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Abstract 

E-commerce entrepreneurs who fail to develop and implement strategies to sustain 

business operations beyond the first 5 years face high business failure rates. Grounded in 

Porter’s five forces model, the purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to 

explore strategies used by e-commerce entrepreneurs to achieve and maintain 

sustainability beyond the first 5 years of operations. Participants were e-commerce 

entrepreneurs from five companies in Texas who implemented successful strategies to 

achieve and maintain sustainability for more than 5 years. Data were collected from 

semistructured interviews and reviews of company documents and were analyzed using 

thematic analysis. Five themes emerged: best practices for consistency, relationship 

building with customers, networking, risk tolerance, and education. A key 

recommendation is for e-commerce entrepreneurs to seek ways to create processes that 

enable replicability of results and customer experiences. The implications for positive 

social change include the potential of survivability of e-commerce businesses beyond the 

first 5 years of operations with improved local cash circulation and added taxes 

improving programs and infrastructure for local schools and other public facilities.  
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Section 1: Foundation of the Study  

Small businesses strengthen the global economy and enhance living conditions by 

increasing a country’s gross domestic product (Blankson et al., 2017). As of the third 

quarter of 2019, e-commerce sales comprised 11.2% of the total sales across the United 

States with a total market value of $154.5 billion in sales (U.S. Department of 

Commerce, 2019). The market share of all e-commerce sales continues to grow across 

the United States with an increase of 0.75% per year since 2010 (U.S. Department of 

Commerce, 2019). E-commerce business owners are not immune to high small business 

failure rates experienced across all industries (Small Business Administration, Office of 

Advocacy, 2019). The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore the 

strategies used by e-commerce entrepreneurs to achieve and maintain sustainability 

beyond the first 5 years of operations. 

Background of the Problem 

Small business refers to any enterprise that employs up to 499 individuals (Small 

Business Administration, 2018). Small businesses provide 99% of all employment in the 

United States and accounted for 64% of all jobs generated from 1993 to 2011 (Small 

Business Administration, Office of Advocacy, 2019). However, high business failure 

rates indicated the need for business owners to develop strategies that enable operational 

sustainability (Shields & Shelleman, 2016). Additionally, the lack of academic literature 

that addresses operational sustainability among e-commerce businesses increases the 

potential for business failure among emerging e-commerce entrepreneurs (Shields & 

Shelleman, 2016). Some of the leading factors that contribute to poor operational 
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sustainability include (a) limited access to external funds, (b) lack of business 

development experience, (c) poor communication skills, (d) lack of financial 

management knowledge, (e) poor time management, and (f) ineffective marketing 

strategies (Cantamesa et al., 2018; Dvorský et al., 2020; Ferreira et al., 2020).  

Problem Statement 

Small business entrepreneurs contribute to greater job creation opportunities than 

large businesses (Small Business Administration, 2018); however, small business 

entrepreneurs fail at high rates (Park et al., 2017). Forty-four percent of small business 

entrepreneurs fail to maintain successful business operations beyond 5 years (Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, 2016). The general business problem was that some entrepreneurs start 

small business operations without effective sustainability strategies. The specific business 

problem was that some e-commerce entrepreneurs lack effective strategies to achieve and 

maintain sustainability beyond the first 5 years of operations.  

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore the strategies 

used by e-commerce entrepreneurs to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond the first 

5 years of operations. The targeted population included e-commerce entrepreneurs from 

five companies across San Angelo, Texas, who implemented successful strategies to 

achieve and maintain sustainability for more than 5 years of beginning operations. The 

implications for positive social change may include improved sustainability of businesses 

for existing and aspiring entrepreneurs. Additionally, increased e-commerce 

sustainability may benefit a wide range of stakeholders including individual business 
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owners, potential employees, customers, and other local community members who may 

benefit from the added cash circulation resulting from entrepreneurs’ improved business 

operations.  

Nature of the Study 

 There are three research methods available to researchers: quantitative, 

qualitative, and mixed (Yin, 2018). I selected a qualitative method to explore strategies e-

commerce entrepreneurs use to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond the first 5 

years of operations. Although selecting a qualitative research method increases threats to 

reliability, including participant error, participant bias, researcher error, and researcher 

bias (Ghezzi, 2020), researchers can gain greater insights into a business problem using 

open-ended questions in qualitative research studies. Some quantitative research methods 

include closed-ended questionnaires with responses measured and converted into data for 

increased reliability and validity (McKim, 2017). Additionally, researchers use the 

quantitative method to understand the significance of variables’ relationships or 

differences by testing hypotheses (Ghezzi, 2020). In contrast, researchers use the mixed 

method to strengthen the meaning of an explored phenomenon by including qualitative 

and quantitative methods to develop and support findings (McKim, 2017). Using a 

quantitative or mixed-method approach was not appropriate for my study because I did 

not analyze numerical data or test theories using statistical methods. 

 I chose a multiple qualitative study design versus a single case study due to the 

limited insight that could be gained from a single company or entrepreneur. Researchers 

may favor a case study design when there is no control over behavioral events and the 
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attempt to answer research questions pertinent to contemporary events exists (Yin, 2018). 

Other study designs available for selection included phenomenological and ethnographic 

designs. Researchers use the phenomenological design to understand the business 

problem solely from the perspective of the participants’ meanings of experiencing 

phenomena (Ghezzi, 2020). The phenomenological design was not suitable for my study 

because the focus was the strategies used by participants, not the recollection of 

participants’ experiences. Researchers use the ethnographic design over an extended 

period of time to understand one or more groups’ cultures (Yin, 2018). An ethnographic 

design was not appropriate for my study because I was not concerned with assigning 

meaning to participants’ behaviors or understanding one or more groups’ cultures. 

Research Question 

What strategies do e-commerce entrepreneurs use to achieve and maintain 

sustainability beyond the first 5 years of operation?  

Interview Questions 

1. What strategies have proven successful in achieving and maintaining 

sustainability beyond the first 5 years of operations?  

2. What strategies do you attribute the most to facilitating sustainability beyond 

the first 5 years of operations? 

3. How do you measure the effectiveness of strategies to achieve and maintain 

sustainability beyond the first 5 years of operations?  



5 

 

4. What were the most significant challenges in implementing effective 

strategies to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond the first 5 years of 

operations?  

5. How did your organization address the key challenges to implement effective 

strategies to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond the first 5 years of 

operations?  

6. What additional information can you share regarding the strategies you 

developed and implemented to achieve and maintain your business’s 

sustainability beyond the first 5 years of operations?  

Conceptual Framework 

 I used Porter’s (1998) five forces model as the conceptual framework for this 

qualitative study. Porter developed the five forces model to determine companies’ 

sustainability and profitability within an industry. Porter sought an understanding of why 

some firms failed and others succeeded by studying external factors to businesses. 

Porter’s study led to the development of the five forces model, which includes (a) buyer 

power, (b) supplier power, (c) threat of substitutes, (d) threat of new entrants, and (e) 

competitive rivalry. New e-commerce entrepreneurs should understand how they may 

best exploit their threat as a new entrant and how to protect themselves against new 

entrants within their market as their businesses grow. Understanding each of the five 

forces explained by Porter may provide new e-commerce entrepreneurs a better 

understanding of areas in which to focus the development of business strategies, which 

could increase business profitability and sustainability. The use of Porter’s five forces 
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model facilitated my ability to detail and describe the strategies used by e-commerce 

entrepreneurs to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond the first 5 years of operation. 

Operational Definitions 

Business strategies: Business strategies refer to the operational actions and 

approaches employed by a business owner or organizational member to increase the 

company’s competitive advantage within a market (Pattinson, 2016).  

Exploitative approach: Exploitative approach refers to the process by which the 

entrepreneur exploits an opportunity by either introducing new products or services or 

improving upon existing ones (Yang et al., 2021). 

Operational sustainability: Operational sustainability refers to the business 

owner’s ability to maintain a business operation through time despite existing external 

influences including market threats and competition (Aragon-Correa et al., 2017). 

Sustainability: Sustainability refers to the ability to maintain something long term 

(Aragon-Correa et al., 2017). 

Small business: A small business is a privately owned organization with no more 

than 1,500 employees (Small Business Administration, 2019b).  

Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 

Assumptions 

Assumptions are what an individual believes to be true without the factual 

knowledge that what is assumed is the truth (Pyrczak & Bruce, 2017). The first 

assumption in this study was that participants would answer all interview questions 

honestly and truthfully. The second assumption was that participants would willingly 
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provide all information and not due to some sense of undue pressure. The third 

assumption was that the strategies used by each participating e-commerce entrepreneur 

would vary from the strategies of the other participants. 

Limitations 

Limitations are weaknesses in the study that the researcher cannot control 

(Pyrczak & Bruce, 2017). The most significant limitation of this study was the lack of a 

large sample population to develop a series of generalizable trends in findings. Although 

the answers provided by the study participants served as insight into the strategies used 

by entrepreneurs to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond 5 years of operations, the 

strategies mentioned did not necessarily represent the experience of all small business 

entrepreneurs across a geographical location or industry.  

Delimitations 

Delimitations refer to the bounds or scope of the study (Pyrczak & Bruce, 2017). 

The first delimitation of the study was the geographical location. I chose to focus on 

participants located in San Angelo, Texas, to avoid issues associated with different time 

zones or cultural nuances, which may have affected the communication’s adequate flow. 

The second delimitation was the type of business structure analyzed; only e-commerce 

entrepreneurs participated in this study.  

Significance of the Study 

The findings of this study might add value to businesses through added insight 

into e-commerce sustainability practices. Business owners should not discount the 

positive effect of successful small businesses on the U.S. economy. Small businesses 
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account for most employment opportunities in the United States (Small Business 

Administration, Office of Advocacy, 2019). The high failure rate of entrepreneurs 

maintaining a successful business beyond the first 5 years of operations leads to 

significant losses in employment opportunities and financial well-being within the 

communities affected across the United States. This study’s findings might enable small 

business owners to identify strategies to reduce the potential for business failure and help 

grow the local economy by maintaining successful business operations.  

Contribution to Effective Business Practice  

This study’s results may contribute to effective business practice through 

increased awareness of effective strategies to achieve business sustainability beyond the 

first 5 years of business operations. Analysis of Porter’s five forces model may aid new 

business owners in identifying roots of profitability and competitiveness within their 

industry (Prasad & Warrier, 2016). E-commerce entrepreneurs may use the study’s 

findings to identify methods of generating and strengthening revenue and competitive 

advantage. A business owner’s profitability and sustainability are directly affected by the 

owner’s ability to implement and consistently use effective operational strategies (Jamza 

et al., 2020). E-commerce entrepreneurs may implement study results to generate positive 

business value and maintain operational sustainability.  

Contribution to Positive Social Change 

 Study results may facilitate positive social change by increasing employment and 

self-employment opportunities in locally affected communities. Small business owners 

comprise 97.7% of all employment in the United States and account for 46% of the gross 
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domestic product (Small Business and Entrepreneurship Council, 2018). Small business 

sustainability is critical to a nation’s gross domestic product (Small Business 

Administration, 2019a). Local communities may benefit from the increased circulation of 

cash generated through reduced unemployment and increased local business revenue.  

A Review of the Professional and Academic Literature 

The purpose of this study was to explore the strategies used by e-commerce 

entrepreneurs to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond the first 5 years of 

operations. Forty-four percent of small business entrepreneurs fail to maintain successful 

business operations beyond 5 years (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2016). E-commerce 

entrepreneurs should understand the strategies used by existing successful business 

owners to reduce the likelihood of business failure. This literature review was a product 

of an analysis of Porter’s (1998) five forces model and key concepts within the model. I 

selected Porter’s five forces model as the framework for this study due to its relevance 

and usefulness in aiding business owners in identifying external factors or forces that 

affect their businesses’ profitability. Identifying such factors may lead to insights used to 

develop business strategies that may facilitate a competitive advantage.  

Throughout the literature review, I address multiple e-commerce business topics, 

strategies, and business considerations that may increase a business’s operational 

sustainability. To complete the literature review, I analyzed a series of peer-reviewed 

articles published within the preceding 5 years. To identify relevant studies, I used the 

following search terms: entrepreneurship, innovation, financial sustainability, 

operational sustainability, social media marketing in both B2B and B2C firms, pricing, 
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product return policies, small business success, and small business failure. I used a series 

of academic sources to search, including the Walden University library, Dissertations, 

Google Scholar, ProQuest, SAGE Journals, government websites, and EBSCO. I used 

extensive research sources to strengthen my study’s validity and reliability (see Yin, 

2018), which were crucial to the research’s relevance. I used 185 references for this 

study, of which 163 (88%) were peer reviewed. A total of 134 (72%) of sources were 

published between 2017 and 2021. 

