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Abstract
Small businesses in the United States have a high failure rate within their first 5 years of
operation. Small business success is vital to the economy because it drives revenue,
income, and job creation. Grounded in rational decision-making theory, the purpose of
this qualitative multiple case study was to explore strategies small business owners and
leaders implement for effective outsourced IT solutions for business sustainability. Data
were collected from in-depth interviews with 10 purposefully selected business owners
and leaders in the Houston, Texas, metro area and from a review of documentation from
archival records. Yin’s 5-step analysis guided the coding process, and the transcribed data
were validated by member checking. The major themes revealed that strategies for
outsourcing IT service require (a) finding a reliable service, (b) procuring services that
are cost effective, (c) outsourcing to experts, and (d) maintaining stability. A key
recommendation is for small business owners and leaders to consider flat-fee outsourced
IT services for their business needs. Social change implications include the potential
contribution to social stability and continuing economic growth through the successful
outsourcing of IT solutions, which may increase jobs, create tax revenue, and stimulate

economic activity locally and nationally.
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Section 1: Foundation of the Study

Small businesses account for about 8.4 million of net new jobs, driving the U.S.’s
competitiveness and innovation (U.S. Small Business Administration [SBA], 2018).
Although the expansion of small businesses is vast, their failure rate is high (SBA, 2018).
More than half of small businesses fail within the first 5 years of startup (SBA, 2018).
Information technology (IT) plays a critical component in small business sustainability
(Wang & Wang, 2015). Some companies choose to outsource IT, while others prefer to
manage IT within the company (Bahli & Rivard, 2017). The focus of the current study
was to find the preemptive and cost-effective IT solutions for business sustainability.

Background of the Problem

The definition of a small business is a firm with fewer than 500 employees (SBA,
2018). Successful small business owners provide job opportunities, economic
contributions, and enhanced communities (Miles, 2013). There are nearly 27 million
small businesses in the United States, and they generate about 50% of its gross domestic
product (GDP; SBA, 2018). Keeping small businesses viable is a key component of
positive social change in the United States (Colombo, Laursen, Magnusson, & Rossi-
Lamastra, 2012). Many small business owners do not have the financial resources to
employ IT specialists in-house and therefore outsource this service to maintain their
technical functionality (Dhar, 2012). With technology advancements, the management of

IT in small businesses can lead to the success or failure of a business.



Problem Statement
Approximately 5.5 million commercial enterprises outsource at least one managed
IT service, and 55% of these businesses indicated they would like to increase their use of
IT (Karamouzis & Da Rold, 2014; SBA, 2018). Many small businesses without funds to
support an IT department or an onsite technician outsource their IT practice to an hourly
or managed IT service (Dhar, 2012). The general business problem was that ineffective
IT outsourcing increases the costs and jeopardizes the sustainability of small businesses.
The specific business problem was that some small business owners lack strategies to
obtain cost-effective outsourced IT solutions for business sustainability.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative multicase study was to explore strategies some
small business owners implement to obtain cost-effective outsourced IT solutions for
business sustainability. The target population was small business owners in the Houston,
Texas area who outsource their IT services. The implications for positive social change
include the potential for small business leaders to develop strategies to improve
outsourced IT services and reduce operating costs. Small business owners may use the
findings to enhance profitability and help to address social issues such as employment
and poverty in communities.
Nature of the Study
The research method for this study was qualitative. Researchers have three types
of research methods available: qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods (McCusker &

Gunaydin, 2015). Qualitative researchers explore subject matter beyond the boundaries of



hard data collection by conducting interviews and surveys with open-ended,
nondirectional questions (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The quantitative research method is
used to collect and analyze numerical data to explain, describe, control, or predict the
research topic of interest (Wester, Borders, Boul, & Horton, 2013), but that was not the
focus of the current study. A mixed-methods approach was not necessary because the
research question required a qualitative approach.

Various designs are available in qualitative methodology: (a) phenomenology, (b)
exploratory case study, (c) ethnography, (d) narrative, and (e) heuristic (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2011). The phenomenological design is used to explore the lived experiences of
many individuals (Smith, 2015). An exploratory case study is used to investigate real-life
issues and phenomena (Gelo, Braakmann, & Benetka, 2009).

The multicase study design is used to investigate a phenomenon that previously
lacked detailed research, or the environment had limited the choice of method (Hancock
& Algozzine, 2015). The case study design applies to studies lacking a clear formulation
of hypotheses or parameters and allows flexibility to the researcher (Yin, 2017). The
multicase study may be a preliminary study that warrants further investigation of the
research topic (Hancock & Algozzine, 2015). In a multiple case study, the researcher
studies multiple cases to understand the similarities and differences between the cases
(Yin, 2017). The multicase study design was appropriate for the current study to enhance
existing research on the phenomenon of small business owners with outsourced IT

solutions seeking to interpret the effectiveness of the solution. Combining the qualitative



methodology with the multicase study design provided findings for appropriate IT
solutions.

When studying the shared experience of a group over time, the ethnographic
design is appropriate (Gelo et al., 2009; Pinsky, 2015). However, that was not the
purpose of the current study. The narrative design is used to chronicle individual life
stories (Lewis, 2015) and was therefore inappropriate for the current study. Researchers
use the heuristic design for experimental investigation problems in which the individual
subjectivity of the inquirer is given expression in and through the experience of the
individual (Ozertugrul, 2015; Smith, 2015), which was not in accord with the goals of the
current study.

Research Question

What strategies do small business owners implement for an effective outsourced
IT solution for business sustainability?

Interview Questions

1. What influenced your decision to select the hourly versus the flat fee

outsourced IT services you use in your business?

2. How do you determine the best or optimal IT solution for your business?

3. Please explain the path you used to make decisions regarding your IT

solutions.

4. What has worked well in implementing your IT services?

5. What challenges have you faced with your IT services?

6. How did you overcome these challenges regarding IT services?



7. What strategies do you use to secure that your IT services (hourly or flat fee
option) are financially efficacious?
8. What else can you tell me about the strategies you use to implement effective
IT solutions for your business sustainability?
Conceptual Framework

The rational decision-making model was the conceptual framework of this study.
Rational decision-making is a process in which each step follows a logical order from the
step before (lvey, 2015). The purpose of rational decision-making is to come to the best
solution based on a clearly defined and orderly path (Treur & Umair, 2015). The
selection of managed IT services comes with a rational choice that satisfies the objectives
of the small business owner. The primary aim is to satisfy the IT needs of the company.
This objective is met with information gathered, and all other options are considered
carefully before the final decision is made. The rational decision-making model was
appropriate to reveal the decision-making process of small business owners and leaders in
their selection of outsourced IT services. The small business owners’ decision on
selecting outsourced IT services can be measured, and the purpose of this study was to
evaluate the rational decision-making process and financial efficacy of the decision made.

Operational Definitions

Business failure: A company that has losses for 2 years or more, and the result is
the closure or termination of the business, is a business failure (Lussier & Halabi, 2010).

Business success: A business with a recorded net profit for more than 3 years is a

business success (Lussier & Halabi, 2010).



Cloud: Cloud storage is technology that allows for stored data to be retrieved
through Internet connectivity (Zhang & Gu, 2013).

Information technology (IT): Information technology is technology enabled within
a business that manages information (Lacity & Willcocks, 2014).

Information technology outsourcing (ITO): Information technology outsourcing is
the contracted partnership with third-party companies to conduct the IT implementations
and maintenance for businesses (Lacity & Willcocks, 2014).

Managed services: Managed services is an IT outsourcing concept that involves
an IT consulting firm managing the IT infrastructure and support of another business
(Rivard & Aubert, 2015).

Management accounting systems (MAS): Management accounting systems are
systems that integrate financials, processes, customers, and human resources for
successful accounting processes within a business (McLellan, 2014).

Nearshoring: Nearshoring is the use of services of contractors in neighboring
countries such as Mexico and Canada for businesses in the United States (Siepmann,
2013).

Offshoring: Offshoring is outsourcing services to a third-party vendor in another
country (St. John, Vedder, & Guynes, 2013).

Onshoring: Onshoring is investing in third-party vendor services in the same

country as the business (Siepmann, 2013).



Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations

Assumptions

Assumptions are claims accepted as valid without evidence (Denscombe, 2013).
The first assumption in this study was that participants would provide truthful responses
to the interview questions and not intentionally introduce bias. This assumption was
supported by voluntary participation and the guarantee of confidentiality. The second
assumption was that the rational decision-making model would be the appropriate
conceptual framework for this study. The third assumption was that the selection of small
business owners and leaders would reflect the proper cross-sectional sampling needed for
saturation, as recommended by Kisely and Kendall (2011).
Limitations

Limitations are potential weaknesses in the study (Mitchell & Jolley, 2012).
Having the appropriate population is a limitation whereby research results may not be
applicable to a larger population (Yin, 2017). A qualitative study, including participant
interviews, can introduce potential bias to the study with the participants being able to
skew the data collected with inaccurate information. The provision of full disclosure by
the participants could also be a limitation (Lewis, 2015). Current participants were able to
select phone or video conference for the interviews to minimize limitations regarding the
study participants.
Delimitations

Delimitations are restrictions and boundaries set by the researcher to focus on the

scope of the study (Mitchell & Jolley, 2012). The first delimitation was the restriction of
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the size of the small business leaders sought as participants. The small businesses had to
be located in the greater Houston metro area. The study participants had to outsource at
least one of their IT functions and not have an IT staff member working onsite. Invited
participants completed a demographic survey indicating the type of outsourced IT
services they used.

Significance of the Study
Contribution to Business Practice

Since the beginning of the 21st century, a paradigm shift in businesses occurred
with technology use and the need for technology to keep a business running and
successful (Dhar, 2012). Many small business leaders lack a thorough understanding of
the efficacy of outsourcing IT services (Wang & Wang, 2015). The current study focused
on the need for technology for sustainability for small businesses with no more than 50
employees.

Many small businesses unable to function when their workstations or servers are
out of operation face the realization that the need for technology is critical to staying
competitive in their market share. However, many of these small businesses do not have
the financial overhead to retain an IT specialist on staff and have opted to outsource their
IT needs (Dhar, 2012). Outsourcing IT needs could become a sustainability factor for
small businesses.

The current study focused on managed services as a proactive solution. Managed
services are a proactive solution because the small business has a contractual agreement

with the IT consulting firm as to what the monthly charge is for their IT services and



9

what coverage falls under this agreement (Mankasingh & Ramsoomair, 2017). The small
business knows its cost and liability upfront and pays a monthly fee whether needing
services or not. Another outsourcing option is hourly IT service. Hourly IT service is
considered a reactive solution because there is no need for an IT consultant until
something does not work. The consultant then goes to the business, defines the issue, and
repairs as needed on an hourly basis (Mankasingh & Ramsoomair, 2017). This option
could be costly if many issues arise in 1 month; however, this strategy can be very cost-
effective if there are no issues. The current study did not focus on outsourced hourly IT
services.

Contrary to business practice with the technology shift still in progress, many
small business owners do not have the knowledge or the insight as to what their IT
solutions might be. Many business owners fail at the user acceptance of technology
because they lack the realization of how important their IT health is to their business
success (Venkatesh & Davis, 1996). The current study focused on providing a scholarly
resource for business owners to educate themselves on IT dependency for their business
and the methods of outsourcing leading to success in the community. Positive social
change comes with every small business that survives past 3 years of startup because of
job creation and retention and flourishing communities.

Implications for Social Change

The results of the study may influence positive social change. Small business

leaders may gain new insights into the reasons for the unsuccessful implementation of

managed IT services and achieve financial leverage toward the success of their business.
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Leaders who choose effective IT services may improve their responses to changing
customer needs.
A Review of the Professional and Academic Literature

The purpose of a literature review is to summarize existing studies as they relate
to the research topic (Wakefield, 2015). The review of literature enables researchers to
avoid duplication in their research and enhance professional development (Wakefield,
2015). The research question and problem statement form the theme of the literature
review (Massaro, Dumay, & Guthrie, 2016). The research question for the current study
addressed the strategies small business owners implement for an effective IT solution for
business sustainability and a comparison of solutions for implementation.

The purpose of this qualitative multicase study was to explore strategies that small
business owners may implement for a preemptive and cost-effective IT solution for
business sustainability. Data collection came from 10 small business owners and leaders
in the Houston, Texas area. The rational decision-making model provided the framework
for this study. Analysis of the qualitative data collected in this study allowed for the
identification of themes.

Literature Search Strategy

The search strategy for this literature review consisted of a broad and focused
query of sources across multiple disciplines, including scholarly journal articles, books,
and electronic media. Research databases from the Walden University library included
Business Source Complete, ABI/INFORM Complete, EBSCOhost, ProQuest, SAGE

Premier, ScienceDirect, and Wiley Online. The literature review consisted of keyword
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searches that included business financial success, consulting, financial efficacy,
importance of technology, information technology, IT consulting, IT consulting firms,
managed IT services, managed services, managed service providers, MSP’s, offshoring,
outsourcing, outsourcing IT, rational decision-making model, small business, small
business finances, small business IT, small business sustainability, small business
sustainability and technology, technology, technology acceptance model, technology
affordability, technology adaptation, and theory of planned behavior. | identified and
evaluated more than 200 articles over 4 months and used 126 sources in this literature
review. The extensive review of articles included 69 peer-reviewed articles published
from 2015 to 2019 and 29 from 2014 or earlier. Additionally, the review included 16
book references, one doctoral dissertation, and five government websites.
Overview

The literature review consists of past studies and targets the theories presented in
this study. In this study, the goal was to explore the sustainability of small businesses
through effective IT management within their businesses using a rational decision-
making model.
Conceptual Framework: Rational Decision-Making Model

Decision-making is a process of choosing from a set of options to obtain a final
result (Androniceanu & Ristea, 2014). Simon (1960) posited that there are three phases of
decision-making: (a) intelligent phase, (b) design phase, and (c) choice phase. The
intelligent phase includes the period of information-gathering, the design phase

comprises tentative decision-making, and the choice phase comprises selecting the final
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course of action (Simon, 1960). The three principal elements contained in decision-
making are (a) availability of the options for which a decision is made, (b) contextual
factors from a set of alternative choice considerations, and (¢) mental engagement of the
decision-maker (Roy, 2016). The five sequential decision-making stages, per Dewey
(1978), are (a) identification of the problem, (b) analysis of the problem, (c) generation of
possible solutions, (d) evaluation of each option, and (e) final decision-making.

