer Confidence/Trust
Participantsidentifiedthefearoftransactingthroughtheinternetasachallengeofusinge-commerce
system.Somenarratedscenariosofhowthistrustfactoraffectedtheirbusiness.Duringtheinterview,
theownerofCompanyAwhosenetworkmarketingbusinessinvolvesthesaleofforeignproductsto
anichemarketdisclosedthatbymonitoringthestatisticofhise-commercewebsite,hereceivesover
300visitorsdailybuttransactsanaverageofbetween10to20purchasesdaily.

The owner-manager of Company H, an e-marketer who has received several questions and
commentsfromcustomers,claimedthatthemajorityofthequestionshereceivesarerequestsfor
paymenttobemadeduringdeliveryorifhisbusinesshasacontactaddresswherepaymentcanbe
made.Heexplainsthattryingtodescribetheprocesstocustomersdiscouragesthemfrompurchasing
fromhimbecausetheyfinditdifficulttotrust.

ICT Infrastructure
ThecasestudyparticipantsidentifiedthelackofICTinfrastructureasahindrancetotheirbusiness.
Forexample,theownerofCompanyF,anelectronicpublisher,narratedhowhiscompanydecidedto
constructanewbranch,mentioningthatduringthisprocess,theysurveyedthedifferentlocationsfor
theprojectandalsousedtheopportunitytosurveytheirnew‘e-magazine’awareness.Heremarked:
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I was surprised when the results from the research team showed that only 4 out of the 15 selected 
states in Nigeria were aware that we had a website where people could buy and read our magazines 
despite all the advertisement we had done on television. [Company F, E-Publisher]

Heexplainedthatifthiswasdeveloped,morepeopleinthecountrywouldnothavetospendas
muchonpaperpublishing;theywouldratherbuyitcheaperonline.Theowner-managerofCompany
H,anE-marketingcompany,describedtheimportanceofICTintermsofthehugeamounthehas
spentonadvertisingtheirproductsontelevisionandradioandblamedlimitedaccesstointernetin
ruralareas.Heclaimsthattheinternetwillbethemostcost-effectivemediumtobroadcastandattract
customerstoviewtheproductsontheirwebsite.

Technical Support
The case study participants indicated that costs of maintaining their e-commerce website was a
challengetotheirbusinessandcitedthelimitednumberofITpersonnelasafactor.Forexample,the
ownerofCompanyI,awebapplicationprogrammer,commented:

Most of the clients I’ve dealt with do not usually want to pay for the cost of maintenance. I agree 
that charges for this service may be above the budget for some small companies but I have limited 
staffs that are good at what they do and I have to pay them well to retain them. [Company I, Web 
Application Programming]

HedescribedtheskilllevelofseveralITpersonnelwhomhehasinterviewedforjobsassub-
standardandrequiringmoretrainingandbelievedthiswillaffecttheoutcomeofthee-commerce
establishmentsinNigeria.

TheownerofCompanyDdescribedhise-commercewebsiteasahighcontentsitemeaning
ithasseveralinteractivefeatures.Heexplainedthatasatrader,hedisplaysallsortsofproductsfor
purchasesandhastomakeadjustmentswhenhisstockisfinishedoraddnewproducts.However,he
stressedthatthecostofcarryingouttheseproceduresishugebecausefromhisexperience,thereare
limitedtechnicianswhocandothejobproperly.

Lack of Security
Thelackofsecuritywasasignificantchallengementionedbyparticipants.TheownerofCompany
Benumeratedhowlackofsecurityhasdiscouragedtrustinpurchasingfrome-commercewebsites.
Theowner-managerofCompanyIconfirmedthatsecurityisthemostimportantfeatureintheuse
ofe-commerce.Thisisduetotheexchangeofbankdetailsoveraserverwhichmaynotbesecure.
Heemphasisedthatpoornetworksecurityhasencouraged‘hackers’toconstantlytrytoinfiltrateand
accesspeoples’personaldetailsone-commercewebsites.

dISCUSSIoN

Theaimofthisstudywastounderstandthefactorsinfluencingtheuseofe-commercebysmall
enterprisesinNigeriausingcasestudies,interviewsandobservation.Thethemesemergingfromthe
studyarethemotivationsforsmallbusinessownersinNigeriatousee-commerceintheirbusinesses,
theopportunitiesforadoptionofe-commercebythesebusinessesandthechallengestheyface.

Thecasestudyfirmsclaimedthate-commerceservesasamarketingtoolusedtoadvertisetheir
productsnotonlytotheirlocalbutalsotoforeignmarkets.Therefore,asignificantmotivationof
adoptinge-commerceinNigeriaisforglobalisationwhichhasimplicationsfordevelopingcountries
intermsofcreatingnewopportunities(OffseinandChilders2008;Moriartyet al2013).Another
importantfactorwhichinfluencestheuseofe-commerceidentifiedinthestudywascostminimisation.
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TheparticipantscommentedonhowunfavourableconditionsinNigeriahavecausedsmallbusinesses
toincuralotofbusinesscosts.Therefore,theadoptionofe-commercebytheseenterprisesisseen
asacompetitivestrategynotonlyforcostreductionbutalsofortradingbeyondtheirlocalmarket
(Jagoda2010;ICT2013).

Research(e.g.Hattinghetal.2012)indicatesthatmorethanahalfofinternetusersintheworld
areinthedevelopingcontinentssuchasAsiaandAfricaandthatabout60%ofpeopleinAfrica’s
majorcitiesconnecttotheinternetregularly(Hattinghetal.2012).Therehasalsobeenanincrease
inthechangeinconsumerlifestylewherepeopleprefertosearchtheinternetforvariety,cheaper
pricesandconvenienceofnothavingtogotoaphysicalmarket(Euromonitor2011).Thesefactors
have significantly influenced the use of e-commerce by small enterprises in Nigeria. The rapid
advancementinmobiletechnologyprovidesanotheropportunitywhichactuallyprovidessupport
forincreasedinternetaccess.