Conceptual Framework: Porter’s Five Forces Model 

Porter (1998) developed the five forces model to identify an industry’s potential 

sustainability and profitability level. Porter identified external interindustry competition 

intensity as a strong determinant of existing and new business profitability and 

sustainability. Porter’s five forces model details a series of external forces interacting 

with each other to illustrate and explain the complexity of business success and failure 

determinants: (a) buyer power, (b) supplier power, (c) threat of substitutes, (d) threat of 

new entrants, and (e) competitive rivalry. Multiple studies indicated that some business 

owners use Porter’s five forces model to attain long-term business sustainability, increase 

competitive advantage, strengthen market position, and increase customer base 

(Khurram, 2020; Nasser Al-Yasiri et al., 2020; Yoon, 2020). Analysis of Porter’s five 

forces model may help business leaders identify the roots of profitability and 

competitiveness within their industry (Prasad & Warrier, 2016). Also, business owners 

may strengthen long-term business sustainability by considering the external forces 
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detailed in Porter’s five forces model (Jamza et al., 2020). Understanding the external 

forces may help businesses maintain a strategic advantage in the marketplace.  

Careful consideration of the intensity of external forces within an industry may 

facilitate a business owner’s ability to identify and assess effective strategies that may 

increase competitive advantage. Porter (2008) argued that the five forces model’s 

effective implementation might lead business owners to increase and sustain customer 

value and strengthen competitive advantage. The intensity of external forces detailed 

through Porter’s five forces model may indicate profitability within an industry. Business 

profitability and sustainability are also directly affected by an owner’s ability to 

implement and consistently use effective operational strategies (Jamza et al., 2020). E-

commerce entrepreneurs who implement and consistently use effective strategies may 

have the greatest potential to attain competitive advantage and operational sustainability.  

Buyer Power 

E-commerce entrepreneurs should possess a strong sense of awareness of the 

market’s buyer power and how that power may affect a business owner’s need for 

improved operational strategies. Although a business’s lifeline is its clients, buyers may 

lead to a business’s reduced profitability by forcing competitors within the industry 

against each other, advocating for greater product or service quality and demanding 

reduced prices (Mou et al., 2020; Porter, 1998). Lack of product differentiation, 

consumer price sensitivity, and public awareness of business suppliers and costs leads to 

stronger buyer power to exercise external force against a business (Mou et al., 2020; 

Porter, 1998). Buyers of e-commerce-based services and products are increasingly aware 
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of the numerous competitors that provide the same products and services; this awareness 

leads to stronger buyer power among e-commerce buyers (Mou et al., 2020). E-

commerce entrepreneurs should make consistent efforts to create product or service 

differentiation to reduce potential negative effects of buyer power.  

Supplier Power  

E-commerce entrepreneurs may face business operational and financial challenges 

associated with the prices of products and the availability of materials established by 

suppliers. A business’s dependability on its supplier may lead to a necessary and delicate 

relationship between the two, referred to as business-to-business (B2B) transactions. 

Suppliers can exert external force against businesses in an industry by altering the 

availability of materials, products, and prices (Porter, 1998). Business owners who rely 

on the purchase of raw materials or other products to produce and sell products or 

services depend on the suppliers they purchase from (Porter, 2008). Higher buyer switch 

costs reduce competitive supplier options and increase the perceived value of products 

sold by a supplier, leading to stronger supplier power (Mou et al., 2020; Porter, 1998). 

The same force applied against businesses through buyer power is available to businesses 

against suppliers; businesses are the suppliers’ clients in B2B relationships.  

Threat of Substitutes 

The more specialized and rarer the service or product sold, the less likely the 

threat of substitute will represent an issue for an e-commerce business owner. E-

commerce entrepreneurs may face the threat of substitutes when other e-commerce 

business owners offer the same or similar products or services at reduced prices or 
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superior quality (Anand & Mantrala, 2019; Porter, 2008). The potential threat of 

substitutes increases for existing business owners in the same industry when the number 

of businesses catering to the same consumer needs increases (Stef & Jabeur, 2018). The 

strategies available to decrease the threat of substitutes within e-commerce businesses 

include increasing product or service quality and reducing prices (Baumann, 2015). E-

commerce entrepreneurs should remain aware of the strategies necessary to reduce the 

adverse effects associated with the threat of substitutes within the entrepreneur’s business 

model.  

Threat of New Entrants  

Increased levels of new businesses in an industry may lead to an increased threat 

of substitutes for existing business owners. New entrants into an industry’s market 

represent one of the most significant challenges for existing businesses’ profitability 

(Porter, 2008). Business owners may reduce the threat of new entry by establishing 

business models that increase barriers to entry, including (a) restrictive government 

policies and licensing, (b) lack of awareness or access to distribution and supply 

channels, and (c) high startup investment requirements (Choi et al., 2019). New e-

commerce owners must exhibit high creativity and innovation levels to overcome barriers 

to entry posed by existing businesses in the same industry (Porter, 2008). Conversely, 

existing business owners may reduce the threat of new entry by implementing strategies 

that differentiate them from their competitors.  

Threat of Competitors 
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Interindustry competition may lead to a severe disruption of a company’s 

profitability when business owners seek to undercut competitors’ prices. Many business 

owners use pricing competition to increase their client base. However, the continuous 

reduction of costs among competing businesses may destabilize profit across the entire 

industry (Choi et al., 2019; Stef & Jabeur, 2018). Intense interindustry competition may 

also become a driving motivational force for business owners to become more innovative 

and efficient with their resource use (Porter, 2008). E-commerce entrepreneurs may face 

high levels of threat from competitors due to the abundance of competing businesses 

within industries and niches that possess strong potential for substitution.  

Historical Business Uses of Porter’s Five Forces Model  

Many businesses across a wide range of industries may benefit from applying 

Porter’s five forces model. Business owners may use Porter’s five forces model to 

increase their competitive advantage within their industry and increase their customer 

base (Porter, 2008). Also, the use of Porter’s five forces model may facilitate the 

development of operational strategies that aid business owners in increasing profitability 

through innovation (Jamza et al., 2020; Porter, 2008). Business owners across various 

industries have successfully employed Porter’s five forces model to develop profitable 

business strategies.  

 There are multiple examples of business owners who have successfully 

implemented Porter’s five forces model to increase their businesses’ profitability. 

Ahmadinia and Karim (2016) analyzed a Chinese-based automotive manufacturing 

company using Porter’s five forces model to understand how successful business owners 
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developed a highly competitive and profitable niche market. Analysis conducted through 

Porter’s five forces model indicated that the company could strengthen profitability by 

reducing product pricing and increasing total vehicle production output. Snipes and Pitts 

(2015) analyzed trends within the retail industry that have led to profitability using 

Porter’s five forces model. The objective was to explore how retail industry business 

leaders use technology and consumer-based strategies to attain competitive advantage 

and operational sustainability. Findings indicated that the reduction of product or service 

costs may lead to an increase in a company’s potential customer pool and may strengthen 

competitive advantage. E-commerce entrepreneurs should consider the potentially 

beneficial effects of balancing consumer demand with the price of goods or services sold.  

E-commerce entrepreneurs may also use Porter’s five forces model to analyze the 

existing strength of external forces within an industry to attain competitive advantage and 

operational sustainability. Porter’s five forces model influenced Ahmadinia and Karim’s 

(2016) analysis of the Chinese automotive manufacturing company and Snipes and Pitts’ 

(2015) analysis of retail industry trends. Snipes and Pitts identified that many retail 

companies that faced intense competitive rivalry were offering and selling identical or 

similar products to their consumer base. Snipes and Pitts identified strong buyer 

bargaining power as a result of high levels of product offering saturation within the retail 

industry. E-commerce entrepreneurs should remain vigilant of the potential negative 

effects of product or service saturation available to prospective consumers and make a 

conscious effort to attain product or service differentiation.  
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Porter’s Competitive Strategy Theory 

 Porter (1998) developed the competitive strategy theory to illustrate how leaders 

may achieve and maintain competitive advantage through the application of a series of 

defined competitive strategies. Porter’s competitive advantage theory applies to 

businesses regardless of the firm’s age, size, industry, and location (Baronina, 2020). 

Many organizational leaders lack an adequate understanding of the concept of 

competitive advantage (Nakamura, 2019). Porter argued that organizational leaders 

operate in an evolving, dynamic, and highly competitive environment. Further, Porter 

asserted that organizational leaders must outperform competitors through a series of 

operational activities aligned with strategies based on differentiation, cost leadership, and 

focus on attaining a competitive advantage.  

Differentiation Strategy 

In a market as highly saturated as e-commerce, the use of differentiation among e-

commerce entrepreneurs may facilitate strengthening product and service exclusivity, 

potentially leading to both competitive advantage and operational sustainability. 

Organizational leaders enhance consumer demand and competitive advantage when 

services and products offered are perceived as higher quality than those provided by 

competing firms (Brenes et al., 2020; Porter, 1998). The use of differentiation strategy 

enables business owners to establish customer loyalty, strengthen customer satisfaction, 

and create a sense of exclusivity of the company’s products and services in the competing 

industry (Porter, 1998). Organizational leaders may employ a series of methods to attain 

product and service differentiation; these include (a) product or service design, (b) 
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company branding strategy, (c) dealer network, (d) use and employment of technology, 

and (e) customer service (Momsen, 2021; Porter, 1998; Zou & Chen, 2020). In addition, 

the use of differentiation as a business strategy enables business owners to increase 

product and service prices as the customer’s perceived value of the brand becomes 

stronger, thereby leading to increased profit margins (Brenes et al., 2020; Mappangara & 

Kartini, 2019). E-commerce entrepreneurs should understand the value of differentiation 

strategies toward the process of building, enabling consumer loyalty, and increasing 

consumers’ perceived value toward the business’s products or services.  

Cost Leadership Strategy  

Business owners may employ cost leadership strategies through a diverse series of 

operational activities. These strategies may include reducing product or service 

production costs and reducing product or service costs at the expense of profitability per 

unit. Cost leadership strategy refers to the actions taken by business owners to enhance 

profitability through the manipulation of product and service costs (Porter, 1998). Many 

business owners employ cost leadership strategies to broaden the potential client pool and 

attract price-sensitive customers (Chakraborty, 2019; Porter, 1998). The use of cost 

leadership strategies may lead to increased profitability when product or service output 

rises due to price reductions (Chmielowiec-Lewczuk, 2019; Porter, 1998). E-commerce 

business owners may leverage cost leadership strategies to increase product demand and 

overall profitability by reducing the price per individual unit sold compared to 

competitors within the same industry (Chakraborty, 2019; Porter, 1998). Small business 
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owners should develop cost leadership strategies that consider and balance the needs of 

price-sensitive consumers and business profitability.  

Focus Strategy  

E-commerce entrepreneurs may implement focus strategies to gain consumer 

loyalty and increase operational sustainability by narrowing their potential consumer base 

to a specific market segment with weakened competitive rivalry. Focus strategy refers to 

the narrowing of products and services offered to potential clients to create a specialized 

business that serves a unique market segment (Porter, 1998). Some business owners 

employ focus strategies by focusing on market segments with less competitive rivalry 

(Chakraborty, 2019). Many business owners use focus strategies to enhance the 

perception of the quality of products and services offered to potential clients within a 

niche (Porter, 1998; Zou & Chen, 2020). The use of focus strategies within a business 

may lead to increased consumer loyalty when coupled with cost leadership or 

differentiation strategies (Chakraborty, 2019). E-commerce entrepreneurs should remain 

cognizant of the product or service mixes within their business model that may enable 

and enhance consumer loyalty.  

Entrepreneurship 

 Effective entrepreneurship is built through the implementation of strategies that 

lead to a new business’s competitive advantage. Entrepreneurship refers to the active 

process of developing a business or strategy within an existing business to exploit or 

create profitable opportunities within an industry (Cantillon, 1931; Thompson et al., 

2020). Cantillon (1931) developed the entrepreneurship theory and described 
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entrepreneurs as individuals who assume risk while investing in uncertain market 

conditions. Additionally, entrepreneurs identify or create needs within a target population 

by introducing innovative products or services within a market (Holmberg-Wright & 

Hribar, 2016; Malerba & McKelvey, 2019). The development and implementation of 

innovation within a market typically lead to improved sales and operational effectiveness 

(Thompson et al., 2020). Entrepreneurs should possess a thorough understanding of the 

concepts of supply and demand to adjust operational strategies in favor of increasing 

profitability (Cantillon, 1931). E-commerce entrepreneurs may face constant market 

uncertainty due to multiple factors that may include strong market rivalry, national or 

global financial crisis, and lack of supply access. 

Some researchers argue that entrepreneurship is a byproduct of opportunity and 

the ability of the entrepreneur to react to such an opportunity (Berglund et al., 2020; 

Thompson et al., 2020). While innovation may improve entrepreneurial activities, market 

opportunities may also arise from applying an exploitative approach (Keyhani, 2019; 

Wójcik & Ciszewska-Mlinarič, 2020). The exploitative approach refers to the process by 

which the entrepreneur exploits an opportunity by either introducing new products or 

services or improving upon existing ones (Yang et al., 2021). However, the speed by 

which entrepreneurs react to opportunity also matters due to diminishing the 

opportunity’s value over time (Keyhani, 2019). E-commerce entrepreneurs should remain 

vigilant for target market opportunities in a timely manner that allows for a minimal 

diminishment of the opportunity’s value.  
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Sustainability 

Effective understanding of business sustainability is an essential component to 

entrepreneurial success. The term sustainability refers to maintaining something long-

term (Aragon-Correa et al., 2017). Some researchers and business owners use the term 

sustainability interchangeably for different concepts to include operational, corporate, 

development, and environmental sustainability (Svoboda, 2020). Sustaining long-term 

growth and profitability are among the greatest and most significant challenges faced by 

business owners (Chahal & Sharma, 2020). E-commerce business owners should 

understand the factors that affect both operational and financial sustainability within their 

business model. 