Different aspects of decision-making are modeled in diverse sequences (Witte,
1972). Mintzberg, Rainsingham, and Theoret (1976) agreed that a decision-making
process happens in random phases that have no sequential relationship and used Simon’s
steps as identification, development, and selection. According to Spetzler, Myer, and
Winter (2016), decision-making is a process of identifying and selecting alternatives that
align with the preferred values of the decision-maker. A choice made from alternatives is
the principal concept in decision-making. Only options that satisfy the highest probability
of satisfaction or effectiveness of the decision-maker and the alternatives that align with
the most suitable to the objectives, wants, needs, and values are taken into consideration
(Spetzler et al., 2016). The conditions implied must have alternatives from which to
decide, as well as specific options aligned with the interests and choices of the decision-
maker (Spetzler et al., 2016). The rational decision-making model was appropriate to
guide the current study to reveal the decision-making process of small business owners in
their selection of outsourced IT services.

Decision-making consists of the reduction of doubt and uncertainty associated

with alternatives, allowing a meaningful choice to be made (Hussung, 2017). Hussung
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(2017) applied this analysis to define the role of information collection in the decision-
making process. Considering all options and alternatives, decisions made with absolute
uncertainty are rare due to the unavailability of information. Every decision entails a
degree of risk, reducing uncertainty but not eliminating it (Hussung, 2017).

Zenko, Ekkekakis, and Kavetsos (2016) posited that there are two basic models of
decision-making: rational and bounded. According to Zenko et al., the bounded rational
decision-making model limits the decision-maker to deciding with limited available
information. The current study focused on the rational decision-making of small business
owners based on information that was available. Rational decision-making is a critical
skill acquired and used in everyday life and requires completing tasks throughout the day
(Smayda, Worthy, & Chandrasekaran, 2017). Small business owners make decisions
concerning outsourced IT services under certainty, knowing the outcome of their selected
option (Dhar, 2012). The small business owners are cognizant of their decision criteria,
allowing them to maximize and implement their choices (Dhar, 2012).

The rational decision-making model requires the decision-maker to analyze
different alternatives from various options before making a choice (Zenko et al., 2016).
The decision-maker must evaluate the expected risks to determine the expected outcome
for each option (Zenko et al., 2016). Finally, decision-makers used the rational decision-
making model to select the most desired anticipated outcome from the optimal
probability of options presented (Herrmann, 2017; Spetzler et al., 2016). The goal of
rational behavior is to maximize the value of the outcome, thereby focusing on the

selection process over the chosen alternative (Todt & Lujan, 2014).
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The rational decision-making model allows for the examination of the relationship
between outsourced IT services of small businesses and the weight of cost and efficacy
factors that drive the business owners’ choices, taken together with the tradeoffs involved
in the selections. Leslie (2014) posited that the rational decision-making model contains
analytical steps leading to a decision: (a) problem identification, (b) generation of
alternatives, (c) evaluation of choices, (d) selection of an alternative, (e) implementation
of the decision, and (f) evaluation of the effectiveness of the decision. The rational
decision-making model can provide scientifically testable hypotheses about the efficacy
of outsourcing of IT services for small businesses (Glava & Glava, 2015).

There are two main components in the decision-making process: the decision and
the decision-maker’s behavior. Human thoughts and reactions contribute to the decision-
making process based on the external world and the psychological consequences of the
decision-maker (Leslie, 2014). The core of decision-making is a combination of the
beliefs surrounding specific incidents and reactions to those events (Leslie, 2014).
Decisions are responses to situations with three potential aspects of consideration: (a)
more than one possible outcome to be considered, (b) the decision-makers’ degree of
confidence in future expectations, and (c) assessing the final results while reflecting
personal values and objectives (Kremer-Asaf, 2015; Parsons, 2016; Spetzler et al., 2016).
Additionally, when facing more significant decisions, the choice should be broken down
into smaller problems, with each problem solved separately (Kremer-Asaf, 2015). For the
current study, the small business owners’ decision on selecting outsourced IT services

could be measured by using these methods of the rational decision-making model.
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Internal and external understanding of the problem is required when decision-
making is needed (Kraja & Osmani, 2015; Parsons, 2016). Completing searches and
identifying target issues allows information to be gathered in the decision-making process
(Brighouse, Ladd, Loeb, & Swift, 2016). According to Herrmann (2017), when
evaluating alternatives, the following questions must be asked (a) how feasible is an
alternative? (b) how satisfactory is the chosen option? and (c) what is the likely impact of
the alternative? In the decision-making process, the decision-maker must consider the
feasibility, satisfaction, and acceptability of the selected outcome to the stakeholders
(Zhou, Zheng, & Ma, 2014). Using the rational decision-making model allows small
business owners to identify appropriate solutions and stimulate the market in outsourced
managed IT services (Kremer-Asaf, 2015). The decision-making process could still break
down if problem identification is incorrect or alternatives are poorly evaluated (Kremer-
Asaf, 2015). Characterization of the rational decision-making model is entirely
reasonable, according to Kremer-Asaf (2015). The focus of the current study was the
reasonable decision-making process of the rational decision-making model.

Alternative Theories

Technology acceptance model. An alternative theory considered for this study
was the technology acceptance model (TAM) as introduced by Davis (1986), which
assesses the perception and understanding of using different types of technology. Davis,
Bagozzi, and Warshaw (1989) used TAM in a study of user acceptance or rejection of the
use of computers. The purpose of TAM was to create a testable model for user

acceptance of IT (Davis, 1993). Davis (1993) wanted to establish the insight of the
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behavior of user acceptance from a psychological perspective and create a measurable
solution with TAM for designers to be able to test the user acceptance of a new IT-related
product or service. Davis (1993) found that 52% of 112 subjects believed that the
usefulness of technology outweighed the ease of use.

Venkatesh and Davis (1996) conducted a study with 108 participants in three
experiments with the primary purpose of understanding the influence of computer skill
self-efficacy on technology acceptance. The outcome of the three experiments indicated a
positive influence on the subject’s computer self-efficacy before and after training in the
technology. The TAM would be appropriate for a study addressing user acceptance of
outsourced IT services with managed IT services; however, TAM was not appropriate for
exploring the decision-making strategy of small business owners in their selection of
outsourced IT services and evaluating their financial efficacy.

Theory of reasoned action and theory of planned behavior. Fishbein and
Ajzen (1975) explained the correlation between the behavior and beliefs of individuals in
the theory of planned behavior (TPB) derived from the theory of reasoned action (TRA).
The primary purpose of TRA is the evaluation of behavioral intent from the process of
persuasion (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). The understanding gained from the TRA is on the
persuasions made among attitudes, beliefs, and intent. The principle of the TRA
acknowledges possible consequences before acting, which leads to the later addition of
perceived behavior control to the TRA (Ajzen, 1985; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975).

The lack of accountability to perceived behavior was a weakness of the TRA that

led to Ajzen’s (1985) development of the TPB. The TPB has become a theoretical
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extension of the TRA with the addition of perceived behavior control that links people’s
beliefs with behavior (Ajzen, 1985). Ajzen (1991) expanded the TPB to include four
primary constructs, behavioral intention and three independent variables of intention. The
willingness to carry out a behavior is behavioral intention and is considered the
immediate determinant of the behavior (Ajzen, 2002). The three predictors of behavior
intention are (a) behavior attitude, (b) subjective norm, and (c) perceived control (Ajzen,
1985). The importance of each predictor varies depending on the behavior and context
(Ajzen, 1991). The TPB and TRA would be appropriate for a study addressing the
behavior small business owners and leaders projected when selecting outsourced IT
services; however, TPB and TRA were not appropriate for exploring the decision-making
strategy of small business owners in their selection of outsourced IT services and
evaluating their financial efficacy.
Small Businesses

Small business classification rests on their size and location (Buculescu, 2013).
Other distinguishing factors include (a) management structure, (b) limited decision-
making solely by business owners, and (c) restricted managerial staff (Buculescu, 2013).
Small businesses in the United States have been stimulating the economy for centuries
(Anastasia, 2015). The SBA, (2017c) sets the rules and standards for recognition of small
businesses. Per SBA standards, the maximum number of employees allowed for a
company to be considered a small business is 500. Businesses which fall below the 10-

employee mark are considered microenterprises, including local family-owned and
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entrepreneurial companies, and may not receive recognition as a small business
(Ayandibu & Houghton, 2017).

Small businesses in the United States represent 99.9% of the firms, with 48% of
private-sector employment and 41.2% of total private payroll (Turner & Endres, 2017).
According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2016), there were 100,884 new business
establishments in Harris County, Texas in 2016, which included the Houston metro area.
Houston is the fourth largest city and the sixth largest metropolitan area in the United
States (City of Houston, 2019). Approximately 5.5 million commercial enterprises
outsourced at least one managed IT service, and 55% of these businesses indicated they
would like to increase their use of IT (Karamouzis & Da Rold, 2014; SBA, 2018).

The U.S. economy depends largely on small businesses (Hayes, Chawla, &
Kathawala, 2015; SBA, 2017b; Turner & Endres, 2017). The U.S. and local economies
depend on the health of small businesses (Hayes et al., 2015; Turner & Endres, 2017).
Samila and Sorenson (2017) reviewed a study completed between 1993 and 2002 of
small businesses in several U.S. metropolitan areas and concluded that these businesses
promoted the community with employment sustainability, fostering entrepreneurial spirit,
and increasing competition and innovation(see Samila & Sorenson, 2010). Local
governments nurture the creation of small businesses as they grow local revenue and
create jobs within the community, adding to sustainability (Bruce, Xiaowen, & Murray,
2015; C. C. Williams, Martinez-Perez, & Kedir, 2017). Bruce et al. (2015) conducted a
quantitative study with data collected from all 50 states, which indicated that tax breaks

from small businesses do not accelerate productivity within organizations.
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Small businesses have an enormous impact on local U.S. economies with the
creation of jobs and financial influx. The revenue stream created by small businesses
allows individuals to become financially independent and provides local governments
with tax income. Small businesses sustain and support local communities with job growth
and ethnical diversity (Samila & Sorensen, 2017). Small businesses can compete with
larger firms for services and support. Research data published by Dai, Ivanov, and Cole
(2017) and the SBA (2017a) indicated that small businesses and entrepreneurs have
similar credit access to larger corporations; however, they use the SBA for lending
purposes more frequently. The U.S. government has implemented financial policies in
support of economic growth of small businesses (Lee, 2018).

The success or failure of a business impacts both internal and external
stakeholders (Burga & Rezania, 2016). Research conducted by West, Hillenbrand,
Money, Ghobadian, and Ireland (2016) concluded that the stakeholders principally
influence the success or failure of a business. Small businesses play an essential factor in
the U.S. economy, local economies, other companies, and individuals (SBA, 2017b;
Turner & Endres, 2017). Researchers used knowledge and trends developed by small
businesses and entrepreneurs over several decades to project the future success of small
businesses (Volery & Mazzarol, 2015). Volery and Mazzarol (2015) further suggested
that additional research is necessary on small business development to apply themes and
link past and future research, supporting the need for this study.

Owners of small businesses and entrepreneurs receive credit as drivers of

economic growth in their respective communities and regions since the 1980s (Ribeiro-
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Soriano, 2017). Additionally, small business owners manage business operations and
operating capital, creating synergy in business ownership and control (Barnes &
Westrenius, 2015). The long-term sustainability of a business can be measured in their
impact on economic growth, saturation of the local community, and the ability to adapt to
change (Martinez-Martinez, Cegarra-Navarro, Garcia-Perez, & Wensley, 2019;
Summers, 2015). Regional and local economic development functions as a driver for
economic stimulation of small businesses within their regions (Lee, 2018). Amolo and
Migiro (2017) posited that small business growth within an area also stimulates the
population level and drives the migration of employable adults. Small businesses
stimulate economic growth and sustainability of a region, and that in turn sustains small
businesses (Johnson, Faught, & Long, 2017).
Small Business Success

A successful business is measured by economic, managerial, environmental, and
political factors (Oz & Yelkenci, 2015). Research on small businesses is primarily linked
where success, profit, performance, and growth are used synonymously (Lekovi¢ &
Mari¢, 2015). Profitability and market share measure the performance of a business. A
small business provides the link between skilled and semiskilled workers that creates a
niche and measure of success, as large corporations cannot compete with or profit from
this type of market (Karadag, 2015). Because of their size and adaptive responsiveness,
the innovation level of small businesses is greater than corporations and drives success
with customers in fast-paced markets (Karadag, 2015). Research results indicated the

success of small businesses increased with expanded self-employment (Omri, Frikha, &
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Bouraoui, 2015). The long-term success of small businesses linked to sustainability and
investment in human capital and training (Albuquerque, Escrivao Filho, Nagano, &
Junior, 2016). Professional groups note the education level of small business leadership is
noted as one success factor. Low employee turnover is a success factor attributed to
strong leadership in a small business (Berson, Da'as, & Waldman, 2015). Successful
small businesses invest in training programs for their leadership and employees that meet
the relevance, flexibility, and practical learning environment specific to the organization
(Coenen & Kok, 2014). Successful small businesses impact the supply and demand for
goods and services positively, as well as the lives of individuals through employment
(Barnes & Westrenius, 2015).
Small Business Failure

Small business failure is primarily linked to lack of funding, lack of financial
planning, capital shortage, low financial projection, unplanned growth, excessive fixed
assets, and mismanaging of capital, with the leading cause of small business failure being
poor financial management (Karadag, 2015). Karadag (2015) posited that financial
management should be the central and leading factor in securing longevity. Inefficiency
and mismanagement of business finances result in business failure (Karadag, 2015).
Alstete (2014), as well as Decker, Haltiwanger, Jarmin, and Miranda (2014) suggested
small business failure is also a result in lack of planning. One of the goals of this study
was to provide information to assist in small business sustainability with cost-effective
outsourced IT solutions. The sustainability was created with cost savings in IT

management.
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The SBA classifies businesses by industry as well as the number of employees
and annual revenue (Luo & Lee, 2015). Causes for small business failures include (a)
bankruptcy, (b) loss of creditors, (c) partnership disputes, (d) legal disputes, () mergers
and acquisitions, (f) elective discontinuance, and (g) owner death (Luo & Lee, 2015).
Small business startups have consistently outnumbered closures toward the end of the
20th century; however, fewer than 25% of small businesses have survived past the 5-year
startup mark (SBA, 2019). Startup small business owners typically prioritize business
operations and marketing over financial management, leading to business failures
(Karadag, 2015). Lopez and Hiebl (2015) posited that small business owners’ lack of
financial and accounting skills cause the prioritization of operations and marketing.
Small Business Sustainability

Small businesses are not only a driver for economic growth and innovation; they
also drive social growth and sustainability (Karadag, 2015). Understanding effective
strategies by small business owners is a vital factor in sustainability in terms of increasing
revenue and surviving (Montalbano, Nenci, & Pietrobelli, 2018). Nagler (2012) claimed
that organizational thinking strategies have expanded to new levels to include corporate
social responsibility, social entrepreneurship, partnerships, conscious capitalism, and
sustainable development. Corporate social responsibility (CSR) addresses the ethical
duties of businesses toward their employees, stakeholders, and communities, whether the
contact is direct or indirect (Shaukat, Qiu, & Trojanowski, 2016). Small business owners
who adjust their organizational objectives and business strategies to affect the needs of

stakeholders are likely to profit substantially. The CSR business strategy is directly
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associated with increased profit levels, as well as the adoption of internal controls to
reduce corruption and improve compliance (Carroll, 2015). In this study, selecting the
appropriate outsourced IT solution added to the sustainability of small businesses.

