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Abstract
Internet marketing is critical for meeting changing consumer needs and staying
competitive in the business environment. Small business owners need strategies on how
to use Internet marketing to promote their products or services. The purpose of this
multiple case study was to explore how 5 small business owners in Maryland developed
and implemented an online marketing strategy. Participants were recruited for their roles
as the chief decision maker of their business; additional prerequisites for their
participation were that they used Internet marketing, represented different industries, and
had fewer than 20 employees. Data came from semi-structured interviews with the small
business owners, direct observations of the firms’ online marketing processes and
technology, and evaluation of companies’ use of different Internet marketing channels.
The data analysis strategy drew on resource-based view theory propositions,
examinations of conflicting explanations discovered during the literature review, and
cross-case synthesis. The 5 emergent themes encompassed unstructured planning, limited
Internet marketing knowledge and expertise, use of Internet marketing channels and
tools, lack of systematic approach to the management of Internet marketing, and
inadequate measurement of Internet marketing efforts. By engaging in Internet marketing
strategy planning, acquiring specialized Internet marketing knowledge, measuring
marketing performance, and extending their Internal marketing resources through
outsourcing, small business owners may develop and implement successful online
marketing strategies. These findings may influence positive social change by contributing
to more effective and efficient marketing practices in small firms that can lead to better

financial performance, higher survival rates, and a healthier economic system.
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Section 1: Foundation of the Study

In this section, I provide an overview of the existing business problem and the
method I used to explore how small business owners pursue an Internet marketing
strategy. I also provide a critical review of the professional literature pertaining to the
problem and justify the need for new research in this area. Furthermore, I discuss the
potential contribution of my study to positive social change in small firms, their
communities, and the economy as a whole.

Background of the Problem

Small businesses play a vital role in the U.S. economy, representing 99.7% of all
employer firms in the United States and employing half of U.S. workers (Small Business
Administration [SBA], 2014a). The prosperity of small enterprises is critical for the
health of the economic system, but only 50% of small businesses make it to 5 years
(SBA, 2014a). Availability of financial resources is an important reason that contributes
to the failure of small businesses (Halibi & Lussier, 2014). Researchers have agreed that
marketing is also important to the success of small firms and could increase their chances
of survival (Cronin-Gilmore, 2012; Halibi & Lussier, 2014; Jazra, Khan, Hunjra, Rana
Aziz, & Rauf, 2011; Walsh & Lipinski, 2009).

The way consumers find and use information changes with increasing Internet
adoption rates and advances in technology. Zickuhr and Smith (2012) found that 92% of
consumers search online for products and services. To reach target audiences across
different devices and platforms with the information they want, small business owners

need to embrace online marketing.
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Internet marketing offers numerous benefits when compared to traditional media
channels. Internet marketing strategies may improve customer relationships, operational
efficiency, marketing effectiveness, and a firm’s performance when implemented
properly (Dlodlo & Mafini, 2014; Eid & El-Kasswawy, 2012; Hamidi & Safabakhsh,
2011; Huang & Tsai, 2011). Some larger organizations are already benefiting from
Internet marketing while small businesses are lagging behind in adoption (Boyles, 2011;
Harrigan, Ramsey, & Ibbotson, 2012).

Problem Statement

Small business owners should employ Internet marketing to compete successfully
in a business environment (Eida & El-Gohary, 2013). As of August 2011, 78% of U.S.
adults and 95% of U.S. teenagers use the Internet (Zickuhr & Smith, 2012). Ninety-two
percent of adults use search engines to find information, 91% use e-mail, 71% use the
Internet for buying products, 64% use social networking sites, and 61% bank online
(Zickuhr & Smith, 2012). Businesses that are choosing not to leverage Internet marketing
risk losing competitive advantage since some consumers search for information and make
purchases online. The general business problem is that small business owners often face
challenges with using Internet marketing to promote products or services. The specific
business problem is that some small business owners lack knowledge on how to develop
and implement an Internet marketing strategy.

Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative, multiple case study was to explore how small

business owners developed and implemented their Internet marketing strategy. The



targeted population comprised small business owners of companies with a maximum of
20 employees in Maryland, United States. Five small business owners from five different
companies using online marketing participated in semi-structured interviews. The
implication for positive social change included the potential to reduce small businesses’
chances of failure by effectively marketing their products and services on the Internet.
Nature of the Study

A qualitative method was utilized in this study. The qualitative research method
was appropriate for my study because the objective was to gain an in-depth
understanding of the process small business owners used to develop and implement an
Internet marketing strategy. The intent of qualitative method in this study was to describe
small business owner’s experiences with Internet marketing, gain insights, identify
concerns, and evaluate effectiveness of practices in real world settings. A quantitative
approach would not have been the best method to address the research problem in the
study. Quantitative research generates numerical data and is ideal for validating existing
theories and generalizing outcomes across a large number of subjects (Thomas &
Magilvy, 2011). Since the use of Internet marketing in small firms is a new contemporary
phenomenon, qualitative method allowed me to explore the phenomenon rather than
quantify small business owner’s experiences or explore the relationships between specific
variables. Due to limited time and resources, the mixed methods research that includes
the use of both qualitative and quantitative approaches was not selected (Thomas &

Magilvy, 2011).



The qualitative research method includes five main approaches: (a)
phenomenology, (b) case study, (¢) ethnography, (d) narrative, and (e) grounded theory.
Given the nature of the problem, the multiple case study design was appropriate. The
multiple case study design allows researchers to ask 2zow and what questions and explore
differences and similarities between cases (Yin, 2014). The case study design allowed me
to gain a holistic understanding of the processes and decisions small business owners
used to develop and implement an online marketing strategy.

Research Question

The central question of my research study was: How can small business owners
develop and implement a successful Internet marketing strategy? The objective of my
study was to explore the process small business owners pursued in creating and executing
online marketing strategy and understand what factors might contribute to its success and
failure.

Interview Questions

The research included the following interview questions:

* What are your professional background and work experience?

*  What prior education do you believe is helping you in creating and

implementing online marketing strategy for your business?

*  What decision-making process do you use to create and implement your

online marketing strategy?

*  How would you describe your marketing mix? How does online marketing fit

into your marketing mix?



* How did your online marketing strategy evolve over time?
*  What percent of your total marketing budget do you allocate to online
marketing?
*  What is your marketing budget?
*  Who is handling your online marketing? What are the responsibilities of the
person in charge of your online marketing?
* What is your on-going operational routine as it relates to online marketing?
*  What challenges did you have when creating and implementing your online
marketing strategy?
*  What are the three specific things you are most satisfied with your online
marketing efforts?
*  What are the three specific things you are most unsatisfied with your online
marketing efforts?
Conceptual Framework
A resource-based view of the firm (RBV) comprised the conceptual framework
for my study. RBV is a strategic management theory that helps assess how a firm’s
resources affect its financial performance (Wernerelt, 1984). RBV suggests that each
organization possesses a distinctive set of resources and capabilities that help explain the
variance in firm performance over time (Barney, 1991; Wernerelt, 1984). Penrose (1959)
was the first to introduce the idea to view the firm as a bundle of strategic assets.

Distinguished scholars including Wernerfelt (1984), Barney (1991), Hall (1993), Conner



and Prahalad (1996), and Grant (2001) further contributed to the development of the
RBV.

The RBV focuses on internal strategic resources that align with the company’s
strategic intent and serve as the basis of competitive advantage. The underlying
assumption of the RBV is that resources and capabilities possessed by firms are
heterogeneous and imperfectly transferable (Wernerelt, 1984). Wernerfelt (1984) argued
that the RBV provides a strategic guidance for understanding which resources the
companies should seek to strengthen their position or which resources, already at their
disposal, they should prioritize as more valuable.