Operational Sustainability 

E-commerce entrepreneurs achieve operational sustainability through the 

effective implementation of strategies that lead to continuous competitive advantage. 

Operational or organizational sustainability refers to the business owner’s ability to 

maintain a business operational through time despite existing external influences to 

include market threats and competition (Aragon-Correa et al., 2017). Business owners 

attain operational sustainability through continuous and long-term growth, profitability, 

competitive advantage, and creativity (Krauss, 2017). Some researchers credit Porter’s 

differentiation strategy as an effective means to achieve operational sustainability 

(Hossain & Azmi, 2020). The use of Porter’s differentiation strategy enables business 

owners to strengthen operational sustainability by satisfying shareholder needs (Hossain 
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& Azmi, 2020). Small business owners should understand the effects of Porter’s 

differentiation strategy against the operational sustainability of a business.  

E-commerce entrepreneurs may increase operational sustainability through the 

application of differentiation strategies that enable improved long-term financial 

performance. Through Porter’s differentiation strategy, business owners benchmark 

competitors to develop products or services that will lead to consumer loyalty and 

competitive advantage (Hossain & Azmi, 2020). Benchmarking involves collecting 

competitors’ performance data, monitoring competitor activities, and evaluating 

competitors’ operational strategies (Behl et al., 2019; Uluskan & Godfrey, 2018). The use 

of benchmarking enables business owners to identify and understand how different 

operational approaches and strategies affect competitive advantage and profitability 

(Wang, 2018). Additionally, business owners may use benchmarking to evaluate external 

and internal performance (Sandhu et al., 2019). Competitors operate in the same industry, 

many times sharing highly similar operational activities, develop highly similar products, 

use the same or similar suppliers, and experience the same external forces amongst each 

other (Heath, 2018). The use of differentiation as an operational strategy enables business 

owners to better appeal to target niches, mitigate the effect of external forces as applied to 

direct competitors, and achieve competitive advantage (Hossain & Azmi, 2020). E-

commerce entrepreneurs should understand how to effectively implement differentiation 

strategies to strengthen operational sustainability and competitive advantage.  
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Financial Sustainability 

E-commerce entrepreneurs should possess a clear understanding of the tools 

necessary to achieve financial sustainability. Business owners may create and sustain 

profitability through increased revenue generation and cost-saving strategies (Maryanti & 

Meiliza, 2020). Additionally, business owners achieve greater revenue through increased 

sales (Machado & Fernandes, 2021; Rodriguez & Torres, 2020). To achieve greater sale 

volume, business owners may implement elements of Porter’s 1980 competitive strategy 

theory based on differentiation, cost leadership, and focus. Business owners should 

consider operational expenses to include the cost to produce products or services, 

employee’s pay and benefits, logistical expenses, and marketing to achieve business cost 

savings (Machado & Fernandes, 2021; Rodriguez & Torres, 2020). The use of cost-

saving measures may strengthen the financial sustainability of businesses.  

Business owners should also consider the availability of financial resources and 

funding as other factors which may affect financial sustainability. Small business owners 

must successfully convince investors of their ability to provide an attractive return on 

investment and that the business in question will mature and achieve sustainability 

(Herciu, 2017). Following a study to explore the relationship between financing and 

small business productivity, Arulraj and Annamalai (2020) concluded that increased 

financing availability provides small business owners increased ability to invest in 

projects with a higher return on investment and higher productivity potential. However, 

not all small business owners have access to traditional financing options. In place of 

conventional business loan options, small business owners may pursue non-traditional 
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financial sourcing options to include angel investors and crowdfunding (Herciu, 2017). 

E-commerce entrepreneurs should consider all the financial sourcing options available to 

facilitate business startup or expansion costs.  

Crowdfunding is another helpful tool available to e-commerce entrepreneurs to 

achieve financial sustainability when external funding is necessary. Crowdfunding refers 

to the process of acquiring external financing from investors around the globe in support 

of a cause or project through the internet (Cowden & Young, 2020). Whereas venture 

capitalists are more concerned with return on investment, angel investors are more 

concerned with effective passion towards the finance and the industry it represents 

(Herciu, 2017). Through crowdfunding platforms, individuals with little to no capital can 

raise funds to enable their ideas (Herciu, 2017). Conversely, angel investors refer to 

individuals with high capital that invest in young and potentially high growth startup 

companies or entrepreneurs (Drover et al., 2017). Many angel investors are former 

entrepreneurs who provide the young entrepreneur financial capital and guidance within a 

specific area of expertise (Drover et al., 2017). E-commerce entrepreneurs with limited 

knowledge within a distinctive industrial niche may benefit from the expertise of an angel 

investor who can guide the young entrepreneur through the early stages of the startup.  

Small Business Entrepreneurial Failure  

Small business entrepreneurship may fail for many reasons, including lack of 

access to external funds, business development experience, and poor financial planning. 

Small business entrepreneurs fail at high rates (Park et al., 2017). Forty-four percent of 

small business entrepreneurs fail to maintain successful business operations beyond 5 
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years (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2016). According to Cantamesa et al. (2018), many 

entrepreneurs primarily focus on sales or improvement of offered products and services 

and fail to design an effective business model that accounts for proper marketing and 

management of cash flow. Additionally, many entrepreneurs do not possess business 

development experience or knowledge and may lack awareness of the availability of 

business development external expertise (Cantamesa et al., 2018). Furthermore, many 

entrepreneurs fail due to limited access to external funds, including loans and credit 

cards, and poor financial management and accounting skills (Muñoz-Izquierdo et al., 

2019). Many creditors deny credit to new small business owners due to the high risk of 

financial failure (Tchakoute Tchuigoua et al., 2020). E-commerce entrepreneurs should 

seek to understand the factors necessary to increase the odds of business success and the 

factors that may lead to potential business failure.  

 Multiple peer-reviewed research studies provide greater insight into the factors 

that may lead to small business entrepreneurial failure. In a study by Yasheng and 

Jermias (2016), the authors explored the relationship between business performance 

indicators and a businesses’ sustainability. For the study, Yasheng and Jermias used 

bankruptcy as the means to identify failure to survive. Hence, the measures used to 

predict survivability correspond to the likelihood that the business will enter bankruptcy 

and cease operations. According to Yasheng and Jermias, the measures which most 

strongly affect and may contribute to effectively predicting business survivability or 

likely failure are (a) employee training, (b) employee productivity, (c) accounts 

receivable collection period, (d) export intensity, and (e) sales growth. Other researchers 
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attribute entrepreneurial failure to poor communication skills between team members, 

ineffective or toxic leadership, and poor time management (Dvorský et al., 2020). Most 

business failures result in bankruptcy and liquidation of any company assets due to the 

owner’s inability to repay debt or maintain minimally desired profitability (Tchakoute 

Tchuigoua et al., 2020). E-commerce entrepreneurs should consider the potentially 

adverse effects of neglecting the key measures that may reduce operational sustainability 

and eventual potential business failure.  

Small Business Entrepreneurial Success 

Entrepreneurial success is the result of careful business planning and effective 

implementation of operational strategies. Many business owners interpret business 

success as a subjective term that depends on the most important factors to the business 

owner for continuing business operations (Staniewski & Awruk, 2021). Ohiomah et al. 

(2020) defined business success as a continuous positive financial achievement. 

Conversely and from an objective standpoint, business success depends on the ability of 

the business owner to continue operations as a result of effective financial performance 

(Liguori et al., 2020). Cantillon (1931), in the entrepreneurship theory, explained that a 

business owner’s traits, knowledge, and skills affect overall business success and 

operational sustainability. Small business success requires effective organizational 

leadership by implementing a clear operational mission, goals, and strategies (Keiper & 

Barnes, 2021; Takwi et al., 2020). However, leadership alone does not account for 

business success and sustainability. From an operational perspective, other factors which 

may affect entrepreneurial success include employee staffing, financial flows, and 
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business partnerships (Liguori et al., 2020). Business owners should demonstrate the 

ability to effectively source and allocate financial and workforce resources (Jaboro 

Satore, 2020). Business owners cannot expect to succeed in highly competitive markets if 

they lack the vision of what they want and the understanding of how to get there. 

E-commerce entrepreneurs may strengthen competitive advantage and experience 

higher likelihood of entrepreneurial success through effective implementation of cost 

leadership and differentiation strategies. Based on Porter’s five forces model, 

entrepreneurs may increase competitive advantage by careful acquisition and analysis of 

target products, consumer demands, needs, preferences, and competitors (Sihite & 

Simanjuntak, 2015). Many successful business owners use cost leadership and 

differentiation to create and sustain competitive advantage (Narayanan, 2019). 

Entrepreneurs should also understand the value of fostering and maintaining positive 

relationships with internal and external stakeholders (Mbah Takwi, 2020). Business 

owners directly influence employee turnover, job satisfaction, and commitment, all of 

which are correlated with employee and business performance (Lee & Liu, 2021). E-

commerce entrepreneurs should understand the value of implementing effective business 

operational strategies and maintaining a satisfied workforce if employing others.  

 Just as there are many real-life practical examples and peer-reviewed research 

studies that address factors that may lead to potential business failure, many studies 

address the strategies that may increase the potential for attaining business success. 

Among the examples available is that of Turner and Endres (2017) who identified 

networking, developing effective business plans, and marketing differentiation as 
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effective strategies used by business owners to achieve and maintain sustainability 

beyond the first 5 years of operations. Another example is that of Mazzei et al., (2016) 

who explored how high-performance work practices enable and promote employee 

innovation in small businesses. According to the Mazzei et al., organizations should 

encourage innovation through an atmosphere that allows employees to fail to pursue 

purposeful innovation. Additionally, Mazzei et al. mentioned that implementing public 

recognition programs for high-performing employees to incentivize continuous 

motivation may reduce the likelihood of stagnant performance and prevent high 

employee turnover. The last example used is that of Polman (2016) who studied the 

effects of business owner’s employee engagement to create sustainable businesses. 

Among the recommendations by Polman are the alignment of personal and corporate 

values, defining company long-term purpose, development of sustainability knowledge 

and competence, enabling employees to become sustainability champions and cocreators, 

and encouraging healthy employee competition. The examples provided highlight the 

multitude of factors that e-commerce entrepreneurs should consider strengthening 

operational sustainability and potentially creating a competitive advantage. 

E-Commerce Sustainability Strategies 

Given the unique nature of e-commerce business operations, e-commerce 

entrepreneurs should carefully consider operational strategies tailored to the e-commerce 

business model in question. E-commerce entrepreneurs operate in a business environment 

that requires consideration of circumstances that are inherently different from traditional 

brick-and-mortar business owners without an e-commerce business component 
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(Pettersson et al., 2018). The development of effective business strategies requires 

detailed planning to identify the activities necessary to support a business owner’s desired 

outcome (Kornberger, 2017). Among the strategies identified as potential key 

components of e-commerce operational sustainability are planning, goal monitoring, 

marketing, use of social media, pricing, and product return policies. 

Strategic Planning in E-Commerce Firms  

Just as with traditional business models, effective strategic planning is an essential 

component of e-commerce entrepreneurial success. Strategic planning refers to the 

process of identifying the specific actions necessary to meet the firm’s objectives and 

enable competitive advantage (Kornberger, 2017). Whereas a traditional brick and mortar 

business owner plans for activities during specific business hours, an e-commerce 

entrepreneur must plan for activities and processes that may occur around the clock 

(Pettersson et al., 2018). E-commerce entrepreneurs should carefully develop strategic 

plans that include marketing, web-page development and maintenance, pricing, and 

product return policies (Chakraborty, 2019; Ismail, 2017; Saarijärvi et al., 2017). E-

commerce entrepreneurs should identify and describe all steps required for each essential 

business function as part of the development of effective business strategic planning 

(Kornberger, 2017). Effective planning extends beyond the identification of activities 

required to achieve an established goal. 

Monitoring Goals for Operational Sustainability in E-Commerce Firms  

E-commerce entrepreneurs use goal monitoring to gauge desired operational 

performance. The term goal refers to a statement that describes an achieved outcome 
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within a specified timeframe. Organizational leaders develop specific and measurable 

business goals to identify and enact operational activities aligned with the desired 

outcome (Tafvelin & Stenling, 2020). E-commerce business owners may adopt aspects of 

the management by objective style in which statements of each goal detail how each goal 

is evaluated, the steps required to attain the goal, and an expected timeframe to complete 

the desired outcome (Small Business Administration, 2019a). Among the tools available 

to e-commerce entrepreneurs to monitor business goals pertinent to marketing, online 

sales, and customer engagement are Google Analytics and Facebook insights. According 

to Goyal and Garg (2019), there is a clear correlation between effective implementation 

of marketing strategies on social media platforms and conversion of potential consumers 

into paying customers through the targeted main business website. The use of tools like 

Google Analytics and Facebook insights enables e-commerce business owners to monitor 

marketing campaign reach and the associated return on investment of each campaign 

(Goyal & Garg, 2019). E-commerce entrepreneurs should carefully consider using widely 

available digital tools to monitor business performance metrics and the progress made 

towards achieving established goals.  