Economic, social, and environmental goals balance small business sustainability
(Aarseth, Ahola, Aaltonen, @kland, & Andersen, 2017). Sustainable strategies are easy to
maintain during good economic times. The challenge is understanding effective,
sustainable strategies for a small business. Maintaining sustainability can be difficult in
economic downturns, when commitments cannot be met (Barnett, Darnall, & Husted,
2015). During such times, planned investments can drive the focus on a business’s long-
term objectives (Barnett et al., 2015). Long-term sustainability comes from effective
planning, which provides a competitive edge and promotes lasting profits (Schmidt &
Farkas, 2016). To create and maintain business sustainability, owners must identify
strategies that exceed the objectives of the organization (Hopkins, 2017).

During a downturn economy, small businesses adjust and focus their efforts on
sustainable social and environmental strategies to become more effective (Barnett et al.,
2015). To become sustainable, the entire company has to be involved in strategic
planning (Bryson, Edwards, & Van Slyke, 2017). In contrast, tactical sustainability
planning addresses the immediate, short-term needs of the business and generally affects
assets, finances, and personnel (Cegarra-Navarro, Sdnchez-Vidal, & Cegarra-Leiva,
2016). Linking strategic and tactical goals is one of the most effective organizational

planning tools for small business sustainability (Dror, 2017).
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Small Business Financial Efficacy Through Management Accounting Systems
Before 2010, nonfinancial records and tangible assets were kept with accounting
records; however, advancement in technology has allowed for these records to be
combined in management accounting systems (MAS), creating superior financial efficacy
(Warren, Moffitt, & Byrnes, 2015). MAS has allowed over 98% of financial data to be
digitized (Warren et al., 2015). In conjunction with MAS, management accounting (MA)
allows managers to combine various data for analysis and processing (Lopez & Hiebl,
2015). MAS systems are not specific to businesses; they are designed for customization
of each individual business specification for efficiency (Odar, Kavcic, & Jerman, 2015).
Business success depends on financial data retrieved from MAS systems. As such, MAS
must be maintained appropriately to produce high-quality data (Odar et al., 2015).
Business profitability and efficiency can be increased with performance measures
due to data managers’ use of the company’s MAS (Warren et al., 2015). MAS serves as
an analytical tool for planning and controlling of business finances, providing efficiency
to the company (Ceran, Gungor, & Konya, 2016; Lopez & Hiebl, 2015). System
customization allows MAS to have subsystems in costing, budgeting, cost analysis,
performance evaluation, decision-making, and communication (Lopez & Hiebl, 2015).
Historical analysis can be performed with MAS to make future decisions and perform
evaluations of strategic business processes, including production and sales (Ceran et al.,
2016). Additionally, the implemented subsystems of MAS allow controls to be
implemented in relation to employee engagement, which can be used by managers for

bonus structures or corrective action (Warren et al., 2015).
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The primary purpose of MAS is financial management in small businesses
(Karadag, 2015). To make effective business decisions, MAS should include supply and
demand information (Shil, Hoque, & Akter, 2015). Accuracy and reliability in the data
obtained from MAS allows for crucial managerial decision-making requiring high-quality
financial information (Ceran et al., 2016). Small businesses may not use MAS as
thoroughly or effectively as larger corporations (Lopez & Hieble, 2015). When
implementing MAS in a small business, the company leaders must focus on what is most
important to their organization, rather than adopting a MAS for a more substantial firm
(Lopez & Hieble, 2015).

The internal and external needs of a small business drive the amount and type of
financial data being used (Okabe & Suez-Sales, 2015). An organization’s response to
external and economic stressors can impact the financial data from MAS (Shil et al.,
2015). Small business financial records generally have more personal bias than is allowed
in larger corporations (Okabe & Sueaz-Sales, 2015). MAS provides the financial
statements which small businesses need to make management decisions and conduct
financial planning (Okabe & Sueaz-Sales, 2015). Financial efficacy, business growth, and
sustainability are heavily reliant on strategic financial planning (Karadag, 2015).

In contrast, studies indicated that many small business owners do not recognize
the value of MAS investments and implementations (Maiga, 2015). Instead of using
MAS for decision-making, the company’s financial data is manipulated to conform to the
needs of external partners and vendors (Lopez & Hiebl, 2015). According to Chhabra and

Pattanayak (2014), studies have shown that many small businesses do not maintain
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financial data appropriately and do not maintain all of their financial data in a MAS.
Maintaining complete financial records is at a deficit in small businesses (Chhabra &
Pattanayak, 2014).

Small businesses increase productivity and growth with the effective use of MAS
(Lopez & Hiebl, 2015). The size of small businesses should drive the companies to use
MAS effectively for financial planning, forecasting, and growth to streamline processes
with a minimal amount of work (Lopez & Hiebl, 2015). Karadag (2015) posited that the
decision to implement MAS does not stem from internal sources; however, the lack of
resources and data eventually drives the search for more effective technology to sustain
the business. It is important for a small business to find the appropriate MAS technology
for financial efficacy and business sustainability (Lopez & Hiebl, 2015). With the
purpose of this study having been to evaluate the cost-effectiveness of outsourced IT
solutions, it was appropriate to consider MAS data of research participants.

Importance of Technology

Technology is a crucial factor in sustaining businesses. Business owners and
leaders who use technology effectively experience a significant amount of growth within
their companies (Taneja, Pryor, & Hayek, 2016). Technology allows businesses to
expand not only locally, but also globally through electronic commerce (Kurnia,
Choudrie, Mahbubur, & Alzougool, 2015). Small businesses can sustain themselves by
using technology to export to other nations (Dal Bianco, Amini, & Signorelli, 2017).

Small businesses can use technology as an innovation strategy to grow and

increase their market shares. According to Lo, Wang, Wah, and Ramayah (2016),
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technological advancements in a small business contributes to the financial success of
that business. With science and technology rapidly increasing, small business
organizations must adapt in terms of sustainability and survival (Tung, 2016). The
advancement of smart on-hand technology such as tablets and smartphones led to a
greater need for technology and Internet connectivity for businesses (Berman, 2016).
Small businesses adaptivity to technology is important for sustainability and made easier
with the introduction of on-hand smart technology.

Many small business owners realize the importance of technology in marketing.
The opportunities and strategies available using technology and the Internet can create a
strong alignment and market share for growing businesses (Alford & Page, 2015).
Customer engagement is a vital component of small business success and having the
technology to interact with customers and potential customers is essential (Gholston,
Kuofie, & Hakim, 2016). Businesses found that social networking sites are one of the
main methods of mass communication. Posting on social media and connecting with
audiences frequently allows small businesses to receive feedback and gain customer
attention (Gholston et al., 2016). Rapid technology advancement can create a knowledge
gap for small business owners and managers. Alford and Page (2015) suggested that
continuous adoption of new technology advancement is critical to sustainability and
creating a market share for small businesses and thus justified the need for this study to
evaluate the cost-effectiveness of outsourced IT solutions to maintain the technology.

Small businesses must continuously change to be effective in their communities

and market and remain sustainable. Adapting and maintaining information and
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communication technology is a viable strategy and necessary component for small
business survival (livari, 2015). Businesses become more effective and competitive with
acceptance and adaption of technology innovation (Tung, 2016).

Effective knowledge management is an important process in small business
sustainability and growth (BaSkarada, Watson, & Cromarty, 2016). Technological
advancements and innovations are changing rapidly and daily. Business owners and
leaders must continuously learn and adapt to new technology to become and remain
successful. Providing small businesses the means to be successful and sustainable adds
value to the community and the country. Using technology effectively can be the measure
needed to create sustainability.

livari (2015) posited that creating innovation and technological advancements
behind closed doors remain a challenge. Innovation technology adaptation requires
creative implementation strategies and guidelines (Lo et al., 2016). Successful technology
innovation includes value creation and value capture (Freel & Robson, 2017). Small
business owners can differentiate their businesses from others with new and advanced
technologies. These technologies need to be successfully implemented and supported by
a trained IT team, providing an opportunity for outsourced IT solutions.

IT Investments

Strategic IT resources are an essential asset of businesses (Andrade, Albuquerque,
Tedfilo, & Silva, 2016). Andrade et al. (2016) posited that IT has become a living being
within a business, growing and prospering, developing the business and market share

with each implemented enhancement in technology. Creating market share and
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maintaining advancement in technology requires a significant investment in IT services.
Alencar, Fernandes, Assis Schmitz, and Correa (2013) stated that business sustainability
and competitive advantage requires IT investment to gain a number of intangible benefits
for organizations. Alencar et al. (2013) also noted that the evaluation of IT investments in
public-sector businesses maximizes the appropriation of intangible benefits of IT
investment, although investing in the public sector was highlighted as a challenge.
Businesses need to adopt IT and an IT investment model, with assessment, comparison,
and control parameters being imperative to the success of a company (Alencar et al.,
2013). IT investment requires the merging of strategic goals, service delivery value chain,
asset management, continuous monitoring, performance indicators, and constant
evaluations to meet return on investment (ROI) (Alencar et al., 2013).

Ceric (2015) aligned with Alencar et al. (2013) with respect to the
recommendation to use an IT investment management model for implementation of
projects. The IT investment management model supplements IT implementation projects
with assessment, comparison, and control (Alencar at al., 2013; Ceric, 2015). Ceric
(2015) found IT investment to be a valuable resource for businesses, with implementation
necessitating resource control and allocation.

Gauging the benefits of IT implementations and upgrades in small businesses is
one of the most critical roles of senior IT management (Maresova, Sobeslav, & Krejcar,
2017). Inadequate IT implementations are primarily because of (a) leadership’s lack of
knowledge, (b) leadership’s lack of metric application, (c) unfamiliar technology, and (d)

lack of decision-making information (Maresova et al., 2017). According to Rabogadi
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(2017), a successful IT implementation in a business requires the development and skills
transfer of the individuals involved. Rabogadi emphasized the necessity of
knowledgeable and skilled employees required for an IT implementation project and
suggested empowerment of the team for ongoing success.

Investing in IT implementations and upgrades allows businesses to gain
competitive advantage, as well as to improve business productivity and performance
(Chaysin, Daengdej, & Tangjitprom, 2016). Investing in IT could become costly and
must have a return on investment (ROI) calculated (Chaysin et al., 2016).
Communication is vital with any IT implementation to keep employees abreast of
upcoming changes (Ziemba & Oblak, 2015). Lack of or improper communication can
lead to poor enterprise resource planning (ERP) and failure for a small business
(Venkatraman & Fahd, 2016; Ziemba & Oblak, 2015). Chaysin et al. (2016) and
Venkatraman and Fahd (2016) recommended comprehensive communication with
employees and stakeholders for successful implementation.

ROI can only be measured once an organization invests in the installation and
implementation of a new IT solution and then adds levels of customization (Ram,
Corkindale, & Wu, 2015). Madapusi and Ortiz (2014) posited that the development of
skills of the implementation team is important to realize the return on investment in IT
projects. Outsourcing IT implementations to third-party vendors with already skilled
employees should be taken into consideration for the project and ROI adding to
technology being a sustainability factor for small businesses with the cost effectiveness of

outsourcing IT solutions having been the focus of this study.
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Managing Change

Any time a business implements a new technology, changes occur to which the
company, employees, customers, and vendors may have to adapt. Change management
programs reduce resistance to change, drive knowledge transfer, and implement an
adaptive culture within an organization (Altamony, Tarhini, Al-Salti, Gharaibeh, &
Elyas, 2016). Altamony et al. (2016) posited that change management is a critical factor
in the success of significant technology implementations such as enterprise resource
planning (ERP) solutions. IT is a living, advancing, and continuously adaptive being
within an organization which requires a managed change control (Andrade at al., 2016).
Andrade at al. (2016) argued that the change occurring with new technology
implementations requires monitoring of current and future change management.
Successful IT projects come to fruition through continuous monitoring and planning,
using change management controls (Altamony et al., 2016).