ThemostdominantissueinNigeriaisunfavourableeconomicandpoliticalconditions,which
underlies most inhibitors like poor technological infrastructure, erratic power cuts, and lack of
publicawareness(Mashandaetal.,2012;TaylorandOwusu2012,Whiteet al.2014).Duetopoor
technologicalinfrastructureinNigeriathenetworkisveryslowandunreliablewithalimitedcoverage.
Thecurrentpoor-qualityinfrastructureandepilepticsupplyofelectricityinNigeriainparticularhas
amajorimpactonSMEdevelopment(Nwosuetal.2013).Anumberofresearchstudiesconducted
inNigeria(e.g.Aina2007;Nwosuetal.2013)haveidentifiedthatlessthan20%oftheNigerian
populationhaveaccesstostableelectricitysupply,thushinderinge-commerceadoptionbysmall
enterprises.

The lackof security is amajor challenge facing small enterprises in adopting e-commerce.
Consumers in Nigeria are concerned about safety online as they have not gained confidence in
onlinebusiness(Alametal.,2011;Mashandaetal.,2012;Whiteetal.,2014).Itismoredifficultto
establishtrustbetweenpartnersine-commercethanintraditionalcommerce.Yettrustandsecurity
aremoreimportantine-commercethanintraditionalcommercesinceonlineservicesandproducts
arenotimmediatelyverifiable(Gefen&Straubb,2004,Shemi,2012).Thelackoftechnicalsupport
underliesinternalfactorsthataffectinternetande-commerceadoptionofthefirmsinNigeriasuchas
lackofqualifiedstafftodevelopandsupporte-commercewebsitefromfirmcharacteristics(Taylor
andOwusu,2012;Whiteetal.,2014).

CoNCLUSIoN

Byconductingaqualitativeresearch,thisstudywasabletoexploreanin-depthviewofthefactors
whichinfluencetheuseofe-commerceinsmallbusinessesinNigeria.Thefindingssuggestthat
themainmotivesforsmallbusinessesinNigeriaadoptinge-commerceweretoreducegeneralcosts
ofoperatingthebusiness,andexpansionintobothlocalandinternationalmarkets.Therewasalso
evidence to suggestvarious enablingandchallenging factors for adoptinge-commerceby small
firmsinNigeria.Theenablingfactorsincludeincreaseininternetaccess,increaseinmobiledevices,
improvedbankingsectorandchangesinconsumerlifestyle,whilstchallengesincludelackofsecurity
andtrust,poorICTinfrastructureandinadequatetechnicalsupport.

The implications of these findings are three-fold: First, small business owners should be
encouragedtoadopte-commerceinordertoenhancetheirmarketexpansion.Therefore,itissuggested
thatbusinessownersshouldadoptalearningapproachi.e.beingreadytoexperimentwithnewthings
andadaptingas they learnfromexperienceofwhatworksandwhatdoesnotwork.Thesecond
implicationofthestudyisforbusinessownerstoendeavourtomaintaindatasecuritybypreventing
unauthoriseddisclosureofconfidentialinformationthroughtheinternet.

Thirdly,sinceSMEshavebeenestablishedtobethebackboneofaneconomy,itisimportant
forpolicymakerstoensurethesefirmsareprotectedandhelpedtomaximisetheirpotential.Aspart
ofencouragingtheadoptionofe-commercebysmallbusinessesinNigeria,policymakersshould
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beadvisedtocreateacentrale-commercepackageinwhichsmallfirmscanregisterandpurchase
theeasy-setupsoftwaresystematasubsidisedcost.Thiswillhelpsmallbusinesses tostrivefor
competitiveadvantagewithlargerfirmsandthereforegeneratemoreincomethroughtax(ICT,2013).
Also,toencouragetheadoptionofe-commerce,thegovernmentshouldaddressmajorchallenges
suchaspoorICTinfrastructure,internetfraudandtoimprovetechnicalsupport,thereisclearlya
requirementfortheMinistriesofInformationandTechnologytoinvestmoreinComputingandIT
development(Shemi,2012).

Thisstudymakescontributiontothegrowingbodyofliteratureonthefactorswhichinfluence
e-commerce adoption in small businesses in developing economies from the Nigerian example.
Itshedslightsonthesignificanceofe-commerceinthesmallfirmsectorofthesecountries,the
enablingfactorsaswellashindrances.ItalsoprovidesinsightsinunderstandingSMEe-commerce
adoptionfactorsinothercontextswithsimilarcharacteristics.Thequalitativemethodologyadopted
forgatheringinformationhasprovidedclearinsights,goodqualityandrichdatafromthebusiness
ownersthemselves,therebyleadingtoabetterunderstandingofthesubjectmatterasopposedto
othermethodsofcollectingdata.

Thestudyhasseverallimitationswhichsuggesttheimplicationsforfurtherresearch.Themajor
limitationofthestudyistheextenttowhichthestudycanbegeneralisedtowiderpopulationof
smallfirmssinceitwasbasedononlytencasestudiesdrawnfromdifferentsectors inonlyone
countryandwhichwerenotrandomlyselected.Therefore,alarge-scalestudyofbusinessesfrom
morethanonedevelopingcountrywouldbenecessarytotestouttheresearchresultstoawiderless
heterogeneouspopulation.
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