Marketing in E-Commerce Business-to-Consumer Firms  

E-commerce entrepreneurs heavily rely on the use of social media campaigns to 

target potential consumers. The term Business-to-consumer (B2C) is used to describe a 

business model where business owners sell their products directly to consumers either by 

in-person or e-commerce transactions. Whereas storefront business models benefit from 

the potential traffic flow of individuals walking or driving around the business location, 
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e-commerce business models depend solely on the ability of the business owner to 

effectively market their product to create a strong web presence (Swani et al., 2017). 

Social media marketing is one of the tools used by e-commerce business owners to 

establish, develop, and sustain web traffic and consumer loyalty (Keikha & Sargolzaei, 

2017; Swani et al., 2017). Additionally, the use of social media marketing within e-

commerce businesses enables business owners to conduct data surveillance and analysis 

of consumer behaviors and feedback (Keikha & Sargolzaei, 2017). Swani et al. (2017) 

posited that business owners may increase brand awareness and revenue by proactively 

engaging and interacting with consumers through social media. Among the methods 

available to engage and interact with potential and existing consumers via social media 

platforms includes replying to customer feedback and creating a dialogue (Swani et al., 

2017). Failure to engage in social media interactions with consumers to address negative 

feedback or provide new content as means to maintain consumer interest may lead to loss 

of consumer loyalty and profitability (Tussyadiah et al., 2018). Effective marketing 

within B2C business models is a key component towards achieving operational 

sustainability.  

Marketing in E-Commerce Business-to-Business Firms  

Just as with B2C marketing, e-commerce entrepreneurs heavily rely on the use of 

social media campaigns to target potential business-to-business (B2B) consumers. 

Business-to-Business refers to a business model where business owners sell their 

products to other businesses either by in-person or e-commerce transactions. Unlike the 

B2C model, where business owners use marketing to appeal to the consumer’s emotions, 
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the B2B business owner uses marketing to appeal to other organizational leaders through 

logic and reason (Kim & Moon, 2021). The use of social media for marketing is essential 

to success for both B2B and B2C business owners (Sisson, 2017). Additionally, B2B 

business owners should ensure that marketing campaigns are consistently revised with 

up-to-date information as new or revised products and services become available (Rezaei 

et al., 2018). E-commerce entrepreneurs engaged in either B2B or B2C operations should 

operationalize effective marketing strategies tailored to meet the anticipated needs of the 

intended target audience.  

Many of the same principles used to develop and apply traditional B2C and B2B 

marketing strategies apply to the successful implementation of e-commerce marketing 

campaigns. An example of cross applicability of principles between conventional and e-

commerce-based marketing includes a study by Popvici and Muhcina (2018) where the 

authors analyzed how traditional marketing principles and philosophies apply to net-

enabled B2B companies and translate into real-world e-commerce applications. Among 

the online and offline e-commerce tools mentioned by Popvici and Muhcina include the 

corporate website, social networking sites, corporate blogs, e-mail marketing, e-

conferences, social engine optimization (SEO), and online advertising (pay per click). 

Whereas traditional marketing relies heavily on casting out a wide net of marketing 

campaigns, e-commerce B2B marketing is mostly tailored to the specific target audience 

with careful consideration to the informational needs of the B2B consumer and a specific 

intent to build trust (Popvici & Muhcina, 2018). Effective B2B and B2C business 

marketing require the continuous and expeditious update of information (Akbari & 



32 

 

Hakimpour, 2018; Rezaei et al., 2018). Additionally, both B2B and B2C business owners 

cultivate trust with consumers by understanding the emotional and cognitive concepts of 

potential and existing clients (Harrigan et al., 2017). Small business owners should 

understand how their marketing strategies affect operational sustainability and 

profitability.  

Use of Social Media in E-Commerce-Based Businesses  

The use of social media campaigns is an essential component of effective 

marketing in e-commerce businesses. Social media refers to web-based platforms used by 

individuals to interact with other individuals. Multiple social media sites to include (a) 

Twitter, (b) Facebook, (c) YouTube, (d) LinkedIn, (e) Pinterest, and (f) Reddit enable e-

commerce business owners to directly engage with existing and potential consumers 

(Surma, 2016). The use of social media has become a standard across e-commerce 

businesses due to the ability to use social network data to adjust marketing campaigns 

and make changes to products or services (Braojos et al., 2017). Additionally, many e-

commerce business owners also use social media to convert passive consumers into 

active participants of the firm’s business model (Wang & Kim, 2017). Furthermore, some 

small e-commerce business owners lack sufficient knowledge of effective marketing 

strategies (Bhatnagar & Papatla, 2016; Rambe, 2017). However, small e-commerce 

business owners possess an advantage in their ability to conduct effective social media 

marketing campaigns for fractions of the cost of large e-commerce-based companies 

(Milan et al., 2015). The use of social media remains a key component of effective e-

commerce marketing.  
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The use of social media campaigns enables e-commerce entrepreneurs to increase 

consumer reach and strengthen brand awareness. Globalization and stronger competition 

among industry leaders have made marketing an ever more essential aspect of business 

survivability through differentiation (Katsikeas, 2018). Use of effective social marketing 

campaigns may lead to increased customer reach, strengthen consumer loyalty, and 

competitive advantage (Yamamoto, 2021). Since 2008, social media platforms have 

enabled consumers and business owners with the ability to review and comment on 

products and services available to public marketplaces (Allan & Ali, 2017). Additionally, 

social media and other forms of direct customer relationship management campaigns 

positively influence profitability through a multiplier effect (Ascarza et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, social media serves as a means to enable relatively inexpensive advertising 

as compared to traditional business marketing methods (Allan & Ali, 2017). Business 

owners may enhance competitive advantage and consumer loyalty by engaging in 

meaningful social media interactions with existing and potential consumers (Wang & 

Kim, 2017). E-commerce business owners should capitalize on the use of social media to 

expand and retain their consumer base.  

The use of social media campaigns generates and enhances business-to-consumer 

relationships. E-commerce business owners may benefit from incorporating social media 

into their business plan due to its value in collecting valuable consumer information and 

increasing the visibility of product and service experiences (Ismail, 2017). Whereas 

traditional marketing tools to include print, billboards, and radio ads fail to target specific 

audiences, social media marketing enables direct communication between a target 
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audience consumer and the business (Ismail, 2017). The use of social media marketing 

enables e-commerce business owners to cultivate emotional attachments between their 

consumers and the company’s products, services, and brands (Venkatesan, 2017). 

However, the development of emotional attachment between a consumer and an e-

commerce business also depends on the consumer’s trust towards the business’s ability to 

securely handle consumer financial data during purchases (Harrigan et al., 2017; Islam & 

Rahman, 2016). Small business owners should leverage the beneficial effects of social 

media campaigns to gain consumer loyalty and strengthen consumer’s perception of 

value towards the business.  

Pricing for E-Commerce Firms  

E-commerce entrepreneurs can implement cost leadership strategies to strengthen 

competitive advantage and reduce threat of competition. According to Porter’s (1998) 

competitive strategy theory, many business owners employ product and service pricing 

strategies to broaden the businesses’ potential client pool and attract price-sensitive 

customers. Small changes to product or service pricing can produce significant changes 

in consumer purchase behavior (Bauer & Jannach, 2018). Business owners who 

implement Porter’s cost leadership strategies may experience increased profitability 

following price reductions which lead to increased product or service output 

(Chmielowiec-Lewczuk, 2019; Porter, 1998). Businesses may experience increased 

product demand and overall profitability through the reduction of price per individual 

unit sold as compared to competitors within the same industry (Chakraborty, 2019; 

Porter, 1998). However, business owners should not establish product or service pricing 
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strategies solely based on the prices established by direct competitors (Bauer & Jannach, 

2018). Business owners should consider other factors to include production costs, 

consumer price sensitivity, and brand awareness as part of effective pricing strategies 

(Chakraborty, 2019). E-commerce entrepreneurs should understand how changes in 

product or service cost may affect profitability due to consumer price sensitivity.  

The effective management of production costs may facilitate greater revenue per 

sale or enable the establishment of reduced product or service prices to appeal to existing 

and potential consumer price sensitive individuals. Price sensitivity refers to the 

disposition of a consumer to purchase a product or service based on perceived quality of 

the product or service and existing market competitor pricing (Lim, 2017). E-commerce 

entrepreneurs may achieve greater levels of profitability by effectively managing 

production costs (Porter, 1998). Production costs refer to the total expenses incurred to 

create a product or service. With the surge of increasingly stronger market competition, 

failure to implement effective pricing strategies may lead to the reduction of an e-

commerce entrepreneur’s ability to achieve and maintain operational sustainability 

beyond the first 5 years of operations (Chakraborty, 2019). Small business owners should 

carefully establish product and service prices that balance the needs of price sensitive 

consumers with that of business profitability.  

Product Return Policies for E-Commerce Firms 

The return of products is an unfortunate reality of e-commerce business 

operations within the retail industry. Many e-commerce companies have become 

increasingly more relaxed on their product return policies to reduce the negative 
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perception of customers towards the businesses’ products and brand (Saarijärvi et al., 

2017). Additionally, many e-commerce business owners offer consumers free returns as 

part of the company’s return policy (Lu & Wang, 2021). Lesser-known retailers benefit 

from return policies that enable potential consumers to purchase with greater confidence 

(Jeng, 2017). However, relaxed return policies, to include free returns may lead to 

reduced profitability and operational sustainability (Lu & Wang, 2021; Saarijärvi et al., 

2017). E-commerce business owners should exercise caution in implementing return 

policies that are either too strict or lead to reduced client conversion or so lax that the 

business experiences significantly reduced profitability. Online retailers may opt to 

establish a product keep reward strategy linked to future purchases as a way to decrease 

the likelihood of the consumer returning a product (Gelbrich et al., 2017). E-commerce 

entrepreneurs should strongly consider establishing return strategies that incentivize 

consumers to keep a product, all while still providing the flexibility for the consumer to 

return the product if wanted.  

Transition  

In Section 1, I explained the background of the problem, and developed the 

problem and purpose statements, nature of the study, research question, interview 

questions, conceptual framework, operational definitions, assumptions, limitations and 

delimitations, significance of the study, and the literature review. The purpose of 

explaining and developing Section 1 was to showcase there was a problem which merited 

further research. I expanded on existing research to explore and present strategies used by 
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e-commerce entrepreneurs to achieve and maintain operational sustainability beyond the 

first 5 years of operation. 

Through Section 2, I detailed the role of the researcher, participants research 

method, research design, population and sampling, ethical research, data collection 

instruments, data collection technique, data organization techniques, data analysis, 

reliability, and validity of the findings. I also explained the use of ethical research 

practices used during the data collection process of the research study to ensure 

participant’s right to confidentiality and protection. In Section 3, I will present data 

findings from the data collection and analysis processes. Additionally, I will bridge the 

findings to their potential use in real-world professional practice, identify implications for 

social change, and provide recommendations for practical use of findings, and future 

research opportunities.   
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Section 2: The Project 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore the strategies 

used by e-commerce entrepreneurs to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond the first 

5 years of operations. The targeted population included e-commerce entrepreneurs from 

five companies across San Angelo, Texas, who implemented successful strategies to 

achieve and maintain sustainability for more than 5 years of beginning operations. The 

implications for positive social change may include improved sustainability of businesses 

for existing and aspiring entrepreneurs. Additionally, increased e-commerce 

sustainability may benefit a wide range of stakeholders including individual business 

owners, potential employees, customers, and other local community members who may 

benefit from the added cash circulation resulting from entrepreneurs’ improved business 

operations.  

Role of the Researcher 

 Researchers are the primary instrument of data collection and analysis in 

qualitative research (Karagiozis, 2018). In this qualitative study, I screened and recruited 

potential participants through email and followed up by phone or video conference to 

those who demonstrated interest and willingness to participate. Screening potential 

participants involved a series of web searches for e-commerce businesses that have 

operated for over 5 years and demonstrated sustained revenue as reflected by company 

financial yearly statements. Knowledge and experience within the field of study enable 

participants to better comprehend participant perceptions (Sacks, 2018). My existing 
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experience as an e-commerce clothing brand co-owner enabled me to better understand 

perceptions and potential reactions experienced by the participants during the interview 

process.  

 Researchers adhere to the ethical principles of The Belmont Report, which include 

respect for others, beneficence, and justice (National Commission for the Protection of 

Human Subjects and Biomedical and Behavioral Research, 1979). I adhered to all ethical 

principles of The Belmont Report to ensure participants would be comfortable with 

openly sharing any and all information that may provide additional clarity to the study. I 

also completed all required training and certification from the Collaborative Institutional 

Training Initiative as part of the Walden University Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

requirements prior to beginning data collection. The Belmont Report recommended that 

all researchers seeking IRB approval should undergo and complete ethical education and 

certification prior to attaining permission to commence data collection (National 

Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects and Biomedical and Behavioral 

Research, 1979). 