Managing change for extensive new IT systems implementation can be a
challenge in organizations and should require a dedicated change management team and
process (Ziemba & Oblak, 2015). Change management is crucial in planning for change
implementation and overcomes potential employee resistance (Ziemba & Oblak, 2015).
Critical success factors in implementing change require managers to consider and share
their vision with employees, provide training, engage in continuous communication, and
show measurements of performance during the implementation process (Ziemba &
Oblak, 2015). A successful change management plan and team allow small businesses to

implement new technology which could enhance their sustainability.
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IT adoption in small businesses can be affected and driven by internal and
external IT resources, customers, and vendors (Nguyen, Newby, & Macaulay, 2015).
Customers are the main driving force of IT adoptions and investments by small
businesses (Nguyen et al., 2015). The success of IT adoption is dependent on the
investment made by a company and its integration into business strategies on the part of
managers (Nguyen et al., 2015). IT adoption and implementation create successful
businesses. To implement and maintain this new technology, cost-effective outsourced IT
solutions would enhance the success of the business and was the focus of this study.
Outsourcing IT

Organizational leaders face making sourcing decisions when they do not have the
resources to fill the gaps in a business (McNurlin, Sprague, & Bui, 2009). The business
decision to fill an open position from within the company or look outside must be made.
Outsourcing is the common term used for a third-party contracted vendor a business
would hire to do day-to-day functions within the company for a specific duration and fee
(Mohr, Sengupta, & Slater, 2011). Outsourcing remains a commonly accepted business
practice to bridge the gaps in an organization’s domestic needs (Chou & Chou, 2011).
Outsourcing can be done domestically with a third-party provider, or offshore to another
country or region (Sen & Shiel, 2006). According to Siepmann (2013), offshoring,
onshoring, or nearshoring completes the outsourcing delivery. It is important to
understand outsourcing with the focus of this study having been the cost-effectiveness of

outsourced IT services.
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Lacity and Willcocks (2014) found that IT outsourcing’s (ITO) focus has been to

offshore to contracting companies outside of the client organization. Offshoring often
lacks intellectual property rights, legal issues, and inefficient contractor enforcement
options (Lacity & Willcocks, 2014). ITO failure increases with offshoring because of
issues related to cultural differences, language barriers, or time-zone variations (Lacity,
Khan, & Willcocks, 2009; Lacity & Willcocks, 2014). Onshoring is a direct investment
in a domestic business by a local third-party provider (Siepmann, 2013). Nearshoring
uses the services of contractors in neighboring countries such as Mexico and Canada for
businesses in the United States (Siepmann, 2013). The focus of this study was IT
outsourcing within the United States.

The concept of IT outsourcing has occurred as early as the 1950s (H&tonen &
Eriksson, 2009). Outsourcing was initially limited to manufacturing processes and
businesses, which would transfer portions of their value chain to third-party suppliers
(Sen & Shiel, 2006). Organizations began to reap the benefits of outsourcing their value
chain manufacturing by focusing more attention on other aspects of their businesses (Sen
& Shiel, 2006). Eventually, companies outsourced all their manufacturing processes and
grew to outsource other departmental functions like human resources and information
technology (Sen & Shiel, 2006). According to Lacity et al. (2009), the top three reasons
for outsourcing IT are (a) cost reduction, (b) core capabilities focus, and (c) access to
external expertise and skills. Outsourcing has been beneficial and created value for
businesses since its inception. IT outsourcing has contributed to small business success

and sustainability.
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Business leaders must go through a strategic decision-making process to
determine if outsourcing certain business functions are most appropriate for their
company or organization (Mohr et al., 2011). Outsourcing involves an inherent amount of
risk and must be well thought-out, researched, and applied. Gorla and Somers (2014)
reported IT outsourcing success rate to only be 33% without the adoption of a contextual
decision-making framework. Haténen and Eriksson (2009) posited using decision-
making frameworks to determine if outsourcing options are necessary. Outsourcing may
not be the best option for a business, thus going through an appropriate decision-making
process to determine the most cost-effective solution for a company is beneficial to
business sustainability and was a factor in this study.

Business leaders adopted three major perspectives in outsourcing IT options. The
first major perspective to be considered is the cost and economic benefits and risks of
outsourcing (Williamson, 2010). The second perspective considers the resource
requirements of the business and what gaps are filled with outsourced personnel versus
internal employees (Barney, Wright, & Ketchen, 2001). The third major perspective
involves the knowledge base available to the organization in the outsourcing decision-
making process (Levitas, 2013).

Since the 1980s, technology evolved and rapidly expanded to include the shift
from mainframes to web- and cloud-based services, which facilitates the IT outsourcing
processes (Johnson, Lukaszewski, & Stone, 2016). Business leaders increased their
volume of IT support with the technological advancements provided by IT outsourcing

(St. John et al., 2013). Zhang and Gu (2013) suggested the cloud as a metaphor for the
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Internet. Cloud services generally include hardware, applications, and development
platforms in public, private, or hybrid environments (Pattnaik, Prusty, & Dash, 2016;
Schneider & Sunyaev, 2016). Therefore, outsourced IT service is a widespread practice
in businesses around the world (Alexandrova, 2015).

Managed IT Services

Managed IT services is outsourcing IT support provided by consultants to third-
party companies. These consultants have the expertise required in their industry to
provide the needed support to businesses (Plunkett, 2017). Modern consulting evolved
between the 19th and 20th centuries in the United States because of manufacturing
improvement strategies (Morkes, 2017). Companies hired consultants to improve
productivity and worker efficiency in businesses. Businesses and global expansions have
demanded an increase in outsourcing and consulting practices. The four major areas of
consulting include (a) information technology (IT), (b) management, (c) financing, and
(d) human resources (Morkes, 2017). Cost-effective IT outsourcing options and gathering
data on managed IT services were the focus of this study.

Consultancy has become a popular career due to its job flexibility and personal
satisfaction (Morkes, 2017). The average salary for consultants ranges from $70,000 to
$100,000 per year (Mankasingh & Ramsoomair, 2017). Global firms hire competitive
consultants with wages ranging from $200,000 to $500,000 per year (Mankasingh &
Ramsoomair, 2017). Because of the high demand for consulting services and
competitiveness within the industry, most candidates must to hold at least a bachelor’s

degree in their field (Mankasingh & Ramsoomair, 2017). Many consultants hold a Master
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of Business Administration (MBA) degree with concentrations in IT, finance,
engineering, or human resources. The consulting industry requires a minimum of 6 years’
experience for advancements to senior levels to be considered (Morkes, 2017).

The IT consulting industry provides IT services at different capacities to
businesses all over the world. In the United States, the location of majority of IT
consulting firms are in the Southeast (23.7%), the Mid-Atlantic region (19.8%), and
finally in the West (19.1%) (Lifschutz, 2018). The IT consulting market is one of the
largest in the United States, with the top major consulting firms being Accenture and
Deloitte (Mankasingh & Ramsoomair, 2017). However, Mankasingh and Ramsoomair
determined, if the education and experience of the consultants are the same, but the rates
are less, business owners are inclining to hire small IT consulting firms rather than large
firms, creating a competitive advantage. Although the market is saturated with IT
consulting firms, small IT consulting firms have a competitive edge with small business
owners over large corporations. Small business sustainability due to cost-effective
outsourced IT support can drive market share and economic benefits for the community
and the country.

Summary

The literature review included the conceptual framework for this study,
alternative theories, small businesses, small business success, failure, sustainability,
financial efficacy through MAS, importance of technology, IT investments, managing
change, outsourcing 1T, and managed IT services. The literature revealed the need for

further study of the efficacy of IT solutions for small business sustainability.
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Transition

Section 1 serves as an introduction to the research study. This section includes
detailed explanations of the background of the problem, the problem and purpose
statements, and the nature of the study. Section 1 also includes a description of the
research method and design. The main research question with interview questions, and
the conceptual framework based on the rational decision-making model were also
introduced. Further discussions with assumptions, limitations, and delimitations of the
research study are introduced. Also, the section includes descriptions of the significance
of the study, implications for social change, contribution of this research study, and a
review of the professional and academic literature.

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore strategies which small
business owners may implement for preemptive and cost-effective outsourced IT
solutions for business sustainability. In the literature review, | discussed the importance
of technology and its cost in small business sustainability.

Section 2 provides a detailed discussion of the project, in which I introduce the
purpose statement, role of the researcher, participants, research method and design
method, as well as population and sampling and ethical research. Additionally, I describe
the data collection instruments and techniques, data organization techniques, data
analyses, interview questions, data analysis software, data coding, and data analysis
consistency. Finally, discussion of the conceptual framework, and reliability and validity

of the research study conclude Section 2.
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Section 3 will provide the details of the study, including a presentation of the
findings, application to professional practice, and implications for social change. Finally,
Section 3 will consist of recommendations for further action, recommendations for

further study, and reflections on the doctoral study.
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Section 2: The Project

Small businesses account for about 8.4 million of net new jobs, driving the U.S.’s
competitiveness and innovation (SBA, 2018). Although the expansion of small
businesses is vast, the failure rate is high. More than half of small businesses fail within
the first 5 years of startup (SBA, 2018). Many researchers (Byrne & Shepherd, 2015;
Hyder & Lussier, 2016; D. A. Williams, 2014) assessed the reasons for the failure of
small businesses, as well as success factors. IT plays a critical role in leveling the playing
field for small businesses competing against established businesses. Some companies
choose to outsource IT, while others prefer to manage IT within the company (Bahli &
Rivard, 2017). The focus of the current study was to reveal the efficacy of different IT
management solutions.

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this qualitative multicase study was to explore strategies some
small business owners implement to obtain cost-effective outsourced IT solutions for
business sustainability. The target population was small business owners in the Houston,
Texas area who outsource their IT services. The implications for positive social change
include the potential for small business leaders to develop strategies to improve
outsourced IT services and reduce operating costs. Small business owners may use the
findings to enhance profitability and to address social issues such as employment and

poverty in communities.
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Role of the Researcher

The role of the researcher is to function as the primary tool for data collection and
to adhere to and maintain ethical guidelines (Leedy & Ormrod, 2013). For the current
qualitative multicase study, I interviewed participants, coded the data, identified themes
and patterns, and drew conclusions. The researcher adopts the role of a data-collecting
instrument in a qualitative study (Leedy & Ormrod, 2013). As the instrument, the
researcher needs to be able to collect valid and reliable data through participant
interviews (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). My role as researcher was to conduct this study
with the given objectives in mind.

My experience with outsourcing services can be traced to my position as business
systems analyst for Hewlett-Packard Company from 2000 to 2007 and as senior financial
systems analyst at HP Inc. from 2015 to the present. Outsourcing many functions within
the company to offshore locations such as India, Guatemala, Mexico, and Thailand was
cost-effective for the sustainability of the company. My experience in IT outsourcing was
as financial controller from 2008 to 2015 for a small IT consulting firm in Houston,
Texas. The company provided IT outsourcing for other small businesses. My study topic
developed through learning about the challenges and successes the company had with IT
outsourcing for smaller businesses and the paradigm shift of technology dependency for
even the smallest companies.

A challenge in my role as the researcher was eliminating bias from my previous
employment at an IT consulting firm. Bracketing is separating personal beliefs,

experiences, morals, and perceptions from the research data (Tufford & Newman, 2012),
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and this was the strategy | used for mitigating bias. The method for bracketing in this
study was annotating preconceptions about IT outsourcing, keeping notes during the
collection and analysis of data, and adhering to journaling procedures. The use of a
journaling process to maintain a detailed record of data collection, data analysis, and data
reporting helps to eliminate personal bias (Tufford & Newman, 2012). | used journaling
to remain subjective and aware of my potential biases. Using the journaling process, the
researcher focuses on the participants’ detailed description of the phenomenon and
accurately obtains a construct of the participants’ perspectives (Tufford & Newman,
2012).

I also set clear boundaries with my participants. Throughout this study, I could
have come across business owners who were also former clients, business acquaintances,
or friends. My role was to mitigate bias by not engaging people or businesses | had a
previous relationship with to avoid skewing the data collected for the completion of this
study. The collected data on potential participants was completely independent and
collected from public databases or sites, not from my personal or professional
relationships.

Participants

The eligibility requirements for participants in this study were leaders from small
businesses with fewer than 50 employees which used outsourced IT services. Houston,
Texas is a city with over 4 million inhabitants (City of Houston, 2019). There were many
small businesses to use as participants for this study in a city this large. The target

population was small businesses in Houston, Texas, established for at least 5 years and
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had fewer than 50 employees. The small business sample taken was appropriate to reflect
other small businesses within the Houston area and achieve saturation. The sample
included 10 small business owners and leaders with businesses which fit within the
delimited categories.

The U.S. Census, SBA, and Houston Chamber of Commerce have databases
which were used to retrieve data for potential participants in this study. Through
t4eeeeehe library system, there was also limited access to databases such as
ReferenceUSA and BusinessUSA that allowed a sample selection. Participants were also
recruited through postings on social media, as well as references from other business and
university colleagues. The sampling took place using a purposeful method with direct
targets. Leedy and Ormrod (2013) defined the purposeful sampling technique as the
researcher being able to use their judgment to determine a sampling group based on the
criteria set forth in the study. The goal of purposeful sampling is to ensure that the sample
is relevant and valuable when addressing the research question (Gentles, Charles, Ploeg,
& McKibbon, 2015; Sokolowski, 2008).

The process of gaining access to participants and meeting ethical requirements
begins with the institutional review board (IRB). Walden University’s IRB granted
permission for the study and set ethical guidelines (IRB #10-17-19-0042635). Informing
participants of the goals, benefits, risks, and confidentiality of the study are appropriate
ethical guidelines in research (Renert, Russell-Mayhew, Arthur, 2013). The methods to

gain access to the current participants were emails and telephone calls. The participants
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had experience in the outsourcing of the company’s IT services, as well as the methods
and costs of such services.

A working relationship with participants began with an initial email, and |
followed up with a phone call to schedule the interview. Each participant had to sign a
consent form. The participants were not compensated but were encouraged to participate
with the offer to distribute a summary of my completed study to them.

Research Method and Design
Research Method

The three types of research paradigms are quantitative, qualitative, and mixed
methods. The method for this study was qualitative. Poortman and Schildkamp (2011)
stated that qualitative research follows interpretivism, constructivism, and postpositivism
rather than a single objectivist outcome created with quantitative research. The
underlying assumption for qualitative research is that a well-rounded approach is used to
explore events rather than the calculated variable rule which applies to the quantitative
method (Poortman & Schildkamp, 2011). The qualitative method is appropriate when
assessing one or more of the following components (a) exploratory studies, (b) studies
including hypotheses without answering with a simple yes or no, (c) themes structured
from the data, (d) a large sample is not available or appropriate, (€) a phenomenon is to
be interpreted, or (f) the researcher has control over interpreting the data (Bryman & Bell,
2015). The qualitative method was appropriate for the current study because it was
exploratory with a focus on the outsourcing of IT solutions and financial efficacy for

small businesses.
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Neither quantitative nor mixed-methods approaches were appropriate for this
study. Quantitative research consists of gathering numerical data and using statistical
methods to analyze the data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Doherty, 2011; Leedy & Ormrod,
2013). The quantitative method was not appropriate for the current study because the
purpose of the study was to explore technology dependency and outsourcing of IT for
small businesses, not to gather numerical data for statistical analysis (see Leedy &
Ormrod, 2013). A mixed-methods approach includes both quantitative and qualitative
methodologies and involves data collection and analysis, as well as both open-ended and
closed-ended research questions (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2011). This study did not meet
the requirements for a mixed-methods study because quantitative data were not required
to answer the research question.