Firms need both resources and capabilities to develop and implement Internet
marketing strategies (Kim, Lee, & Lee, 2013). Resources can include computers,
Internet, e-mail marketing platform, analytics, and social media platforms. Some of the
available Internet marketing resources may not create a sustainable competitive
advantage for small firms (Kim et al., 2013). Employee skills and experience, along with
the way a firm utilizes Internet marketing resources, can increase inimitability and make
a set of Internet marketing capabilities a potential source of competitive advantage.

Definition of Terms

This section includes the commonly used terms related to the area of online
marketing in small firms. The definitions of the terms came from the peer-reviewed
articles and government websites.

Digital marketing: Digital marketing encompasses wireless communications and

digital television marketing activities in addition to Internet marketing channels (L1, Li,



He, Ward, & Davies, 2011).

Electronic business (e-business): Electronic business is the use of the Internet to
perform a range of processes in order to deliver valuable products and services to
customers (Theodosiou & Katsikea, 2012).

Electronic commerce (e-commerce): E-commerce is the purchase or sale of goods
between the businesses, households, individuals, governments and other public and
private organizations over computer networks (Savrul & Kilig, 2011).

Electronic marketing (e-marketing): Electronic marketing is the use of Internet
and its related technologies such as e-mail, search marketing, real-time communication to
help achieve marketing objectives in conjunction with other marketing communication
tools (El-Gohary, 2012). The terms e-marketing and Internet marketing will be used
interchangeably in my study.

Inimitable resources: Inimitable resources are rare and valuable resources and
capabilities that are difficult to imitate and, therefore, have a greater potential to enhance
a firm’s competitive advantage (Barney 1991).

Internet marketing (IM): Internet marketing is the use of Internet and related
technologies for creating, communicating, and delivering value to customers. Internet
marketing can incorporate website, search engine marketing, social media marketing,
content marketing, email marketing, mobile marketing, and banner advertising (Eida &
El-Gohary, 2013; Jarvinen, Tollinen, Karjaluoto, & Jayawardhena, 2012).

Marketing: Marketing is the process of determining and satisfying the needs,

wants, and aspirations of target markets (Walsh & Lipinski, 2009).



Small business enterprises (SBEs): Small business enterprises are for-profit
companies with fewer than 500 employees (SBA, 2014b). For the purposes of my study,
the definition of small businesses was independent business firms with a maximum of 20
employees.

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs): Small and medium business
enterprises are businesses with 500 or fewer employees, depending upon the industry
(SBA, 2014b). SMEs often meet the SBA definition of SBEs and include large
organizations that do not meet the definition of a large corporation.

Social media: Social media encompasses online platforms and tools that enable
social interaction between businesses and customer networks (Jarvinen et al., 2012).
Social media are a subset of Internet marketing.

Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations
Assumptions

Assumptions are the ideas that the researcher considers as true. My study had
several assumptions. The first assumption was that participants provided thoughtful,
complete, and honest feedback during the interviews. Employing open-ended questions
and active listening techniques gave small business owners more freedom of response
and helped alleviate concerns about the integrity of interviewee answers (Rubin & Rubin,
2012). The second assumption was that small business owners considered themselves an

organizational resource responsible for acquisition and allocation of resources.



Limitations

Limitations represent the potential shortcomings of my study that can affect the
trustworthiness of findings (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). The two main limitations of the
qualitative research included potential researcher bias and limited transferability of the
study’s findings to a larger population. Identification of personal experiences,
assumptions, and attitudes prior to starting my study was essential to limiting researcher
bias, as explained by Chan, Fung, and Chien (2013). Researcher bias may inhibit the
interpretation of participants’ perceptions and experiences. Researchers also need to be
careful using qualitative findings when generalizing about a larger population. To ensure
replicability or repeatability of the case study, the researcher needs to keep detailed
project documentation with an explanation of the research process undertaken (Wahyuni,
2012).
Delimitations

Delimitations help define the study’s boundaries and the propositions that
researchers want to examine (Yin, 2014). The scope of my study was limited to small
businesses with no more than 20 employees. These small firms were located in the
Maryland area and represented various industries. According to the U.S. Department of
Commerce (2012) data, 86% of companies in the United States have fewer than 20
employees. Another factor that narrowed my study included the experience of small
business owners with Internet marketing. The level of knowledge and resources allocated
to Internet marketing strategy varied, but all study participants marketed their products or

services using the Internet.
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Significance of the Study