 Researchers should understand the negative effects of bias and use any available 

tools to mitigate the potential occurrence of bias within the study. Bias refers to any 

preconceived notion that influences the outcome of the study data, results, and 

conclusions (Galdas, 2017). I used bracketing and member checking to reduce research 

bias. Bracketing refers to the process of setting aside preconceptions, life experiences, 

and belief systems to gain an objective understanding a social reality in question 

(Gregory, 2019). The use of bracketing may represent a challenge to some researchers if 
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the researcher is emotionally attached to the study topic and the researcher holds strong 

beliefs toward the topic (Gregory, 2019). The use of bracketing may enable enhanced 

study trustworthiness due to the necessity of the researcher to sustain self-awareness 

throughout the study process (Sorsa et al., 2015).  

Member checking refers to the process of attaining participant data validation to 

affirm the credibility of results (Birt et al., 2016). I submitted my interpretations of the 

interview responses to participants to ensure accuracy of information and reduce the 

likelihood of bias in the study. I also used an interview protocol (see Appendix) to reduce 

bias by asking each participant the same questions in the same order, thereby enhancing 

reliability and maintaining participants’ focus (see Yin, 2018). Additionally, allowing 

participants to view questions prior to the interview enhanced their ability to provide 

more thoughtful answers. Finally, use of the protocol helped me manage my time and 

stay focused on the research topic during the interview process.  

Participants 

 I recruited participants by conducting an online search for e-commerce 

businesses, including social media and e-commerce exclusive retail platforms, online 

search tools such as Google, and social media sites including Facebook, YouTube, and 

LinkedIn. The eligibility criteria for individuals in the targeted population included (a) 

implemented successful strategies to achieve and maintain sustainability of an e-

commerce business for more than 5 years of beginning operations, (b) live and operate 

their business within San Angelo, Texas, and (c) be at least 18 years of age. Researchers 

use eligibility criteria to facilitate the selection of participants who may provide useful 



41 

 

and relevant information (Latiffi et al., 2016). Once my proposal was approved by the 

Walden University IRB, I began to contact participants through an initial email and 

followed up with a phone or video conference call to those willing to participate.  

I scheduled an interview date with each participant through a phone call at a time 

of their choosing to increase the likelihood of participant retention and cooperation. 

Additionally, I sent Google Calendar invites to study participants with the date and time 

of the interview and followed up with a reminder a week prior to ensure availability and 

alternate dates as necessary. Each participant received a copy of their signed consent 

form 7 days prior to the interview to ensure they fully understood what to expect and to 

reiterate how their data would be used and protected. Researchers may establish a 

working relationship with participants by providing as much detail of the study and 

providing an explanation of the potential risks and benefits of participating in the study 

(Blakeslee & Fleischer, 2019). I provided each participant with an explanation of the 

purpose of the study through an initial email and offered the opportunity to speak over 

the phone to address any concerns regarding how participant data would be used and 

protected.  

Research Method and Design  

 The selection of an appropriate research method and design is paramount to a 

successful and relevant study (Ghezzi, 2020). I selected a qualitative method to explore 

strategies e-commerce entrepreneurs use to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond 

the first 5 years of operations. This qualitative multiple case study consisted of 

semistructured interviews including open-ended questions to attain the greatest level of 
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participant in-depth feedback and qualitative data. Additionally, I collected and examined 

company financial documents as a means of substantiating participant interview 

responses.  

Research Method 

Given the study’s purpose statement and research question, I determined a 

qualitative approach would be the most appropriate method. Researchers use a qualitative 

approach to explore the context of a modern phenomenon from the perspective of study 

participants using open-ended questions (Yin, 2018). The collection and analysis of 

participants’ responses may lead to a series of themes used to develop the study results 

(Manhas & Oberle, 2015). In the current study, analysis of interview data and company 

financial performance documents provided by participants enabled the exploration of 

strategies used by e-commerce entrepreneurs to achieve and maintain sustainability 

beyond the first 5 years of operation. 

The selection and use of a qualitative method is preferable to a quantitative 

method because researchers may use open-ended questions to understand a phenomenon 

in richer detail and depth as compared to the strict analysis of variable data when using a 

quantitative method (Ghezzi, 2020). In a quantitative study, researchers compare 

variables and test hypotheses. Researchers use the mixed method to strengthen the 

meaning of an explored phenomenon through the inclusion of qualitative and quantitative 

data to develop and support findings (McKim, 2017). The use of a qualitative method 

was preferable to the quantitative or mixed method because I did not analyze numerical 

data or test theories using statistical methods.  
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Research Design 

 There are numerous qualitative designs available to researchers, including case 

study, phenomenological, and ethnographic (Gentles et al., 2015). Selection of the 

research method depends on the study’s purpose and is narrowed further through the 

selection of the research design (Yin, 2018). For this study, I selected a multiple case 

study design to conduct an in-depth inquiry of a real-world complex phenomenon. The 

selection of a multiple case study design was preferred over a single case study given the 

limitations of single case studies to understand a complex phenomenon and the added 

ability to conduct data triangulation through multiple case studies.  

Researchers use the phenomenological design to understand the business problem 

solely from the perspective of the participants’ meanings of experiencing phenomena 

(Saunders et al., 2017). The phenomenological design was not suitable for my study 

because the focus was the strategies used by participants, not the participants’ 

recollection of experiences’ meanings. Researchers use an ethnographic design over an 

extended period of time to understand one or more groups’ cultures (Abdulrehman, 2015; 

Saunders et al., 2017). The ethnographic design was not appropriate for my study because 

I was not concerned with assigning meaning to participants’ behaviors or understanding 

one or more groups’ cultures.  

To ensure data saturation, I intended to interview between five and 16 

participants. Researchers attain data saturation when additional participants do not 

contribute new information and existing information is repeated (Saunders et al., 2017). 

Failure to attain data saturation may result in reduced quality, validity, and reliability of 
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the study (Nelson, 2017). I ensured data saturation in the study by conducting interviews 

until participants did not provide any new information and additional data collected 

resulted in recurring themes.  

Population and Sampling 

 Sampling refers to the selection of a representative portion of a target population 

to determine characteristics of the entire population (Emerson, 2015). Purposive sampling 

was selected as the sampling method for the current multiple case study. Researchers use 

purposive sampling to identify and select participants with greater knowledge of a studied 

phenomenon (Ames et al., 2019). The eligibility criteria for participants in the current 

study included (a) implemented successful strategies to achieve and maintain 

sustainability of an e-commerce business for more than 5 years of beginning operations, 

(b) live and operate their business within San Angelo, Texas, and (c) be at least 18 years 

of age. Purposive sampling is a common sampling strategy used in qualitative research 

and preferred by many researchers due to reduced cost and convenience (Gentles et al., 

2015). Purposeful sampling was preferred because of the firsthand experience of the 

studied phenomenon by the selected participants for my study.  

 Researchers conducting a qualitative study should focus on attaining an 

appropriate sample size and not on the volume of data, as is the case when conducting 

quantitative research (Ghauri et al., 2020). Researchers should select a sample large 

enough to attain data saturation, which may range between three and 16 participants 

when conducting qualitative research (Hennink et al., 2017). To ensure data saturation, I 

interviewed five participants. Researchers attain data saturation when additional 
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participants do not contribute new information and existing information is repeated 

(Saunders et al., 2017). Additionally, researchers may identify a point of data saturation 

within the study when there are no additional themes or coding and the study is replicable 

(Fusch & Ness, 2015). I determined data saturation and the need to interview only five 

participants based on the emergence of no new information. Furthermore, I ensured data 

reliability by conducting member checking. Researchers should validate and clarify 

information collected through the interview process to ensure the information reflected is 

accurate and perceptions of the participants are effectively captured (Drabble et al., 

2016). In alignment with research recommendations by Drabble et al. (2016), I emailed 

each participant a summary of their interview responses to ensure alignment with the 

intent of the participant. 

 The eligibility criteria for individuals within the targeted population included (a) 

implemented successful strategies to achieve and maintain sustainability of an e-

commerce business for more than 5 years of beginning operations, (b) live and operate 

their business within San Angelo, Texas, and (c) be at least 18 years of age. As long as 

participants were e-commerce entrepreneurs, there were no requirements for a specific 

industrial background. Each interview took place by phone. Space and location are 

critical components of a successful interview process (Gagnon et al., 2015). The use of a 

phone call to conduct interviews enabled participants to select a location and time that 

was most convenient for them and reduced logistical burdens on participants. I used my 

work office to conduct the interviews because it eliminated distractions. I also asked 

participants to select a location that minimized interruptions and distractions for them; 
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these included a home or work office, a conference room, or a similar location that was 

not crowded or subject to traffic and distractions from other individuals.  

Ethical Research 

The first ethical consideration for a researcher conducting a study that includes 

human subjects is obtaining informed consent (Raj et al., 2018). Informed consent refers 

to the process of informing potential participants of the research parameters and obtaining 

the participant’s written agreement to participate in the study (Kaye et al., 2015). 

Researchers obtain informed consent through the use of a consent form that guarantees 

confidentiality to all participants (Raj et al., 2018). The consent form in the current study 

included (a) my contact information, (b) nature and purpose of the study, (c) my ethical 

responsibilities as primary researcher, (d) confidentiality guidelines, (e) participant 

expectations, and (f) participants’ ability to withdraw from the study at any time without 

consequence. I explained to the participants their ability to withdraw from the study 

before or during the interview process. There were no incentives offered to participants 

beyond receiving a copy of the published study.  

Researchers must adhere to the principles of The Belmont Report when 

conducting a study; these include respect for persons, beneficence, and justice (National 

Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects and Biomedical and Behavioral 

Research, 1979). The principle of respect for persons refers to treatment of individuals as 

autonomous and providing protection to those less autonomous (National Commission 

for the Protection of Human Subjects and Biomedical and Behavioral Research, 1979). 

The current study did not pose any risk against the principle of respect for persons given 
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the recognized autonomy of participants and their ability to have suspended any and all 

communication throughout the process of data collection. The principle of beneficence 

refers to maximizing potential benefits associated with the research, while reducing 

potential harm (National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects and 

Biomedical and Behavioral Research, 1979).  

There were no known elements of the study that posed any type of threat toward 

participants. I mitigated any perceived threat by ensuring confidentiality throughout the 

process and redacting any information that may have detailed specific actions and 

activities taken by the participant to attain competitive advantage. I secured all participant 

data inside an external hard drive with encryption and password protection for up to 5 

years after the date of study publication. After this period, I will destroy all participant 

data by performing a disk format of the external hard drive used to store the data. The 

Walden IRB approval number was 01-29-21-0730135.  

Data Collection Instruments 

 Researchers are the primary data collection instruments when conducting 

qualitative research (Blakeslee & Fleischer, 2019). Additionally, researchers may use 

multiple data collection techniques to strengthen data reliability (Ghauri et al., 2020). As 

the primary data collection instrument, I collected data through semistructured interviews 

and used phone calls as the primary means of communication. I used the interview 

protocol (Appendix A) to guide the interview process, adhere to the research question, 

and enhance the richness of desired qualitative data. Additionally, use of the interview 

protocol facilitated time management through adherence to the same order and sequence 
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of questions for all participants and in turn, lead to keeping participants focused on the 

main research question. I recorded interviews through a digital recorder. I also conducted 

additional data collection by reviewing all company data collected through publicly 

available sources and provided directly by participants. Company data collected consisted 

of yearly financial statements. Researchers should possess thorough knowledge of the 

data collection instruments to ensure effective outcomes and reduce interruption of the 

data collection process (Blakeslee & Fleischer, 2019).  

I conducted member checking with participants to ensure reliability and validity 

of study data and results. Member checking refers to the process of validating and 

clarifying information collected through the interview process with participants to ensure 

the information reflected is accurate and perceptions of the participants are effectively 

captured and reflected (Drabble et al., 2016). I conducted member checking with 

participants by emailing each participant a copy of a summary of my interpretation of all 

information collected through the interview process. Researchers should perform member 

checking before conducting data analysis to reduce the likelihood of reducing study 

results’ reliability and validity (Drabble et al., 2016). I also validated interview response 

interpretations with each participant as part the member checking process. I conducted 

interviews until no new information emerged to ensure data saturation.  

Data Collection Technique 

Following IRB approval, I used semistructured interviews conducted by phone as 

the primary means of data collection technique. Researchers ask open-ended and follow 

up questions during semistructured interviews to gain an enhanced understanding of the 
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studied phenomenon (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Additionally, the use of 

semistructured interviews during the data collection process enables participants to 

effectively express their viewpoints and experiences pertinent to the research 

phenomenon (Sanders, 2018). Participants also received a copy of the interview response 

interpretation to ensure data reliability through the correction of any errors as needed. 

The process performed after data collection and analysis to ensure interpretations of 

interviewee responses are correct is referred to as member checking (Vance, 2015). I 

resent a copy of the interview’s synthesized interview notes to the participant and asked if 

any changes were necessary to attain a final approval of the collected information by the 

participant.  

 Among the advantages of using semistructured interviews as a means to collect 

data is the immediate acquisition of the owner’s perspective which is as easily attainable 

through observation alone. Additionally, the use of interviews facilitates the observation 

of social ques through body language (Bowden & Galindo-Gonzalez, 2015). Unlike the 

use of surveys, researchers may use follow up questions to gain greater and more in-

depth insight into specific information (Magliano et al., 2018). However, the use of 

interviews may also limit the sample size due to the time investment required for setting 

up and conducting an interview with each participant. The use of other data collection 

methods to include text messaging and surveys may facilitate a researcher’s ability to 

gather a greater sample size and with less time constraints (van Velthoven et al., 2018).  