Several qualitative studies were reviewed and found to be relevant models for the
current study. Miles (2013) conducted a phenomenological study to find strategies which
would allow small businesses in Pennsylvania to persist beyond 5 years from startup.
Miles reiterated that small business startups each year are high in the United States, but
failures of these businesses are even higher. Miles used the working knowledge of 20
successful business owners to develop themes for sustainability.

Rauch, van Doorn, and Hulsink (2014) conducted a qualitative study which
synthesized 13 cases of business performance within clusters. Rauch et al. used the
qualitative method to research entrepreneurship. New theory tests developed by Rauch et

al. based on prior quantitative data created a synthesis of scientific evidence in
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entrepreneurship. An evidence-based entrepreneurship study design was the qualitative
approach for this study.

Bitwayiki (2019) conducted a qualitative study on the return on investment (ROI)
from using technology for planning and budgeting. The qualitative single-case study was
conducted in Uganda with 10 senior IT managers as research participants. Bitwayiki
concluded IT project failures may be reduced with proper planning and ROI reporting.

Qualitative research includes exploration of the perceptions of individuals
(Newington and Metcalfe, 2014). Miles (2013), Rauch et al. (2014), and Bitwayiki
(2019) explored the perceived phenomena and the understanding of these phenomena in
their qualitative research studies. Blaskovich and Mintchik (2011) posited that additional
research is necessary to explore technology outsourcing methods. Based on the
perspectives of qualitative methodology of Miles, Rauch et al. and Bitwayiki, as well as
the suggestion of further research into IT outsourcing and technology dependency by
Blaskovich and Mintchik, qualitative methodology was deemed appropriate for the
current study.

Research Design

A research design is the process by which researchers answer research questions
and draw conclusions based on the findings (Lewis, 2015; Leedy & Ormrod, 2013;
Sokolowski, 2008). I used a qualitative multicase study design to conduct this research.
The research design represents a logical plan to collect, process, and analyze data
relevant to the research, validating the accuracy of the study (Gelo et al., 2009; Wright &

Craig, 2011).
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When a researcher cannot identify new concepts, the saturation point in the
interview process has been reached (Tran, Porcher, Tran, & Ravaud, 2017). Data
saturation occurs when no new themes, findings, or concepts are apparent during the data
analysis process (Tran et al., 2017). A sample size of 5 to 10 participants can provide
enough data for a population to achieve saturation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Saturation
for the current study was met when | started receiving the same or similar answers from
participants to the questions in the interview protocol. The exploratory case study design
is used to investigate a phenomenon which previously indicated a lack of detailed
research or the environment limits the choice of method (Hancock & Algozzine, 2015).
The multicase study design was appropriate for the current study to enhance existing
research on the phenomenon of small business owners and leaders with outsourced IT
solutions seeking to interpret the effectiveness of the solution.

Qualitative methodology includes five design options (a) case study, (b)
phenomenology, (c) ethnography, (d) narrative, and (e) heuristic (Leedy & Ormrod,
2013). The phenomenological design is used to study a phenomenon experienced by
several people over time (Moustakas, 1994). The phenomenological design was not
appropriate for the current study because there was a lack of strategies which needed to
be investigated, not a phenomenon experienced by several people over time (see
Moustakas, 1994). When researchers study the shared beliefs, behaviors, and experiences
of a group over time, they use the ethnographic design (Gelo et al., 2009; Leedy &
Ormrod, 2013). The ethnographic design was not appropriate for the current study

because shared beliefs, behaviors, or experiences of humans, belief groups, or society did
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not require observation (see Gelo et al., 2009). When studying life experiences narrated
by individuals, researchers use the narrative design (Dickey, 2011; Leedy & Ormrod,
2013). The narrative design was not appropriate for the current study because the
narratives of individuals over time were not being researched (see Dickey, 2011). The
heuristic design is used to discover the internal self-search of a human and investigational
problem (Moustakas, 1994). The heuristic design was not appropriate for the current
study because it did not address the internal human nature problem (see Moustakas, 1994;
Smith, 2015).

There is a financial and nonfinancial aspect surrounding program innovations
which involves different uncertainties and ambiguities (Laine, Korhonen, & Martinsuo,
2016). Through collective sense making, knowledge about the program impacts is
strengthened, and the impacts are extended beyond immediate benefits (Laine et al.,
2016). Tsai (2016) used a qualitative exploratory case study to reach new insights and
develop a further understanding of workplace boredom and monotonous tasks. Gaining
further understanding of a large-scale and global program and expanding innovation and
technology are appropriate uses of an exploratory case study (Laine et al., 2016).
Christensen and Lund (2014) used an exploratory case study to determine the effects of
microclimate on doctoral students completing their studies. The multicase study design
was appropriate for the current study to enhance existing research on the phenomenon of
small business owners with outsourced IT solutions seeking to interpret the effectiveness

of the solution.
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Population and Sampling

The definition of a research population is a large group with similar
characteristics (Sokolowski, 2008). The population of the current study was owners and
leaders of small businesses in the Houston, Texas area who use a monthly outsourced 1T
service. Small businesses make up 99.7% of employer firms in the United States (SBA,
2018) and about 50% of the GDP. Approximately 5.5 million commercial enterprises
outsource at least one managed IT service, and 55% of these businesses indicated they
would like to increase their use of IT (Karamouzis & Da Rold, 2014; SBA 2018).
According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2016), there were 100,884 new business
establishments in Harris County, Texas in 2016, which includes the Houston metro area.
Houston is the fourth largest city and the sixth largest metropolitan area in the United
States (City of Houston, 2019). The study population included small business owners and
leaders which outsource their IT needs. The businesses needed to have fewer than 50
employees for sample consideration. According to the Office of the Governor (2016),
small businesses are representative of a large population of the United States, and thus
make the population sampling appropriate for this study.

The sampling method used for this study was purposeful sampling. Researchers
use their judgment to select participants based on the study criteria in purposeful
sampling (Leedy & Ormrod, 2013). Using purposeful sampling will represent the most
relevant and valuable information which addresses the research question (Gentles et al.,

2015; Sokolowski, 2008).
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The purposeful sample consisted of 10 small business owners and leaders who
met the following eligibility criteria (a) the participant was at least 18 years of age, (b)
the participant had extensive knowledge of the IT outsourcing need of the business, (c)
the business outsourced its IT needs, (d) the business had no more than 50 employees,
and (e) the business had been open for at least 5 years. The interview process continued
until data saturation was achieved. When a researcher cannot identify new concepts, the
saturation point in the interview process is reached (Tran, Porcher, Tran, & Ravaud,
2017). Data saturation occurs when no new themes, findings, or concepts are apparent
during the data analysis process (Tran et al., 2017).

The sample size of 10 participants could provide enough knowledge and value to
the data for a population and thus accomplish saturation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).
Cronin-Gilmore (2012) found that 5 to 10 participants in a qualitative case study with
one-on-one interviews which contains semistructured interview questions were
appropriate to attain research relevance. The research sample for this qualitative
multicase study was 10 participants.

The study sample generation was from a public database available through the
Houston Public Library System, as well as through word of mouth references from
university colleagues. The database maintains records of small businesses for the
Houston metropolitan area and their current status and size. The samples were narrowed
based on years in business, size, number of employees, location, and nature of the
business. Once the Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved the study proposal, the

narrowed sample group was contacted via phone and email to evaluate further if they
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outsourced their IT needs and were willing to participate in the study. Data collection
began with one-on-one interviews with IRB approval and establishment of the
appropriate sample size.

Ethical Research

The four principles of qualitative research are (a) confidentiality, (b) honesty, (c)
written informed consent, and (d) right to privacy (Sokolowski, 2008). The ethical
treatment of study participants is critical and should be at the forefront of all researchers
to complete a successful study (Campbell & Scott, 2011; Jones, Edwards, & While,
2011).

A consent form was provided to participants of this study and attached as
Appendix B. Participation was strictly voluntary, and no incentives were offered for
participation. Participants were advised that they could withdraw from the study at any
time. The identity of all participants and their businesses or organizations remained
confidential. The research data remained in a safe and secure place for at least 5 years,
before being properly disposed or destroyed.

Candidates eligible to participate in the study were contacted via email or phone
and asked to volunteer for the study. Eligible candidates were provided an informed
consent form along with a detailed explanation of the study and the benefits of the
research. The consent form included the statement of consent and a statement of
confidentiality, including anonymity of their names and that of their organizations, a
detailed explanation of the study, a notice that the participation in the study was entirely

voluntary, and contact information in case there were further questions. Complete
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honesty was asked from the participants, as the study was conducted with the same
precedents. There were no known risks for participation in this study.
Data Collection Instruments

In qualitative research, the researcher acts as the instrument in data collection
(Moustakas, 1994; Sokolowski, 2008). The inquirer uses multiple sources of data for a
qualitative case study (Yin, 2017). The principal method to collect information in case
study research is interviewing participants to understand the participants’ view of the
phenomenon to establish meaning and, if possible, examining contracts with managed
service providers (Englander, 2012).

Qualitative researchers look to establish triangulation by examining multiple
sources of data (Oleinik, 2011). Researchers used business document examinations as a
data collection instrument (Smith, 2016). Conducting interviews was the first data
collection instrument which was used in this study. Additionally, I requested to examine
outsourced IT contracts not proprietary to the business, as a data collection instrument.
Being able to examine IT contracts allowed for additional data collection to answer the
research question of this study on the strategies small business owners implement for
effective outsourced IT solutions. The cost effectiveness of managed IT services could be
more accurately gauged and triangulated with relevant contract data.

Phone interviews were set up and, with permission from the participant, audio-
recorded for correct and complete transcription of the responses. The interview guestions
protocol, included in Appendix A, was verbally asked of the participants. The interviews

lasted no longer than 25 minutes and were conducted directly by me, as well as reviewing
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contracts with IT providers. The interviews were conducted at a mutually agreeable date
and time.

For the data collection tools, | used the interview protocol and the voice recording
option on my iPhone X. I then transcribed the interviews in a Microsoft Office document
on my HP EliteBook laptop computer. | used other products as their functionality became
apparent and useful in the data collection process.

Open-ended interview questions encourage participants to share their lived
experiences openly and in detail (Maier & Deluliis, 2015). Participants may not respond
completely or effectively to the open-ended questions as needed for the study, follow-up
or probing questions may have been necessary to elicit additional data (Lewis, 2015;
Maier & Deluliis, 2015). The interviews were conducted on a one-on-one basis with each
participant at a date and time convenient for them.

I took handwritten notes in a dedicated notebook for the study during the
interview process along with the audio recordings to document any additional
information |1 may have needed to follow up on during the member checking process. The
data collection techniques included digital audio recordings of the interviews and notes
taken by me during the interview. Comparing the transcribed interview with the interview
notes would be considered triangulating the data sources (Oleinik, 2011).

Quantitative research includes a technique called scoring, which uses the
application of a numerical value to the data for interpretation (Larson-Hall & Plonsky,
2015). Numerous methods are used for data scoring in quantitative research; however, the

use for data conversion to a numerical value serves no purpose in a qualitative research
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design (Muller, Asherson, Banaschewski, Buitelaar, Ebstein, Eisenberg, & Steinhauser,
2011). The researcher did not use scoring as a data analysis technique for this study, as it
was not applicable to this qualitative research design.

One of the most essential considerations in the data collection process is the
reliability and validity of the data collection instrument (Sokolowski, 2008). For reliable
and valid data collection, the process must be consistent and stable (Leedy & Ormrod,
2013). Data collection instruments are tools used to collect data from human participants
(Shea, Grinde, & Elmslie, 2011).

Data cleansing is the process of reviewing and removing data which does not
conform to the research criteria of the study. Conducting data cleansing and disclosing
any researcher biases is part of establishing validity. Having valid data for the study is the
primary concern of the researcher (Noble & Smith, 2015). | conducted a review of my
notes and the transcribed data and data cleansing to ensure that the data used for the study
was valid.

The nature of the study was to explore the outsourced managed IT services for
small businesses and the efficacy of outsourced IT services. The raw data were collected
through interview questions and cleansed to remove bias and irrelevant information to
conform to the study parameters, resulting in quality, conclusive data to answer the
research question of this study. The study used a qualitative research methodology with a
multicase study design. There was no measuring of variables as a result of the single case

study research methodology and design. This particular type of study did not rely on
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hypotheses or variables for phenomenon exploration (Rabinovich & Cheon, 2011). The
findings of this study could serve as a contribution to the successes of small businesses.
Data Collection Technique

Conducting interviews is an appropriate data collection method for a qualitative
research study (Leedy & Ormrod, 2013). Moustakas (1994) noted that interviews in a
research study can be structured, unstructured, or semistructured. For this qualitative
multicase study, 10 small business owners and leaders were interviewed in a
semistructured environment regarding their use of outsourced IT services.

Yin (2017) posited that case study interviews should resemble guided
conversations rather than structured inquiries. The interviews for the study were
conducted by phone conference in a private environment. The interview questions
protocol in Appendix A was administered verbally, conversationally, and audio-recorded.
I also took handwritten notes during the interview process for further documentation.

Sokolowski (2008) suggested that interview questions should be nonthreatening
to best elicit appropriate feedback from the study participant. I started the interviews with
introducing myself and the background and nature of my study. | was casual in my
approach with the participant but switched to professionalism once asking the actual
interview questions.

The casual approach made the participant feel comfortable and sharing the nature
of my study in candid conversations put them at ease for the actual interview questions.
The interviews were conducted at a mutually agreeable date and time with no

distractions. | used open-ended interview questions to allow the participants to relate their
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experiences. When necessary, follow-up included additional questions to have received
complete answers and understanding of the interview questions. A good interviewer must
also be a good listener and understand that inconsistencies in recollection, demeanor, and
rationale are possible (Leedy & Ormrod, 2013).