Another method for developing research study findings consists of conducting 

document reviews (Percy et al., 2015). One of the advantages of conducting document 
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reviews is the added value when used with other qualitative research methods as part of 

data triangulation. I conducted document reviews by requesting company yearly financial 

statements from each study participant. I conducted member checking of all interview 

interpretation summaries, collected data, and notes with each participant to identify 

potential errors and attain validation from each participant.  

Data Organization Technique 

Researchers prepare for the process of data analysis by effectively organizing and 

storing all collected data (Yin, 2018). Additionally, researchers may use a case study 

database to organize all data collected throughout each interview and other supporting 

documents (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Furthermore, researchers should ensure that all 

collected data are properly stored and protected by means that guarantee data security 

(Achinewhu-Nworgu et al., 2015). I recorded all interviews by using a handheld digital 

recorder. I also conducted an audio test prior to each interview using both recording 

devices to ensure optimal audio quality for subsequent transcription. Some of the 

advantages of using a handheld digital audio recorder include high accuracy of all 

collected data and increased participant engagement through the emergence of a natural 

conversation.  

Researchers can resort to the use of various software programs to organize, 

catalog, track, and manage collected study data (Hashem et al., 2015). I organized 

collected study data in digital folders labeled by participant identification number 

beginning with P for participant and in the order they are interviewed; for example, I 

labeled the first interview participant as P01 and so forth in consecutive order. I kept 
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track of all study data through the use of a reflective journal to formally capture personal 

experiences, thoughts, and opinions of the research study process. I secured all 

participant data inside an external hard drive with encryption and password protection for 

up to 5 years after the date of study publication. I also organized and stored all study data 

in a secured and encrypted external hard drive. All raw data will be destroyed after 5 

years from the time of study publication.  

Data Analysis  

Data analysis refers to the process by which a researcher thoroughly examines 

and interprets all collected data within a research study to produce the study results and 

answer the research question (Davidson et al., 2016). I used Yin’s (2018) 5-step 

qualitative data analysis process as the main means of analyzing all study data. Part of 

Yin’s 5-step qualitative data analysis process involves the use of a method referred to as 

triangulation used by researchers to establish research validity by capturing data from 

multiple sources of evidence. There are four types of triangulation for case study design, 

those being data, investigator, theory, and methodological triangulation (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2017). I analyzed all collected data by conducting methodological triangulation. 

Additionally, I used methodological triangulation to verify and increase research study 

credibility. The use of methodological triangulation allows researchers to link data from 

different sources to interpret a research phenomenon under exploration (Fusch & Ness, 

2015). I organized and analyzed all data by searching for patterns and interpreting 

patterns and their meanings; I did so through thematic analysis to identify themes. I used 

the data from interviews and company financial performance documents to triangulate 
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data, correlate and connect individual data source themes, and develop a series of study 

result themes with relevance specific to the research question. 

I coded participants with a P for the participant and the numerical sequence based 

on the order of each interviewee. For example, I labeled the first interview participant as 

P01 and so forth consecutively. Researchers refer to the coding executed during the data 

disassembly phase as level 1 codes (Yin, 2018). I secured all coded data inside an 

external hard drive with encryption and password protection for up to 5 years after the 

date of study publication. 

Yin’s 5-Step Qualitative Data Analysis Process 

 Some researchers use Yin’s 5-step qualitative data analysis process as a means of 

strengthening research data validity (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017; Yin, 2018). Yin’s 5-step 

data analysis process consists of data compilation, disassembly, reassembly, 

interpretation, and conclusion (Yin, 2018). I used the NVivo 12 data analysis software as 

the means to conduct Yin’s 5-step data analysis process. To do so, I transcribed all study 

participant interviews and uploaded the data into the NVivo 12 software for follow on 

codification, triangulation, thematic based organization, analysis, and conclusion.  

Data Compilation  

I began the data compilation process by recording and transcribing each 

participant’s interview. Additionally, I confirmed the accuracy of all captured data 

transcribed from the interview responses with each participant and conducted member 

checking to ensure that my interpretation of the responses matched the intent of each 

study participant. Subsequently, I proceeded to organize, triangulate, and codify all data 
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through the NVivo 12 data analysis software based on the research study’s main question 

and aligned the categorization of study data with Porter’s five forces model. Researchers 

may use the NVivo software to interpret data, simplify keyword searches, and organize 

data (Woods et al., 2016).  

Researchers conduct data analysis through a sequence of data compilation, 

disassembly, reassembly, interpretation, and conclusion (Yin, 2018). Data compilation 

refers to the process of transferring raw data into an organized database to gather and 

organize all study data (Rowlands et al., 2015). There are six major sources of evidence 

used for data compilation, as described in Yin’s (2018) 5-step qualitative data analysis 

process, those being documentation, archival, records, interviews, direct observations, 

participant observation, and physical artifacts. The compilation of data used for this 

doctoral study consisted of participant’s interview responses and company financial 

performance documents as made available by study participants.  

Data Disassembly  

Following data compilation, researchers disassemble data to reassemble all 

collected information into small groups used for developing study themes (Yin, 2018). 

Researchers should ensure the disassembly of data into logical and manageable groups 

(Tuapawa, 2017). Among the tools used by researchers to disassemble data is data 

coding, researchers may elect to conduct data coding to develop a logical, methodological 

data set (Yin, 2018). I used the NVivo 12 software to organize data into logical and 

manageable groups. The use of NVivo for the data disassembly phase enables researchers 
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to ease the burden of data manipulation by reducing the time required to reassign codes to 

either different categories or move them to higher conceptual levels (Yin, 2018).  

Researchers codify and organize data into assigned categories to move collected 

data into higher conceptual levels (Yin, 2018). Some researchers use the NVivo software 

to facilitate effective data management and reduce the time required for identifying 

patterns within qualitative data (Cridland et al., 2015). Additionally, some researchers 

recommend the use of NVivo software to increase the likelihood of proper identification 

of redundancies within qualitative data and reduce errors in omission of potentially 

essential information to the quality of the conducted research (Woods et al., 2016). I used 

the NVivo software auto-coding feature to facilitate the process of identifying and 

examining patterns in participant responses and subsequently developed the doctoral 

study themes.  

Data Reassembly  

Following data disassembly, researchers reassemble data to organize, cluster, and 

categorize smaller data segments into larger groups used to develop study result themes 

(Kornbluh, 2015). Some researchers reassemble data into hierarchical groups to 

demonstrate possible associations between themes (Yin, 2018). The use of the NVivo 

data analysis software will enable verification of the identification of themes when used 

as part of a methodological triangulation process (Zamawe, 2015). I uploaded all 

collected data into the NVivo software and organized all data into larger segments, aiding 

in the identification of study themes. To do so, I grouped the participant’s responses to 
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each question. Once all data was grouped, I attempted to identify and make sense of all 

grouped themes to interpret data and develop the study results narrative.  

Data Interpretation  

Yin’s qualitative data analysis process describes three different methods for data 

interpretation, those being description, description plus a call for action, and explanation 

(Yin, 2018). For data interpretation I used a descriptive method and linked emerging 

themes using the literature pertaining to Porter’s five forces model conceptual 

framework. Following the process of data disassembly, researchers interpret the data 

while avoiding the insertion of personal biases and remaining objective (Tuapawa, 2017). 

A researcher’s interpretation of their study’s data may differ from that of the reader (Yin, 

2018). Researchers may elect to conduct member checking to strengthen the accuracy of 

the data attained from interviews with study participants (Birt et al., 2016). I explored all 

reassembled and grouped data to develop a thorough understanding of all study key 

emerging themes and answer the study’s main question of the strategies used e-commerce 

entrepreneurs to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond the first 5 years of operation. 

Conclusion  

For the conclusion, I developed the study results narrative using all reassembled 

data in an objective manner that avoided subjective interpretation of collected 

information. Following the process of data interpretation, researchers present one or more 

conclusions regarding the study’s empirical findings in a way that addresses the 

significance of the study and yields practical application to the overarching and specific 

business problem (Yin, 2018). Utilizing Yin’s (2018) 5-step analysis approach facilitated 
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my ability to answer the research question and explain the applicability of study results to 

the development of actionable strategies that may facilitate e-commerce business 

survivability beyond the first 5 years of operations. 

Reliability and Validity  

Researchers should ensure reliability and validity throughout all phases of the 

research study. Reliability and validity within research refer to the precision and accuracy 

attained through the data collection, analysis, and subsequent study results (Olsen et al., 

2016). Researchers use interview protocols to ensure consistent participant engagement 

and resulting in greater research reliability and validity (Yin, 2018). Additionally, 

researchers support the reliability and validity of study results through concepts that 

include confirmability, credibility, dependability, and transferability (Wamba et al., 

2015).  

Reliability  

Researchers achieve reliability within the research study by producing consistent 

and dependable findings (Yin, 2018). Researchers also achieve dependability by 

providing transparency during the data collection and analysis, leading to the effective 

tracing of results by any reader and through the use of triangulation (Fusch & Ness, 2015; 

Wamba et al., 2015). To ensure I eliminated personal bias, I followed the same interview 

protocol (Appendix A) with each study participant to ensure results were both dependable 

and consistent. Additionally, I conducted member checking of all interview interpretation 

summaries, collected data, and notes with each participant to identify potential errors and 

attain validation from each participant. I expected to enhance the study’s dependability 
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through the member checking process and validation from each participant. Member 

checking refers to the process of returning collected information to study participants to 

ensure accuracy, validity, and credibility of data (Fusch et al., 2016).  

Validity  

Researchers must ensure study validity to establish trust (Marshall & Rossman, 

2016). Researchers achieve validity when their research instrument accurately reflects the 

intended study phenomenon (Long, 2015). Researchers may also strengthen study 

validity using member checking and attaining data saturation (Marshall & Rossman, 

2016). Member checking also strengthens the study’s transferability, accuracy, validity, 

confirmability, and credibility (Fusch et al., 2016). I conducted member checking with 

participants after each interview to ensure data collected is accurate and to correct any 

errors as needed.  

Credibility  

Credibility within a qualitative study refers to the truth value or internal validity 

of study data and results (Hammarberg et al., 2016). Researchers use data saturation and 

triangulation to strengthen credibility (Surucu & Maslakci, 2020). Data saturation occurs 

when no additional new themes emerge with the collection of new data and information 

is repeated (Saunders et al., 2017). I continued data collection through additional 

semistructured interviews until data saturation occurred and no new themes emerged 

from additional data collection efforts. Researchers should make use of all available 

strategies to improve the credibility of a study (Surucu & Maslakci, 2020). Among the 

strategies I employed to strengthen my qualitative research study’s credibility included 
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member checking, methodological triangulation, transcript reviews, audit trails, and 

participant’s direct quotes within the study results and theme review. Researchers should 

exercise caution against incongruent data or data interpretations, which may cast doubt of 

the study’s credibility (Saunders et al., 2017).  

Transferability  

The transferability of this study’s findings to explore the strategies used by e-

commerce entrepreneurs to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond the first five years 

of operation may apply to entrepreneurs across a wide range of e-commerce industries, 

not just those represented during the interview process. I maintained detailed notes, 

developed and stored accurate interview transcripts, and used the NVivo 12 software to 

support data analysis. While transferability requires researchers to provide detailed 

explanations of the research process and context (Soares et al., 2015), the transferability 

of the study results is also dependent on the perception of the reader and the interpreted 

meaning of the study results as they pertain to the reader’s needs.  

Confirmability  

Researchers strengthen the validity of their qualitative study by ensuring 

confirmability, which refers to how research data reflect participant responses and not the 

biased perspective of the researcher (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). I ensured the 

confirmability of study data by maintaining an audit trail for all data collection and 

analysis. Audit trails demonstrate the accuracy of confirmability and enable transparency 

within the study (Wamba, et al., 2015). I used quotes from each participant during the 

report of the research results to provide substance to each emerging theme and strengthen 
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the study’s confirmability. In turn, the use of participant’s direct quotes enables greater 

study credibility as well.  

Transition and Summary 

In Section 2, I explained the role of the researcher, participants research method, 

research design, population and sampling, ethical research, data collection instruments, 

data collection technique, data organization techniques, data analysis, reliability, and 

validity of the study. Through Section 3, I will present the findings from all data collected 

and analyzed. Following presentation of findings, I will apply the findings to potential 

professional practice, present implications for social change, and make recommendations 

for action and future research.  
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Section 3: Application to Professional Practice and Implications for Change 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore the strategies 

used by e-commerce entrepreneurs to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond the first 

5 years of operations. I performed data collection through semistructured interviews with 

participants to understand their experiences and answer the research question. 

Participants were business owners across the health care, food, arts, and real estate 

industries. I used Yin’s (2018) five-step data analysis process to identify themes from the 

interviews resulting in five recurring themes: best practices for consistency, relationship 

building with customers, networking, risk tolerance, and education. I found that three of 

the five themes used by study participants to enhance business survivability aligned with 

Porter’s (1998) competitive strategy theory. I also identified an alignment of strategies 

used by participants with Edmonds and von Bertalanffy’s (1977) systems theory.  