The audio recordings of the interview questions were kept in folders on my smart
phone, then downloaded to my laptop and backed up to a cloud storage solution. The
handwritten notes were completed in a notebook dedicated to this study to document
personal thoughts as a tool to possibly distinguish any bias which may have been
presented. The audio recordings were transcribed by me into a Microsoft Word document
by listening to the recordings and writing down the information, then saved on my laptop
and manually uploaded to a dedicated thumb drive and Google drive for back-up
solutions. All the data were triangulated using methodological triangulation which
involves gathering data from multiple sources.

Using semistructured interviews for data collection can have many advantages.
For qualitative researchers, semistructured interview advantages include (a) being able to
ask detailed questions and (b) receiving detailed and thorough information from
participants (Leedy & Ormrod, 2013; Yin, 2017). Disadvantages to the semistructured
interview process include (a) the comfort level of participants and (b) the truthfulness and
accuracy of the information given (Leedy & Ormrod, 2013; Yin, 2017).

A qualitative researcher will look for triangulation with multiple data sources
(Oleinik, 2011). Researchers have used business document examinations as a data

collection instrument (Smith, 2016). | requested to review and examine outsourced IT
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contracts of small businesses to collect data relating to the efficacy of outsourced IT
services. Reviewing the contracts allowed for methodological triangulation of data to
further evaluate the cost-effectiveness between the outsourced IT options. Advantages to
collecting relevant company documents include (a) accuracy of information and (b)
information not readily accessible otherwise (Yin, 2017). Some of the disadvantages to
collecting data are (a) documents may be outdated and not provide accurate current data
and (b) documents may be confidential and are not readily disclosed (Yin, 2017). Some
study participants may not have wanted to disclose or provide contracts, having made
data triangulation more difficult. The information collected had to rely on interview
responses from the participant and my notes taken on personal observations during the
interviews.

Data triangulation can be completed with semistructured interviews and the
collection of company data, physical artifacts, and archived records (Yin, 2017).
Completing interviews and reviewing documents are critical in achieving triangulation
for this study (Marshall & Rossman, 2016; Yin, 2017). | aimed to achieve data
triangulation with the information collected from the interviews and the contracts
provided by small business owners and leaders using outsourced IT. Having data from
multiple sources allows for comparison of the two sources to achieve validity of the data.
In this study, triangulating the answers from the interview questions, along with
examining contracts validated the information collected. A pilot study was not conducted

after IRB approval.



57

Member checking is the process of providing the interview data collected, themes,
and inferences to the participant, to ensure accuracy, validity, and credibility of the data
(Leedy & Ormrod, 2013). The audio recording of interviews allows the researcher to
ensure the accuracy of the information provided by the participant (Yin, 2017). Member
checking was part of the interview protocol in Appendix A. As part of the member
checking process | combined the actual data provided along with inferred information
gathered, as well as personal observations presented by the participants. I reverted this
data back to the participant to ensure | understood their points completely and not
misinterpreted the information.

Data Organization Technique

Data organization occurs once all the interview transcriptions are completed and
the data cleansed. Steps in organizing the data included (a) checking the data for validity,
(b) maintaining a reflective research journal, (c) electronic organization, and (d)
reviewing research notes. Leedy and Ormrod (2013) noted that data organization
techniques allow for patterns, themes, and trends to be found in the data and develop
alternative perspectives.

To minimize errors in research, Sokolowski (2008) advised performing data
checking as part of the organization of a study. The validity of data and relationships
between items is established with data checking (Sokolowski, 2008). By the researcher
transcribing the interviews in Microsoft Word documents and comparing the cleansed
data with the interview notes, as well as the interview questions allowed for the data to be

identical, and the organization done accordingly (Sokolowski, 2008).
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A reflective journal allows the researcher to maintain notes on observations made,
awareness, and experiences throughout the research process (Marshall & Rossman,
2016). According to Corrigan, Desnick, Marshall, Bentov, and Rosenblatt (2011),
maintaining a reflective journal can have an explicit effect and allow the researcher to
create a trail of ideas and insights to include as additional data for analysis. The journal
data can then be used to add to the reliability and validity of the study by triangulating the
data in the journal with the information gathered during the interviews, as well as the
examination of contracts. Sokolowski (2008) posited that journal notes and memos could
indicate themes. Part of the data organization techniques was to complete a thorough,
reflective journal which helped identify themes and trends for this study by combining
similar thoughts and ideas with the information given by the participant.

Gonzalez (2016) recommended using computer software or other electronic
methods to assist with coding, theme development, and data interpretation. | used a
Microsoft Word document to write-up my research notes and transcribing the interviews
as | listened to the recordings. The transcription allowed me to code and group raw data
and develop themes, trends, and patterns (Sokolowski, 2008). A coding process allows
the ability to organize raw data generated and retrieved from interviews, notes, and
reflective journal and identify central themes from the fragmented data (Gonzalez, 2016).
The data were filed electronically in the main DBA research folder with subfolders for
raw data, coded data, and themes. The themes folder had additional folders for each of

the developed themes.
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The final step to organizing data before beginning the data analysis phase after
developing themes electronically was to reread the researcher’s notes and to review the
data (Leedy & Ormrod, 2013). During this reflective organization phase, all data were
reviewed again. The research questions, interview questions, interview responses,
interview notes, reflective journal, memos, coded data, and developed themes were
compared to another, and new themes or patterns were noted in the electronic coding and
filed away in their respective folders.

The electronic research data remained secure on a memory stick and backed up on
a secure cloud server at the conclusion of the study. The memory stick and all hard-copy
documentation was filed and secured in a fireproof safe. All research data were stored for
a minimum of 5 years before being deleted and destroyed.

Data Analysis

The data analysis phase helps bring order and understanding to the data collected
(Miles, 2013). The purpose of data analysis is to logically and sequentially answer the
research question. The focus of this study was to determine the cost-effectiveness and
comparison of outsourced IT solutions for the sustainability of small businesses in the
Houston area. The data were extracted from participants through the interview questions
to conduct the appropriate analysis to answer the research question.

There are four types of triangulations (a) data triangulation, (b) theory
triangulation, (c) investigator triangulation, and (d) methodological triangulation (Yin,
2016). Researchers use methodological triangulation to analyze data from multiple

sources, such as interviews and documents (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Marshall &
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Rossman, 2016; Yin, 2017). Methodological triangulation was appropriate for this study

because | collected data from interviews and documents.

In a qualitative research, data can be analyzed using Yin’s five step procedure (a)
compile database, (b) disassemble data, (c) reassemble data, (d) interpret data, and (e)
conclude (Yin, 2017). I collected the data and used ATLAS.ti software to disassemble
and analyze it. Coding the data allowed me to develop themes in the reassemble and
interpretation steps. Finally, | was able to complete my conclusion of the data in
relationship to the research question.

Data Analysis Software

Miles (2013) recommended using ATLAS.ti software to organize, code, and
analyze raw qualitative data. Using a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis tool such
as ATLAS.ti facilitates the coding and categorizing of large quantities of data (Fade &
Swift, 2011), as it provides sufficient capability to handle and organize data for
meticulous analysis (Markova, Perry, & Farmer, 2011). Using ATLAS.ti software as a
data management and analysis tool provides the opportunity to (a) manage large amounts
of data, (b) have increased flexibility with qualitative data, and (c) improve the validity
and accuracy of the research (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2011; Paulus & Lester, 2016).
Based on these recommendations, | further investigated the effectiveness of using
ATLAS.ti as one of my research tools for this study.

Data Coding
Data coding helps researchers to compare and identify data, patterns, and themes

to facilitate organization and data analysis (Sokolowski, 2008). According to Vaughn and
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Turner (2016), the coding of qualitative data is the process of combining the data in terms
of categories, themes, and ideas. Saldana (2011) identified three primary coding methods
used by researchers (a) initial coding, (b) axial coding, and (c) theoretical coding. Initial
coding is synonymous with open coding, as theoretical coding is synonymous with
selective coding (Saldana,2011).

Initial coding is the process of breaking down large quantities of qualitative data
into smaller parts (Saldana, 2011). This process would be the first pass in coding the data,
and recurring information should become visible at this time. Saldana (2011) explained
that the initial coding phase is the starting point of processing data and provides the
researcher with direction.

Axial coding is a more in-depth analysis of the initial coding. The initial coding
will most likely fragment the data. Part of the axial coding process is to reassemble the
fragmented data (Paulus & Lester, 2016), and categories and subcategories are
established in the axial coding phase (Saldana, 2011).

Theoretical coding helps researchers to identify possible relationships between
categories (Saldana, 2011). Theoretical coding is an umbrella which covers all previously
identified codes and categories (Saldana, 2011). The expected result of the theoretical
coding phase is to have one central category (Gonzalez, 2016).

Coding the raw data were a significant part of this research study, as it provided
the basis for data analysis. The three coding methods identified by Saldana (2011) were
used for data coding. In the initial coding phase, | broke down the large chunks of data

into more manageable pieces. During axial coding, the fragmented parts were pulled back
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together to determine the direction of the study (Saldana, 2011; Gonzalez, 2016).

Patterns, themes, and trends became apparent during the coding process once completed.
Data Analysis Consistency

Overall, the data analysis presentation, interpretation, and explanation should be
consistent, and the research questions should be answered completely and consistently.
My research question was What strategies do small business owners implement for an
effective outsourced IT solution for business sustainability? The conclusion drawn by the
data analysis, as well as the themes developed, should all be consistent and should answer
the research question (Frost, Holt, Shinebourne, Esin, Nolas, Mehdizadeh, & Brooks-
Gordon, 2011).

Reliability and Validity

One of the primary goals of a researcher is establishing reliability and validity for
the study they have conducted (Kekecs, Bowers, Johnson, Kendrick, & Elkins, 2016).
Leedy and Ormrod (2013) presented four logic tests which establish the quality of
research reliability and validity. Reliability is the function of the research which would
allow a future researcher to make the same observations when conducting the same study
utilizing the same procedures and methods (Ali & Yusof, 2011; Kekecs et al., 2016).
Validity refers to the extent to which the research can be trusted to represent the
phenomenon studied (Ali & Yusof, 2011; Kekecs et al., 2016). Internal validity uses the
establishment of a causal relationship between various conditions, while external validity
refers to the generalizability of the findings of the study (Ali & Yusof, 2011; Leedy &

Ormrod, 2013).
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Reliability

Reliability is the measure of trustworthiness and repeatability of the data
presented in the study (Sokolowski, 2008). Reliability does not guarantee the validity of
the study; however, without reliability, the study’s validity is compromised (Sokolowski,
2008). A qualitative researcher has the objective of minimizing error and bias (Leedy &
Ormrod, 2013). Several measures were taken to ensure the reliability of the study,
including (a) consistent interview questions, (b) comparing data to research and interview
questions, (c) multiple data reviews, (d) utilizing data analysis tools to include electronic
software, and (e) reviewing researcher notes.

The consistency of the interview questions can reinforce the reliability, validity,
and credibility of the research results (Dibley, 2011). Dependability, in a case study
creates consistency and repeatability of the research (Leedy & Ormrod, 2013). |
established dependability in this study by continuously comparing the data collected,
referring to the research questions, reviewing notes, as well as member checking by
presenting the data with inferred references made back to the participant to ensure the
accuracy of the information. Identifying repeatable themes, trends, and patterns during
the analysis phase helped determine the reliability of the data. Researcher bias could
skew the reliability and validity of the data and needed cautious and continuous
evaluation throughout the research process.

Validity
Validity is the process which confirms that the data collected is accurate and

factual and represents a real-word phenomenon (Frost et al., 2011). Validity in a
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qualitative study involves trustworthiness, credibility, and authenticity (Leedy & Ormrod,
2013). Validity can be established with triangulation of the data, as well as disclosing all
researcher biases.

Researchers are establishing credibility when participants agree with the findings
of the study (Yin, 2017). I used member checking of the interview transcription of the
participants to determine the validity of the data. Member checking is more than
transcript verification and includes involving the participant in verifying the emerging
themes and inferences made by the researcher and asking participants to offer reasons
denoted in patterns (Birt, Scott, Cavers, Campbell, & Walter, 2016). Member checking
improves validation because it decreases the chance of misinterpreting the data (Birt et
al., 2016). Using the member checking method establishes credibility and minimizes
internal threats to the study.

When readers of the study can apply the findings to other settings, they are
establishing transferability (Bryman & Bell, 2015). | established transferability by using
the same interview protocol with each study participant, which included audio recording,
member checking, and data triangulation. Data saturation achieves transferability (Bekhet
& Zauszniewski, 2012). Data saturation occurs when no new themes, findings, or
concepts are apparent during the data analysis process (Tran et al., 2017). Future
researchers will be able to use data transferability of my study with data saturation having
been achieved.

When other researchers can use the same finding of a study, confirmability has

been established (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Neutrality and objectivity of the data
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enhances confirmability (Bekhet & Zauszniewski, 2012). Using the conclusions and
interpretations of the participant responses can be used to achieve confirmability (Cope,
2014). Using semistructured interviews of participants and collecting documents for data
helped me maintain neutrality and objectivity to achieve confirmability.

Data Saturation is not reliant of sample size (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Data
saturation occurs when no new themes, findings, or concepts are apparent during the data
analysis process (Tran et al., 2017). The sample size of 5 to 10 participants could provide
enough knowledge and value to the data for a population and thus accomplish saturation
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). | ensured reaching data saturation by keeping the sample size
small and limiting the study to no more than 10 participants.

Transition and Summary

In Section 2, | provide the purpose of the study, which is to explore the strategies
that small business owners may implement for preemptive and cost-effective IT solutions
for business sustainability. The findings could have implications in terms of positive
social change. Small business leaders could gain new insights into the reasons for the
unsuccessful implementation of managed IT services and achieve financial leverage
toward the success of their business. Section 2 also includes discussing the role of the
researcher in the data collection process and a description of the research population.