Presentation of the Findings 

The research question for this study was the following: What strategies do e-

commerce entrepreneurs use to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond the first 5 

years of operation? I conducted semistructured interviews with five small business 

owners and asked each participant six open-ended questions. Each interview was 

performed by phone and digitally recorded with the permission of each participant. Each 

interview lasted approximately 45 minutes. Yin’s (2018) five-step qualitative data 

analysis process consists of (a) compilation, (b) disassembly, (c) reassembly, (d) 

interpretation, and (e) conclusion. I used the NVivo 12 qualitative data analysis software 

to organize, code, categorize, and analyze data using Yin’s process. I achieved data 
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saturation when additional interviews failed to yield new themes. Analysis of the data 

revealed five main themes: (a) best practices for consistency, (b) relationship building 

with customers, (c) local networking, (d) risk tolerance, and (e) education. 

Theme 1: Best Practices for Consistency 

All participants referenced best practices for consistency during the interview 

process in varying contexts related to the operations of the business, including customer 

care, marketing, rendition of services performed, and goods sold. Previous research 

showed that operational consistency within a business facilitates greater levels of 

consumer trust (Su et al., 2020). By building this trust, business owners create 

organizational identity through the application of strategic and operational consistency in 

all business processes (Sato, 2017). Participants in my study affirmed this finding that 

consistency is key to business success. For example, P01 attributed consistency in both 

the technical application of services performed and customer experience provided to 

customers as the most important factor leading toward the survivability of their business. 

Likewise, P02 noted that consistency in the customer service experience provided by the 

business helped to create a sense of trust in many of his customers resulting in repeat 

business. P02 emphasized “you need consistency in how you provide customer care, 

when you get them in the door, you have to take care of them, and you have to be 

consistent in the way you take care of them.” P03 and P04 also reinforced consistency in 

the application of customer service experience as a key element toward the operational 

sustainability of their business. The comments made by all participants during the 

interview process emphasized the importance of consistency in varying aspects of 
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business activities and how consistency enables strengthening of operational 

sustainability. P04 commented on how consistency in digital marketing strengthened 

consumer engagement and sales: 

For me, it’s mostly trying to maintain a certain amount of consistency on posting, 

to using social media regularly, I’ve had an active Facebook and Instagram 

account for my pottery studio and shop since I started. I’ve received more 

interaction with the public through consistent postings than any other method 

attempted. 

Table 1 presents the subthemes identified under the theme of consistency and includes 

the participant code, percentage of participants who contributed responses pertinent to the 

subtheme, and frequency of the subtheme referenced by participants.  

Table 1 
 
Best Practices for Consistency 

Subtheme Participant code Frequency Percentage (%; n=44) 

Consistency in customer 
service  

 P1, P2, P3, P4                   26       59.1% 

Consistency of product or 
service rendered 

 P1, P2, P3, P4, P5            12       27.3% 

Consistency in marketing  P3, P4                               6       13.6% 
 

The responses provided by participants related to the use of consistency as a 

strategy to generate operational sustainability did not align with the conceptual 

framework in this study. Although Porter’s (1998) competitive strategy theory provided a 

means to understand the concept of consistency through the lens of the focus strategy, 
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Edmonds and von Bertalanffy’s (1977) systems theory directly addressed the need for 

consistency within a business model. In Porter’s competitive strategy theory, the 

component of focus relates to consistency of a business owner’s product or service 

offering only. Based on system theory, changes to one component of a system influence 

the synergy of other components of the system and how the system functions overall 

(Flieger, 2017). The way current study participants used consistency as a strategic and 

operational business strategy aligned with Edmonds and von Bertalanffy’s (1977) 

systems theory. 

Theme 2: Relationship Building With Customers 

 Participants P01, P02, P03, and P04 attributed excellence in customer service as 

an essential factor toward business survivability and success. Previous research showed 

that focus on positive customer service experiences and involvement in the local 

community enables business survivability (Turner & Endres, 2017). Customer 

satisfaction can lead to increased profitability and reduced consumer price sensitivity 

(Pooser & Browne, 2018). As Khudhair et al. (2019) found, price-sensitive consumers 

respond more favorably to increased prices if the perceived quality of the product or 

service is high. Additionally, positive customer service experiences enable consumers’ 

perceived trust of a business (Setiawan et al., 2019). Trust is an essential component of 

consumer retention and strengthens business branding (Zaefarian et al., 2017). Because 

customer satisfaction is so important to sustainability, business owners should consider 

real-time feedback provided by customers and tailor the service provided accordingly (Bi 

et al., 2019; Galvão et al., 2018).  
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P01 extensively commented on the importance of excellence in customer service 

and the need to develop meaningful and trusting relationships with their clients. P01 

stated “in other industries, such as mine, some people feel like they’re an assembly line, 

they just come in, and they get some work done, and then they’re out. That’s not the way 

I chose to run my business.” Instead of the assembly line approach, P01 emphasized the 

importance of establishing relationships with clients: “establishing that personal 

relationship with them, I think it’s helped me get return customers and sustain my 

business, I still have some of my original customers and I have been doing this for over 

15 years.” Likewise, P02 referenced the multiple ways they interacted with customers 

inside and outside his restaurant through involvement in community service and 

donations to the local military base, university, and school district. The actions mentioned 

by P02 reflected a strong emphasis on building positive customer service experiences. 

P03 stated that they include personal handwritten thank-you notes inside the pottery and 

artwork they sell to customers in person and online. Each note includes the name of all 

team members who contributed to the art piece sold. P03 expressed a strong passion for 

connecting with clients beyond a business transactional level, and emphasized their focus 

on customers:  

If we sell one piece to one person, that’s great, but what we want is them to come 

back and buy more pieces. So, it goes back to that personable experience, when 

people come in, it’s not just a storefront for some big corporation. This is a 

business of family of artists of people who live here and work here, we are your 

neighbors, your art neighbors. This is all community based. If I have someone 
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come in, I want to make sure they have a good experience with us. If they have a 

good experience, whether or not they buy something that day, it’s not going to 

upset me.  

Echoing P02, P03 extensively referenced how focusing on building quality relationships 

with customers leads to greater consumer loyalty and increased profitability. P03 

mentioned providing customers with the story behind each art piece purchased, and 

expressed that customers would return for more artwork related to themes due to the 

development of a connection to the story behind the artwork.  Table 2 presents the 

subthemes identified under the theme of relationship building with customers and 

includes the participant code, percentage of participants who contributed responses 

pertinent to the subtheme, and the frequency of the subtheme referenced by participants.  

Table 2 
 
Relationship Building With Customers 

Subtheme Participant code Frequency Percentage (%; n=44) 

Customer service   P1, P2, P3, P4                 19        43.2% 
Trust building  P1, P2, P3, P4                 15        34.1% 
Community involvement  P2, P3, P4                       10        22.7% 

 

Relationship building with customers as a business survivability strategy aligned 

with Porter’s (1998) competitive strategy theory. The use of differentiation strategies 

improves competitive advantage and organizational performance (David, 2017; Islami, 

Mustafa, & Topuzovska Latkovikj, 2020). Business owners employ Porter’s 

differentiation strategy through (a) product or service design, (b) company branding, (c) 



66 

 

networking, (d) technology, and (e) customer service (Islami, Mustafa, & Topuzovska 

Latkovikj, 2020; Porter, 1998). E-commerce entrepreneurs can apply Porter’s 

differentiation strategy through positive relationship building with customers. In turn, 

positive relationship building with customers enhances consumer trust and strengthens 

business profitability through the generation of additional purchases by loyal customers. 

The identified theme of relationship building with customers and how participants use 

relationship building to enhance business survivability aligned with Porter’s 

differentiation strategy.  

Theme 3: Networking 

All participants referenced networking as an important factor leading to the 

survivability of their businesses. The use of networking as a business strategy enhances 

business performance and survivability (Semrau & Werner, 2017). Business owners who 

fail to implement effective networking strategies experience losses in potential 

profitability (Pollack et al., 2017). The use of networking as a business strategy also 

increases brand awareness and strengthens partnership opportunities between business 

owners (Hernández‐Carrión et al., 2017). Furthermore, networking facilitates the ease of 

resource acquisition for new business owners (Sullivan & Ford, 2017). Business owners 

should continue to seek networking opportunities beyond the business startup phase. 

Continuous networking beyond the business startup phase enables business owners to 

adapt against changing market demands and expand with greater ease (Semrau & 

Werner, 2017).  
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P01 commented on how they use networking to help clients with additional needs 

not addressed through the services offered in their business. P01 stated that they keep 

business cards of other health care related businesses in the local area and offers them to 

customers. In turn, business owners referred to by P01 also provide referrals to P01. P02 

mentioned that they provide coupons to other businesses for either a discount or free item 

at their restaurant. P02 also keeps business cards or promotional material for other local 

businesses. P02 attributed B2B networking as a key strategy to the survival of their 

business. P02, P03, and P04 also mentioned keeping business cards and promotional 

materials for other businesses and providing the materials along with personal 

recommendations regarding the services and products offered by businesses promoted. 

P05 commented on how they developed a list of businesses that he uses to subcontract 

work on homes that require renovations prior to resale or renting. Table 3 presents the 

subthemes identified under the theme of networking and includes the participant code, 

percentage of participants who contributed responses pertinent to the subtheme, and the 

frequency of the subtheme referenced by participants. 

Table 3 
 
Networking 

Subtheme Participant code Frequency Percentage (%; n=30) 

Intra industry networking  P1, P2, P3, P4, P5             13       43.3% 
Professional associations  P1, P2, P3, P4                   12       40.0% 
Online networking  P3, P4                                5       16.7% 

 

The use of networking as an operational sustainability strategy aligned with 
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Porter’s (1998) competitive strategy theory when considered through Porter’s 

differentiation strategy. Business owners can use Porter’s differentiation strategy to 

enhance competitive advantage, increase profitability, and strengthen consumer loyalty 

(Islami, Topuzovska Latkovikj, et al., 2020; Porter, 1998). P01 and P02 generate 

increased public visibility and profitability through the use of networking activities, 

which demonstrated an alignment of networking with Porter’s differentiation strategy. 

Each of the participants expressed an association between networking activities and 

increased business survivability. The responses provided by participants regarding 

networking aligned with the conceptual framework of this study.  

Theme 4: Risk Tolerance 

Exercising entrepreneurship and owning a business requires a certain level of risk 

tolerance. Entrepreneurs devote considerable time in the pursuit of business activities 

dependent on self-perceived entrepreneurial and technical competence (Petrova, 2018). 

P04 transitioned from devoting a few hours per week to the business toward a more 

active role in their art studio as they became more comfortable with their ability to 

increase revenue through the sale of their artwork and effectively market online. Whereas 

individuals with low risk tolerance are more likely to approach self-employment 

cautiously and slowly transition toward full-time entrepreneurship, individuals with 

higher levels of risk tolerance are more likely to devote full-time hours to self-

employment (Petrova, 2018). An entrepreneur’s perception and attitudes toward risk 

directly influence investment decisions (Nofsinger, 2018). Risk tolerance facilitates 

greater returns on investment (Zakharkinа et al., 2020). Conversely, overconfidence may 
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lead to excessive risk tolerance and loss of revenue (Nur Aini & Lutfi, 2019). 

Entrepreneurs should strive to maintain a balance between risk aversion and 

overconfidence by seeking to understand the risks and benefits to all potential financial 

investments and business decisions.  

Participants P02 and P04 mentioned risk tolerance and how an appropriate level 

of risk tolerance enables increased productivity and profitability, ultimately leading to 

improved business survivability. P02 mentioned that willingness to expand beyond the 

mental comfort zone of a small convenience store to a large restaurant enabled 

significantly greater levels of profitability. P02 increased an initial business model of one 

employee to over 40 employees. Additionally, P02 expressed that expansion of business 

operations beyond the initial comfort zone significantly increased the risk of failure. 

However, P02 attributed self-confidence as an essential component towards maintaining 

adequate levels of risk tolerance. P02 also commented that trusting in the ability of staff 

and theirself enabled them to take risks and not become paralyzed with the fear of failure. 

P04 commented on how possessing greater levels of self-confidence enabled them to 

transition from being a full-time employee with a side business to taking a significantly 

greater active role in their business, all leading towards increased sales. Table 4 presents 

the subthemes identified under the theme of risk tolerance and includes the participant 

code, percentage of participants who contributed responses pertinent to the subtheme, and 

frequency of the subtheme referenced by participants. 
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Table 4 
 
Risk Tolerance 

Subtheme Participant code Frequency Percentage (%; n=24) 

Self confidence  P1, P2, P3, P4, P5              8        33.3% 
Fear of failure  P1, P2, P3, P4, P5              10        41.7% 
Trust  P2, P3, P5                           6        25.0% 

 

Risk tolerance as a strategy for achieving and maintaining operational 

sustainability aligns with Porter’s (1998) five forces model and Porter’s competitive 

strategy theory. Porter’s five forces model includes (a) buyer power, (b) supplier power, 

(c) threat of substitutes, (d) threat of new entrants, and (e) competitive rivalry. Porter’s 

competitive strategy theory includes differentiation, cost leadership, and focus strategies. 