I conducted this study with a qualitative research methodology with a multicase
study design. The target population was small businesses in Houston established for at
least 5 years with fewer than 50 employees. The sample included 10 small business

owners and leaders who fit within the delimited categories in the Houston area.
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Section 1 identified the problem and purpose of the study. Section 2 focused on
the process and approach to identifying cost-effective IT solutions for small businesses’
sustainability. Section 3 will present the findings of the study as they relate to the purpose
statement and research questions. A discussion of the implications of positive social

change, researcher recommendations, and researcher reflections will conclude Section 3.
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Section 3: Application to Professional Practice and Implications for Change

The purpose of this qualitative multicase study was to explore strategies some
small business owners and leaders implemented to obtain cost-effective outsourced IT
solutions for business sustainability. | interviewed 10 small business owners and leaders
in the Houston metro area who outsource their IT solutions. The outcome of the study
indicated that many small businesses do not have the overhead to support hiring IT staff
onsite. Outsourcing IT solutions to a third-party vendor can provide the support and IT
knowledge a small business needs to remain viable and competitive in growing markets.
All participants chose to outsource to a managed service plan, which provides IT services
on products and services for a monthly flat fee. The hourly IT services options several
participants used in the past were inefficient and costly. All participants indicated that
having the outsourced IT solution provided business sustainability to the participants by
having their technical products maintained by knowledgeable third-party providers and
reducing the business financial overhead.

Presentation of the Findings

This multi case study was guided by the research question What strategies do
small business owners implement for an effective outsourced IT solution for business
sustainability? To answer the research question, I conducted interviews with successful
small business owners and leaders in the Houston metro area who outsourced their IT
services. The interview responses were synthesized and coded to develop emergent
themes. The themes revealed strategies small business owners implemented for effective

outsourced IT solutions
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=

the need for reliable service,

no

finding services that are cost effective,

w

outsourcing to experts, and

4. the need for stability.

I used ATLAS.ti 8 software to perform the data analysis. | uploaded the member-
checked interview transcripts and supporting contracts from the 10 participants into
ATLAS.ti and coded the data. | synthesized the coded data to find the emergent themes.
ATLAS.ti helped me develop a clear association of the themes with the word tree and
word count options. All 10 participants responded to the eight research questions from
which the codes and themes were developed.

Interview Question 1

Interview Question 1 was as follows What influenced your decision to select the
hourly versus the flat fee outsourced IT services you use in your business? The goal was
to gain insight on the influences which surrounded the decision-making process of
outsourcing to one IT solution or another. The top three responses are shown in Table 1
and correlate to the following themes the need for reliable service and finding services
that are cost effective. Participant A2002 stated

So, I just felt like a flat-fee was a better option for us because | also wanted my

employees to be able to have the ability to contact an IT company and put in

service requests and not feel like they couldn’t because of cost then.

Participant A2011 voiced the same opinion
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We selected flat-fee just so we felt more comfortable with our employees
reaching out whenever there was a problem versus being concerned about getting
a large invoice for their questions. We basically feel that the outsourced IT is like
a helpdesk.

Participant A2008 added that their strategy was
just to be able to have everyone field their own call if there’s an issue. So people
could quickly get any issue or questions they’re having with their computers
resolved without having to come to me or for me to give them permission or for
me to let the IT company know, yes, they have my permission to do what they
need to for someone’s computer.

Participant A2003’s concern was
but sometimes we have too many hiccups between our server and being on a
remote environment and some of the software we use in our business to buy
hourly. It would have added up here and there. So we decided on flat [fee].

Table 1

Outsourcing IT Services Influence

Number of participants

Flat-fee service is more efficient, effective, 9
and comprehensive

Used hourly service in the past and it was 5
not cost effective

Employees can contact IT provider when 5
necessary with flat-fee service
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Interview Question 2

Interview Question 2 was as follows How do you determine the best or optimal IT
solution for your business? The goal was to gain insight on the decision-making process
in selecting the IT solution. The top three responses are shown in Table 2 and correlate to
themes outsourcing to experts and the need for reliable service. Participant A2009
commented that they “did interview several [companies]. One part of it, it has to be
people that will listen and take time to work with us on our service.” Participant A2004
was looking for expertise and noted that “we figured, it would make more sense for
anybody internally to be able to reach out to a subject matter expert who would quickly
solve or troubleshoot the problem. Those became the deciding factors for us.” Participant
A2003 replied

As we were growing in our office, we needed somebody that could be a little bit

more available, so that we could get help as we needed it instead of having to wait

until the person was free and could make time for us.
Table 2

Determination of Optimal IT Solution

Number of participants

Needing IT expertise 10
Interviewed several companies
Needing availability and fast response
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Interview Question 3

Interview Question 3 was the following Please explain the path you used to make
decisions regarding your IT solutions. The goal was to gain insight on the participants
thought processes in their decision-making. The top three responses are shown in Table 3
and correlate to the themes finding services that are cost effective, the need for stability,
and outsourcing to experts. Participant A2002 commented

Because between the downtime and the actual downtime and then the moral of

being down, and then everybody conniptsing about the fact that we were down. |

mean the cost more than would have covered to what a service agreement was.
Participant A2011 stated that “hourly was not an option because we couldn’t really find a
reliable person that wanted to do hourly-fee.” Participant A2003 replied that “we had
somebody who was trying to start a company, but it was just one person and we needed a
little more coverage, as far as,..probably a little more expertise as well.” Participant
A2005 noted that “I think what’s worked the best is just allowing [current IT provider] to
come in and make suggestions and preparations, and so forth, and allowing them to
dictate what type of services that we need.”
Table 3

Decision-Making Path

Number of participants

Downtime costs revenue
Recommendations from IT provider
Hourly service was not reliable 3
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Interview Question 4
Interview Question 4 was as follows What worked well in implementing your IT
services? The goal was to gain insight on successes in IT outsourcing implementations.
The top three responses are shown in Table 4 and correlate to the themes outsourcing to
experts and the need for reliable service. Participant A2006 stated that “getting on a
system where we can message directly from our computer to our IT department was a big
help. Because now every...it made it more efficient.” Participant A2008 added that “all
the employees know they have access to anyone’s computer, and they can email them
directly, there are easy ways to connect to them, so | don’t have to be the middleman.”
Participant A2007 replied
You know we have someone with that expertise when we have questions or issues
that we can contact. It allows us to focus on our day to day business and make
sure that everything is running in a positive manner.
Participant A2004 said “they respond extremely quickly or are able to troubleshoot
quickly. It’s not a burden. It’s well integrated. It’s easy. And it allows us to keep
moving.”
Table 4

Outsourcing IT Successes

Number of participants

Online ticketing and remote support 7
Expertise of IT provider
Responsiveness of IT provider 4
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Interview Question 5
Interview Question 5 was as follows What challenges have you faced with your
IT services? The goal was to gain insight on challenges which may have come from
outsourcing IT functions. The top three responses are shown in Table 5 and correlate to
the themes of the need for stability and the need for reliable service. Participant A2007
replied that “getting service in a timely manner. Just repeat...you know the same issues
not being resolved. Mainly those were the two issues.” Participant A2011 commented
that “in the past we’ve used more of the part-time hourly people and yes, we’ve had
challenges with their availability and their timeliness.” Participant A2004 shared the
following
We haven’t faced any really with our current one, but | know before the issues
that | faced is technicians not being equipped or skilled and/or the company not
looking strategically at our IT needs or kind of taking a band-aid-fix approach
which causes problems in a couple of months or later down the line that needs to
be fixed because they’re not taking a large scale view of what’s going on and
what we might need as a company and as a growing company.
Participant A2005 stated that “we have not, in fact. They have been extraordinarily great.
They’ve taken care of every challenge that we’ve faced any time throughout the day or
night. So, it’s been a really good service for us.” Participant A2009 said that “honestly, |
haven’t had challenges. They have been very responsive to our needs. They will listen
to...I’m probably the least technology savvy person on our team and even though I run

the company.”
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Table 5

Outsourcing IT Challenges

Number of participants

Constant downtime with past hourly 7
service
No challenges with current IT provider

Had challenges with availability and
timeliness with hourly service provider

Interview Question 6
Interview Question 6 was as follows How did you overcome these challenges
regarding IT services? The goal was to gain measurable insight on solutions the
participants may have implemented to outsource their IT functions. The top three
responses are shown in Table 6 and correlate to the themes of the need for reliable service
and the need for stability. Participant A2002 replied
Meetings with them. And basically, just saying okay, | know you want us to
replace, these four computers, let’s say for example. Let’s put a timeframe in
place. Or I’ll say, “realistically this computer is working perfectly fine. Why are
you telling me it needs to be updated?” So good communication.
Participant A2008 said that “we have a yearly review with the ownership of the IT firm
and those are just things | bring up to them. And they understood and they tried to correct
it.” Participant A2010 added that “we’ve done a better job of communicating back and

forth with our IT company.” Participant A2004 replied
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Well, after trying to work with the previous one on several occasions, we resided
to the fact that they were not capable to deliver the services that we need or had
the resources so that’s when | went with a different provider and went through the
process of selection that | mentioned to you. And it’s worked out really well at
this point.

Table 6

Overcoming Challenges

Number of participants

Communications and meetings with IT 8
company
No challenges with current IT provider 6

Found a new IT provider

Interview Question 7

Interview Question 7 was as follows What strategies do you use to secure that
your IT services (hourly or flat fee option) are financially efficacious? The goal was to
gain insight on the financial influence on the decision-making process for an outsourced
IT solution by the participant. The top three responses are shown in Table 7 and correlate
to the themes finding services that are cost effective and the need for stability. Participant
A2009 replied that “I find that hourly’s are higher per task. The level of expertise we’re
getting on a flat-fee, | cannot hire a person to do that same level of work for what | pay
for our flat-fee.” Participant A2010 stated

Annually I do a check. What am | paying first? What’s available on the market?

And while I’'m paying the medium, I’m not paying the least expensive, I’m not
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paying the most, it comes down to the fact that the customer service aspect of it,
and their thoroughness, and they’ve saved me money, is what primarily | shoot
for.

Participant A2011 added that “we’ve been with our current provider for a while and once

a year we sit down with them to make sure that we’re getting the biggest benefit for what

we’re paying.” Participant A2002 noted the following
So, our bill is pretty complicated. So, in all honesty I should check it more to
really be sure that it’s right. I just kind of have to trust that they’re doing a good
job and then every now and again I’ll spot check it and just say, “what is this
license for?” Just the other day I reached out to say, “hey, something is wrong
with this [software] bill. I don’t know why we’re getting charged this much.”
They hadn’t remembered to pull some of our ex-employees off.

Participant A2008 explained
So, with an hourly fee, you reach out to them when there is a problem. | think the
flat-fee allows them [IT provider] to be more proactive and monitoring things and
hopefully, ideally catching things before there is a problem.

Table 7

Financial Efficacy of Outsourced IT Services

Number of participants

Flat-fee is more financially efficacious 10
than hourly service

Annual reviews with IT provider 10
Being able to budget for a known cost 4

monthly with flat-fee IT services
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Interview Question 8
Interview Question 8 was as follows What else can you tell me about the
strategies you use to implement effective IT solutions for your business sustainability?
The goal was to gain insight the significance outsourced IT solutions had on small
business sustainability. The top three responses are shown in Table 8 and correlate to the
themes finding services that are cost effective and the need for reliable service.
Participant A2003 replied “[Outsourced IT services] is a worthwhile cause for our office.
We were pretty stable and not having the issues that we have.” Participant A2007 replied
when asked if an IT solution helped with business sustainability “Definitely.” Participant
A2010 answered “We would be lost because our lives are on that server and on our
individual laptops too, to maintain contacts with our clients and our communications with
our clients.” Participant A2004 stated
IT should be the infrastructure, if you will, that supports the business being able to
operate. So, it helps with efficiencies across the board. Efficiency in
communication; efficiencies of capturing processes; steam-lining documents and
information, so that we’re not operating just paper based systems. And it also
allows us to support our security features. So, our IT company supports our
cameras; our video cameras across our facility being backed up. So, it supports
several things and allows for ease in security and efficiency, is what it does.
From participant A2006 “To add to that, one of the things that our IT service does that’s

helpful, that we’ll go sit down with them at least once a year to do kind of an annual
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review of all the systems that we’re using, anything new that we’ve adopted, anything
new that’s come out that we haven’t adopted that we could adopt, any new equipment
they’re recommending.” Participant A2008 added “We also use them [IT provider] as a
specialist. They know what the upcoming technology is and if it would benefit our
company or not.” Participant A2005 shared “Well, after learning and dealing with
individuals on an hourly basis, | think that once learning about the flat-fee outsourced
service and going with [current IT provider], we’ve learned yet again, it’s been more
effective, more efficient. They’ve been available. It’s just a more sustainable way of
doing IT business, really, for us.”

Table 8

Strategies for Business Sustainability

Number of participants

Annual reviews with IT provider 10
Flat-fee service adds to business 7
sustainability

Business is IT dependent 5

Data Triangulation

To triangulate the date I collected, I used the service agreements each participant
has with their outsourced IT provider. From the service agreements | was able to code
and map the data back to the interview responses. All participants have service
agreements with their outsourced IT providers which include a monthly flat-fee amount,
annual security risk assessment, centralized services and tools, proactive support and

maintenance, unlimited reactive support, and network administration. All agreements
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excluded after-hour support, hardware, software, and projects. For 9 of the 10
participants, the agreement was in duration of one year. One of the participants had a two
year agreement. The triangulated codes are shown in Table 9.

Table 9

Service Agreements

Number of participants

Exclusions After-Hour Support, Hardware, 10
Software, and Projects

Monthly Flat-Fee 10
1 Year Term 9
2 Year Term

Annual Security Risk Assessment 10
Centralized Services and Tools 10
Proactive Support and Maintenance 10
Unlimited Reactive Support 10
Network Administration 10

Findings Related to the Literature

According to the reviewed literature, the U.S. SBA sets the rules and standards for
small businesses and a company must have fewer than 500 employees to be recognized as
a small business (SBA, 2017c). All of the participants in the study own and operate
businesses which fall within the guidelines of the SBA to be called a small business. The
literature revealed, more than half of small businesses fail within the first 5 years of
startup (SBA, 2018). All of the participants have been in business for more than 5 years,
deeming their business a success. From the literature, small businesses are not only a

driver for economic growth and innovation; they also drive social growth and
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sustainability (Karadag, 2015). Technology is a crucial factor in sustaining businesses.
The literature also presented that business owners and leaders who use technology
effectively experience a significant amount of growth within their companies (Taneja et
al., 2016). The outcome of this study confirmed the participants are all owners and
leaders of successful businesses who use technology for sustainability and drive the
economy.