Although Porter’s strategies do not directly correlate to an entrepreneur’s level of risk 

tolerance, business owners may accept greater levels of risk tolerance to enhance 

business differentiation.  

Theme 5: Education 

Entrepreneurs use education to develop the foundational knowledge necessary to 

develop a product or service that meets the needs of a specific target audience. Many 

small business owners prefer informal education to formal education to gain business 

knowledge (Bacon & Schneider, 2019). Higher level education is not a proven 

determinant towards a business owner’s ability to maintain operational sustainability 

beyond the first five years of operations (Kozak, 2018). However, most successful small 

business owners possess formal higher-level education (Sharafizad, 2018). Aspiring 
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business owners are best suited to attain formal higher-level education related to the 

specific industry to which the individual will compete in instead of solely pursuing a 

business degree. Company chief executive officers with business degrees do not 

outperform those with non-business-related degrees (Nakavachara, 2019). Aspiring 

business owners should maximize educational opportunities that enable knowledge 

acquisition for both business-related concepts and increased technical expertise in the 

industry to which the aspiring business seeks to compete in.  

Participants P01, P02, P04, and P05 commented on how they considered 

education an important factor towards the survivability of their respective businesses. P01 

stated that they strive to remain up to date on ongoing research and best practices within 

the massage therapy industry. P02 commented on the usefulness of formal college level 

academic education towards the effective administration of the business and attributed 

the education of their spouse as a key element towards the success of their business. 

Conversely, P04 expressed that most of their business-related growth was a result of on-

the-job training and the process of trial and error within their business. Although P04 

attained an undergraduate degree, P04 expressed that they were not well prepared to 

become a business owner soon after graduation. P04 recommended that individuals 

contemplating to pursue self-employment and enrolled in an undergraduate degree should 

undertake business courses to facilitate the learning curve into the process of business 

ownership. P05 attained a graduate degree in public administration and worked over 20 

years as a city public administrator before owning a business. P05 commented that their 

formal graduate level academic education and previous career in public administration 



72 

 

enabled a basic level of experience on the nuances of business ownership. However, P05 

stated that continuous education on the technical aspects of whichever business an 

individual decides to undertake is an essential component towards business survivability. 

P05 expressed that they continuously seek to undergo informal learning from experts in 

the field of real estate business to enhance their potential for higher levels of profitability. 

Table 5 presents the subthemes identified under the theme of education and includes the 

participant code, percentage of participants who contributed responses pertinent to the 

subtheme, and frequency of the subtheme referenced by participants. 

Table 5 
 
Education 

Subtheme Participant code Frequency Percentage (%; n=23) 

Continuous learning  P1, P2, P3, P4, P5             11        47.8% 
Self-guided learning  P3, P4, P5                          7        30.4% 
Formal academic training  P1, P3, P4, P5                    5        21.7% 

 

Education as a theme does not align with any of the specific strategies within 

Porter’s five forces model. However, education as a theme directly aligns with Porter’s 

five forces model as we whole. Business owners should have a working understanding of 

Porter’s five forces model to enable the development of strategies that lead to enhanced 

business survivability (Baronina, 2020; Jamza et al., 2020). Porter’s (1998) five forces 

model does not directly address the use of education as a strategy to enhance business 

survivability. However, identification of education as a theme also aligns with the 

situational leadership theory (Murphy, 1941). Murphy (1941) argued that leaders develop 
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traits in response to the needs and changes within an environment. Modern situational 

theorists argue that leadership is a learnt behavioral skill and leaders develop new skills 

to meet the needs of followers (Thompson & Glasø, 2018). The responses provided by 

study participants regarding the usefulness of education towards business survivability 

demonstrate a need for e-commerce entrepreneurs to remain up to date on emerging 

information within their field of practice. In turn, by remaining knowledgeable in 

emerging information within an industry, business owners can avoid stagnation of 

product or service offering and increase the potential for business survivability.  

Applications to Professional Practice 

The objective of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore the strategies 

used by e-commerce entrepreneurs to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond the first 

5 years of operations. The study findings yielded five themes: (a) best practices for 

consistency, (b) relationship building with customers, (c) local networking, (d) risk 

tolerance, and (e) education. Prospective and existing e-commerce entrepreneurs can 

apply the findings of this study to establish strategies that enable business survivability 

and profitability beyond 5 years. Application of consistency in all aspects of business 

operations builds and strengthens trust between business owners and customers (Sato, 

2017). Additionally, business owners can enhance the quality of relationships with 

customers by building on the foundation of trust between the business owner and the 

consumer (Setiawan et al., 2019). Business owners who focus on customer satisfaction 

experience increased profitability and reduced consumer price sensitivity (Pooser & 

Browne, 2018). The results of this study may help e-commerce entrepreneurs understand 
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the value of positive relationship building with customers and its effects on business 

survivability.  

E-commerce entrepreneurs can benefit from networking with other business 

owners by joining local small business chamber associations or other professional 

associations for business owners. The use of networking as a business strategy leads to 

enhanced partnership opportunities, increased brand awareness, and greater ease of 

resource acquisition (Hernández‐Carrión et al., 2017; Sullivan & Ford, 2017). Ultimately, 

professional networking among business owners enhances business profitability and 

survivability (Semrau & Werner, 2017). E-commerce entrepreneurs should leverage 

networking with other local and remote business owners to enhance performance.  

Risk tolerance is an essential component of business survivability. Business 

owners apply risk tolerance to attain competitive advantage through the application of 

strategies that other business owners may not adopt due to the risk of failure. While risk 

tolerance may lead to greater returns on investment, overconfidence may also lead to 

reduced business performance (Nur Aini & Lutfi, 2019; Zakharkinа et al., 2020). 

Entrepreneurs should maintain a balance between risk aversion and overconfidence by 

carefully performing an analysis of the risks and benefits to all business activities and 

strategies.  

The pursuit of formal and nonformal modalities of education by entrepreneurs 

enables the development of knowledge necessary to meet the need of consumers and 

attain competitive advantage. Most successful business owners undergo specialized 

education in either business or the academic degree directly correlated to the business 
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model (Sharafizad, 2018). However, post-secondary education alone does not directly 

correlate to increased business survivability (Kozak, 2018). E-commerce entrepreneurs 

should strive to continuously learn about the newest developments in effective business 

practice within their industry by joining industry specific professional associations and 

individual academic research when possible.  

Implications for Social Change 

Implementation of the strategies identified through interviews with study 

participants may enable existing and prospective e-commerce entrepreneurs to achieve 

and maintain sustainability beyond the first 5 years of operations. Small businesses 

provide 99% of all employment in the United States and account for 64% of all jobs 

generated from 1993 to 2011 (Small Business Administration, Office of Advocacy, 

2019). Increased e-commerce sustainability benefits a wide range of stakeholders, 

including the individual business owners, potential employees, customers, and other local 

community members who benefit from the added cash circulation resulting from 

entrepreneurs’ improved business operations. Furthermore, improved local cash 

circulation may improve quality of life through added taxes that help to improve 

programs and infrastructure for local schools and other public facilities enjoyed by 

members of the community. While individual study findings and identified themes do not 

directly correlate to positive social change, e-commerce entrepreneurs can indirectly 

affect local communities through the application of the business strategies identified in 

this study that ultimately lead to improved business performance and survivability.  
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Recommendations for Action 

Based on the five themes identified in this study, I recommend e-commerce 

entrepreneurs to seek ways to create processes that enable replicability of results and 

customer experiences. E-commerce entrepreneurs can generate and enhance trust with 

existing consumers through the application of consistency within a business. E-commerce 

entrepreneurs operate across a wide variety of industries; results from this study may be 

applicable to any individual who owns a small business with at least some component of 

e-commerce within the business model. Individuals interested in pursuing e-commerce 

entrepreneurship can benefit from networking with existing and successful e-commerce 

entrepreneurs through local small business association chapters or other local business 

non-profit agencies. Additional entities to include local, state level, and federal 

government bodies may benefit and use the findings of this study to fund additional 

research opportunities and form legislation and training programs that benefit the 

business owners and local communities affected by improved business survivability.  

There are multiple opportunities for sharing study business findings with 

prospective and existing business owners. I will share my findings with the small 

business development center located in San Angelo, Texas, in hopes that prospective and 

existing e-commerce entrepreneurs benefit from the findings identified through this 

study. I will also share my study findings through academic journals publication, 

conferences, and local small business seminars.  
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Recommendations for Further Research 

I conducted a qualitative multiple case study on the strategies used by e-

commerce entrepreneurs to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond the first 5 years of 

operations. The study population consisted of five business owners across San Angelo, 

TX, who demonstrated successful business ownership beyond the first 5 years. The most 

significant limitation of this study was the lack of a large sample population to develop a 

series of generalizable trends in findings. The study sample size does not represent the 

perspectives or experiences beyond those locally collected in San Angelo, Texas, or those 

across a specific industry. Researchers may explore strategies used by e-commerce 

entrepreneurs who do not possess a storefront. Research of strategies used by online only 

businesses may enable a deeper understanding of the nuances faced by entrepreneurs that 

solely operate and serve their customer base within online platforms. Finally, subsequent 

quantitative correlational research may prove useful to test the existence and strength of a 

correlation of (a) best practices for consistency, (b) relationship building with customers, 

(c) local networking, (d) risk tolerance, and (e) education and achieving and maintaining 

sustainability beyond the first 5 years of operations. Future quantitative correlational 

research pertinent may indicate if a relationship exists between the use of strategies used 

by study participants and business sustainability.  

Reflections 

Embarking on this doctoral study journey was a rigorous and highly time-

consuming process to navigate through. The level of appreciation I have gained towards 

the accomplishment of a doctoral degree has significantly increased. I began the 
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doctorate with the mentality of delaying student loan payments and imagined the process 

as simply time consuming and not necessarily challenging. My assumptions of the 

supposed ease of successfully crafting and developing a doctoral study were far from the 

reality, each page written reflects an abundance of research, planning, implementation, 

and many edits. Continuous conversations with my doctoral chair and peers throughout 

this journey enabled me to remain motivated and push through countless personal, 

professional, and academic hurdles along the way. The insights gained through the 

interviews with study participants helped to solidify my understanding of the importance 

of placing customer satisfaction as top priority within a business.  

Conclusion 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore the strategies 

used by e-commerce entrepreneurs to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond the first 

5 years of operations. Participants were business owners across the health care, food, arts, 

and real estate industries located in San Angelo, Texas. I collected participant’s 

experiences through semistructured interviews. Development and establishment of 

operational strategies significantly impacts e-commerce entrepreneurial success. Some 

entrepreneurs start small business operations without effective sustainability strategies. E-

commerce entrepreneurs can benefit from the results of this study through practical 

application of the strategies mentioned by study participants that included: (a) best 

practices for consistency, (b) relationship building with customers, (c) local networking, 

(d) risk tolerance, and (e) education. The establishment of consistency within all aspects 

of business operations enables greater levels of consumer trust towards a business and 
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enhances consumer to business relationships (Sato, 2017). Positive relationship building 

with customers is the foundation of business survivability beyond the first 5 years of 

operations. Additionally, successful entrepreneurs stay up to date on the development of 

new information and emerging technology that may enable increased competitive 

advantage. E-commerce entrepreneurs across any industry may benefit from the 

strategies revealed through the interview responses from this study’s participants and 

enhance the odds of business survivability beyond the first 5 years of operations.  
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Appendix: Interview Protocol 

1. Introduction: 

Thank you for providing your time to participate in this research study, the purpose of 

this qualitative multiple case study is to explore the strategies used by e-commerce 

entrepreneurs to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond the first 5 years of 

operations. Your participation in this study will aide to fill existing gaps in academic 

knowledge pertinent to the study’s topic. Please take your time in answering each of the 

following questions in the greatest level of detail possible. I will not present any of your 

personal information in the doctoral study paper.  

2. Provide the participant a copy of consent form. Ensure the participant fully 

understands the consent form by addressing any questions prior to signing. 

3. Questions: Provide the participant ample time to answer each question, do not 

interrupt, and avoid any distractions. Ask probing questions as needed after each question 

is answered. Remind the participant that the video conference will be recorded, offer 

audio recording if the participant is not fully comfortable with recording of the video call.  

a) What strategies have proven successful to achieve and maintain sustainability 

beyond the first 5 years of operations?  

b) What strategies do you attribute the most to facilitating sustainability beyond the 

first 5 years of operations? 

c) How do you measure effectiveness of strategies to achieve and maintain 

sustainability beyond the first 5 years of operations?  
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d) What were the greatest challenges in implementing effective strategies to achieve 

and maintain sustainability beyond the first 5 years of operations?  

e) How did your organization address the key challenges to implement effective 

strategies to achieve and maintain sustainability beyond the first 5 years of 

operations?  

f) What additional information can you share to enhance my understanding of the 

strategies you developed and implemented for achieving and maintaining your 

business’ sustainability beyond the first 5 years of operations?  

4. Collect all relevant organizational documents to include profit and loss statements, 

cash flow statements, and written business plan, if available.  

5. Discuss follow up member checking process.  

6. Thank the participant again, remind them that their participation is entirely voluntary, 

and that they can withdraw consent for use of collected information for study purposes.  

7. End of interview protocol. 
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