The findings of this study indicate that technology and outsourcing technology
have added to business sustainability and growth for all of the participants. Participant
A2004 noted

IT should be the infrastructure, if you will, that supports the business being able to

operate. So, it helps with efficiencies across the board. Efficiency in

communication; efficiencies of capturing processes; steam-lining documents and
information, so that we’re not operating just paper based systems. And it also
allows us to support our security features. So, our IT company supports our
cameras; our video cameras across our facility being backed up. So, it supports
several things and allows for ease in security and efficiency, is what it does.

Strategic IT resources are an essential asset of businesses (Andrade et al., 2016).
Creating market share and maintaining advancement in technology requires a significant
investment in IT services. Participant A2002 shared

I worked in another CPA who was hourly with their IT company. And we had so

much down time. And | worked there for 15 years. And I always swore if | ever
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opened my own business, | would never not make IT a significant portion of my

budget.
And

I think I’m probably semi-unusual because most people don’t want to put a ton of

money into IT, they just hope it all works. And it’s like, you have to put the

money in to get out what is....you’re getting out of it what you pay for.
All participants agreed that technology added to their business sustainability and was a
vital portion of their business. Most participants did not invest financially as much in
technology as other driving factors within their company.

According to the literature, outsourcing is the common term used for a third-party
contracted vendor a business would hire to do day-to-day functions within the company
for a specific duration and fee (Mohr et al., 2011). Managed IT services is outsourcing IT
support provided by consultants to third-party companies. From the literature, these
consultants have the expertise required in their industry to provide the needed support to
businesses (Plunkett, 2017). Accordingly, all participants in this study outsourced their IT
services to a third party provider of managed IT services. The findings of the study
showed that the participants all used monthly flat-fee outsourced services. Most of the
participants used an hourly service in the past and did not find that service financially
efficacious or efficient for their business.

The literature review included information on financial efficacy through MAS.
Before 2010, nonfinancial records and tangible assets were kept with accounting records;

however, advancement in technology has allowed for these records to be combined in
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MAS, creating superior financial efficacy (Warren et al., 2015). MAS has allowed over
98% of financial data to be digitized (Warren et al., 2015). The findings of this study did
not correlate with the financial systems each participant used and how they would add to
financial efficacy.

Managing change was also discussed in the literature review with Altamony et al.
(2016) positing that change management is a critical factor in the success of significant
technology implementations such as enterprise resource planning (ERP) solutions.
However, the outcome of the study did not find a correlation to change management.
Findings Related to the Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework of this study was the rational decision-making model.
Rational decision-making is a process in which each step follows a logical order from the
step before (lvey, 2015). The purpose of rational decision-making is to come to the best
optimal solution based on a clearly defined and orderly path (Treur & Umair, 2015). The
selection of managed IT services by the small business owner or leader comes with a
rational choice which satisfies the objective of the IT needs of the company.

The participants were owners or leaders of small businesses within the Houston,
Texas metro area, who had been in business for at least 5 years and outsourced their IT
services. The responses from the participants showed their rational decision-making in
selecting outsourced IT services which fit their needs. Participant A2006 shared

What we did was, we actually interviewed a couple of different companies. And

that was kind of like how I learned about the different fee structures that were out

there. We let them come in and evaluate the system that we had and basically
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said, “tell us what you would recommend we do if we hire you?” And they

identified what problems we had and what they anticipate the problems were.
Participant A2009 commented

We did interview several [IT companies]. One part of it, it has to be people that

will listen and take time to work with us on our service. And | feel like the one we

have chosen; they don’t treat you like you’re stupid because you don’t speak IT

and they’re willing to help you with even the most benign guestions that you may

have.
Both are examples of clear rational decision-making steps in their selection of outsourced
IT services.
Findings Related to Effective Business Practice

The business practice focus of this study was the need of technology for
sustainability of small businesses. Many small businesses have realized the criticality of
having functioning technology for sustainability and staying competitive within their
market share. However, many of these small businesses do not have the financial
overhead to retain an IT specialist on staff and have opted to outsource their IT needs
(Dhar, 2012). Outsourcing IT services has become a sustainability factor for the
participants of this study. Participant A2008 stated “The sustainability of our company is,
we have to be at the top of our game we have to have the IT services and program items
to help us do our job.”

All participants outsource their IT needs to a third party provider under managed

services agreements. Managed services are a proactive solution because the small
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business has a contractual agreement with the IT consulting firm as to what the monthly
charge is for their IT services and what coverage falls under this agreement (Mankasingh
& Ramsoomair, 2017). Participant A2009 shared

So, | chose a flat-fee service because | want pretty much to have unlimited. As

business owners you tend to be very cost conscious, of course. And | knew that if

it was an hourly, I would be less inclined to call about things that I really needed
help on but wouldn’t want to spend the money on. And so, it just made sense to
go with a more comprehensive program that really offered me pretty much
unlimited questions. It really has helped us to have a more quality IT program in
our office.

Many business owners fail at the user acceptance of technology because they lack
the realization of how important their IT health is to their business success (Venkatesh &
Davis, 1996). The participants of this study have accepted the advancements of
technology and the importance of it within their business practice. The results of this
study may aid other business owners in gaining knowledge of the usefulness of
outsourced IT services for their business sustainability and success within their
community.

Applications to Professional Practice

The U.S. economy heavily depends on the contribution of small businesses. There
are nearly 27 million small businesses in the United States, and they generate about 50%
of its GDP (SBA, 2018). Keeping small businesses viable is a key component of positive

social change in the United States (Colombo et al., 2012). With technology
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advancements, the management of IT in small businesses can lead to the success or
failure of a business. This qualitative multicase study involved interviewing 10 successful
business owners or leaders in the Houston, Texas metro area, who outsourced their IT
functions and added business sustainability in their community.

This study focused on providing a scholarly resource for business owners to
educate themselves on the IT dependency for their business and the methods of
outsourcing leading to success in the community. Positive social change accomplishment
comes with every small business which survives past 3 years of startup because of job
creation and retention and flourishing communities.

The findings from this study could potentially impact small businesses. The data
uncovered in this study are built upon existing literature and drives small business
success. The key findings in this study were the need for reliable service and finding
services which are cost effective of outsourced IT solutions. The participants in this study
were small business owners or leaders which sought reliable and cost effective IT
solutions for their businesses. Many small business owners do not have the financial
resources to employ IT specialists in-house and therefore outsource this service to
maintain their technical functionality (Dhar, 2012).

The participants of this study fall within the category of not having the financial
overhead to have an IT specialist in-house. Many of the participants used hourly
outsourced IT services in the past and have found this solution to not be cost effective or
reliable at times. The best solution the participants of this study found was outsourced

managed IT services which is based on a monthly flat fee. For similar small businesses,
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making technology a priority and outsourcing IT to a third party provider will lead to
increased profitability, growth, and sustainability. IT plays a critical component in small
business sustainability (Wang & Wang, 2015).

The current study adds to the knowledge of previous studies by revealing
strategies of small businesses who successfully outsourced their IT solutions. The
literature review identified research which focused on small business success and
outsourcing of IT solutions (Lacity & Willcocks, 2014; Lekovi¢ & Mari¢, 2015;
McNurlin et al., 2009; Omri et al., 2015; Oz & Yelkenci, 2015; Sen & Shiel, 2006). The
findings from this study helps fill a gap in knowledge regarding the strategies small
business owners and leaders implement for an effective outsourced IT solution to help
business sustainability.

The findings from this study have the potential to be useful to other small
business owners seeking business sustainability. The participants in this study are all
owners or leaders of small businesses who have been in business for more than 5 years
and successfully and effectively outsourced their IT solution. These owners and leaders
recommend small businesses seeking to outsource their IT solution to research (a) finding
a reliable service, (b) procuring services that are cost effective, (c) outsourcing to experts,
and (d) maintaining stability. Small businesses in the United States have been stimulating
the economy for centuries (Anastasia, 2015). IT plays a critical component in small
business sustainability (Wang & Wang, 2015). Small businesses that are seeking to

increase their success and sustainability by outsourcing their IT solutions should follow
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the recommendations of the study participants and the core themes developed in this
study.
Implications for Social Change

The sustainability of small businesses is crucial to the U.S. economy as there are
nearly 27 million small businesses in the United States, and they generate about 50% of
its GDP (SBA, 2018). More than half of small businesses fail within the first 5 years of
startup (SBA, 2018). Small business failures affect the local, state, and national
economies. IT plays a critical component in small business sustainability (Wang &
Wang, 2015).

The information and knowledge gained from this study on the selection of
effectively outsourced IT solutions for successful small business sustainability is
applicable to current and newly established small businesses. The information gained
from this study may guide small business owners and leaders in the decision-making
process in outsourcing their IT solutions to a third-party provider. Having a reliable and
cost effective IT solution reduces the risk of business failure and increases the
opportunity for success. This study may help change the way small business owners
manage their IT functions and consideration for selecting hourly versus flat-fee monthly
managed services. Leaders who build partnerships with IT companies, increase the
chances of their businesses surviving. Successful small businesses increase jobs, tax
revenue, and sales revenue within the community and increases economic stimulation

locally, state, and federal.
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The results of the study may influence positive social change. Small business
leaders could gain new insights into the reasons for the unsuccessful implementation of
managed IT services and achieve financial leverage toward the success of their business.
Leaders who choose effective IT services can improve their responses to changing
customer needs.

Recommendations for Action

The information in this study may contribute to the survival of small businesses.
Small business owners and leaders seeking business sustainability must consider the
findings of this study showing that monthly outsourced flat-fee IT services have been an
effective solution for the successful businesses of the participants. New business owners
may integrate the findings from this study in their business planning tools. The
recommendations for this study align with the reviewed literature with Lussier and
Halabi’s (2010) suggestion of small business owners and professional advisors to take a
subjective assessment of the business needs relative to the strengths and weaknesses for
each factor within the company. Dissemination of the study findings would include
seeking publication through the following journals (a) Journal of Small Business
Management, (b) Journal of Small Business Strategy, (c) Journal of Small Business &
Entrepreneurship, and (d) Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development.

Recommendations for Further Research

The goal of this study was to determine the strategies small business owners

implement for an effective outsourced IT solution for business sustainability. Many

studies (Byrne & Shepherd, 2015; D. A. Williams, 2014; Hyder & Lussier, 2016) have
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been conducted on small business failures and success factors. Specific studies
addressing the selection strategies of outsourced IT solutions for business sustainability
should be continuously expanded. The findings of this study determined participants
favored monthly flat-fee outsourced IT solutions. Further studies could include
participants who favored hourly outsourced IT solution in addition to the monthly flat-fee
solution with a comparison and contrast outcome of the findings. Additionally, this study
was conducted amidst a worldwide pandemic. | recommend conducting future research
during a time of worldwide economic stability without a pandemic crisis. The geographic
area for this study was the Houston, Texas metro area, which is representative of large
cities throughout the United States. Future research could be conducted in other
geographic regions of the U.S. to obtain additional rich data.
Reflections

During this journey, I discovered that research is fraught with challenges and
obstacles, and perseverance and critical thinking are essential to complete a doctoral
journey. | did not anticipate having to collect data for my research during a global
pandemic. Most businesses were shut down or transitioned to remote work while | was
attempting to schedule interviews. Although interested in the outcome of the study,
business owners were reluctant to agree to interviews as they were struggling to keep
their business going. Some businesses had to close permanently as a result of the
pandemic orders by the local government. The university and IRB eventually mandated

that no face-to-face interviews were to take place and all interview data collection should
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be done via phone and video conference. Once businesses were able to function at their
new norms, | was able to schedule phone interviews with all of the participants.

My personal bias about outsourced IT solutions was limited by the data collection
process. | complied with ethical research guidelines throughout the process. | did not seek
out participants I had personally known in prior business functions. All participants were
an unbiased source of information. The participants responded to all questions. | did my
best to not introduce bias into the data collection or analysis process. The participants
willingly participated in the interview process and expressed an interest in receiving a
copy of the study outcome.

Conclusion

Small business failures effect the local and U.S. economy negatively. Effective
management of the IT solution of a small business is one factor which adds to business
sustainability. Many small business owners do not have the financial capacity to have an
IT professional on staff and choose to outsource their IT services to a third-party
provider. Selecting the optimal outsourced IT solution adds to the stability and reliability
of the company, adding to business success and sustainability. The findings of this study
show that successful business owners in the Houston, Texas metro area have chosen a
flat-fee monthly outsourced IT service as the most optimal solution for their business.
Small business success provides social change in local, state, and federal communities by
creating jobs and an influx of revenue to drive the economy and create stability for the

u.sS.
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol

Protocol Steps

Protocol Actions

Introduce myself to the participant.

Good morning/afternoon, my name is
Jessica Folkes. I’'m a doctoral candidate at
Walden University.

Explain the purpose of the study.

The purpose of this study is to explore
strategies some small business owners or
leaders implement to obtain cost-effective
outsourced IT solutions for business
sustainability.

Review consent form and answer
questions.

Please review the consent form carefully.
This form contains all relevant
information to this study, so your
participation is willingly and with
informed consent with the affixion of your
signature.

Have participant sign my copy of the
consent form and provide them with a
copy for their records.

If you have no further questions about the
consent form, please sign my copy and
keep yours for your records.

Inform participant of recording start.

I will now begin recording.

State the date, time, and place of
interview.

Today is XXX, the time is XXX. The
location of the interview is XXX.

Give participant coded identification.

The participant will be known as
“Participant X.”

Begin interview with Interview Questions.

1. What influenced your decision
to select the hourly versus the
flat fee outsourced IT services
you use in your business?

2. How do you determine the best
or optimal IT solution for your
business?

3. Please explain the path you
used to make decisions
regarding your IT solutions.

4. What has worked well in
implementing your IT
services?

5. What challenges have you
faced with your IT services?

6. How did you overcome these
challenges regarding IT
services?
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7. What strategies do you use to
secure that your IT services
(hourly or flat fee option) are
financially efficacious?

8. What else can you tell me
about the strategies you use to
implement effective IT
solutions for your business
sustainability?

Turn off the recording.

The interview has now concluded, and |
will turn off the recording device.

Provide member checking details.

I will transcribe this interview and email it
to the email address you provided on the
consent form. Please review the document
in detail and provide feedback or clarity
on anything that does not align. I will
make corrections and return the report to
you for review. This process will continue
until both you and I are satisfied with the
details captured of the interview
transcription.

Answer questions.

Do you have any additional questions |
can answer?

Thank participant.

Thank you for taking the time to meet
with me today and for participating in my
study.
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