Contribution to Business Practice

The analysis of peer-reviewed articles revealed a gap in the research on Internet
marketing among small firms. Although, there was a quantity of studies related to SMEs,
few focus on small businesses exclusively. SBA (2014b) defined a small firm as an
independent business with fewer than 500 employees; however, over 86% of businesses
have fewer than 20 employees (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2012). The reviewed
literature revealed limited research related to small business enterprises employing fewer
than 20 employees. Internet marketing has been a growing area of interest among
researchers, yet the number of studies that explored Internet marketing practices of small
businesses was scarce. My study addressed this need and provided information about
small business owners’ experiences with Internet marketing.

Researchers have noted that marketing is important to the success of small
businesses (Jazra et al., 2011; Walsh & Lipinski, 2009). Marketing channels are available
to companies to convey their messages. These channels comprise traditional media such
as print, radio, and television as well as emerging media such as online advertising, social
media, and mobile marketing. Internet marketing is more cost-effective compared to
traditional media, and companies are shifting their marketing budgets to e-marketing
(Rollins, Nickell, & Ennis, 2013). Small firms that want to stay in business might want to
learn how to develop successful Internet marketing strategies to improve operational
efficiencies, expand their reach, and attract new customers. Consultants and vendors who

work with small firms may also benefit from the outcome of my study. By understanding
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what it takes to develop a successful Internet marketing strategy, consultants may become
more effective business partners to small firms.
Implications for Social Change

Small businesses play a vital role in the U.S. economy, representing 99.7% of all
employer firms in the United States and employing half of U.S. workers (SBA, 2014a).
The prosperity of small enterprises is fundamental to the health of the economic system,
but only half of small businesses survive 5 years (SBA, 2014a). Firms’ marketing efforts
and use of the Internet may increase the probability of higher financial performance and
lower failure rates (Halabi & Lussier, 2014)

As firms continue to reallocate their marketing budgets from traditional to digital
media in search of more cost-effective solutions, small business owners need to
understand how to develop a well-formulated Internet marketing strategy (Rollins et al.,
2013). The implications for positive social change include the potential to impact any
small business by providing guidelines to help small businesses develop a successful
Internet marketing strategy, which can increase their competitiveness and survival rates.

A Review of the Professional and Academic Literature

In the review of the literature related to small business Internet marketing
practices, I provided a critical evaluation of information found in published books, peer-
reviewed journals, and government websites. Given the emergent nature of Internet
marketing as an academic field of study, the applied research was fragmented and limited
in scope. In this section, I aimed to integrate fragmented literature around the topic to

produce a more coherent understanding of existing thinking.
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To find relevant literature, I searched the following databases: Emerald Insight,
ScienceDirect, ProQuest Central, EBSCOhost, and Google Scholar. Some of the key
terms and phrases that I used in the search included small business, marketing, online
marketing, e-marketing, Internet marketing, digital marketing, advertising, small- and
medium-size enterprises, and SMEs. The examination of Internet marketing practices in
small firms was limited in recent studies. Consequently, I expanded this literature review
to include broader concepts of digital marketing, e-commerce, e-business, and to other
sizes of enterprises. In the review, I included studies from a variety of different countries
ranging from United States and Great Britain to Zimbabwe, Egypt, and Malaysia. In my
review of the literature, I identified eight main subtopics: (a) importance and
characteristics of small business, (b) marketing in small businesses, (c¢) Internet
marketing, (d) benefits of Internet marketing adoption, (e) drivers of Internet marketing
adoption, (f) adoption of Internet marketing by small businesses, (g) barriers to successful
Internet marketing adoption, (h) RBV, and (i) rival theories to the conceptual framework.
The insights gleaned from the literature review helped me to identify the gap in
knowledge, and the need for the study.

The literature review contained material from 87 peer-reviewed journal articles,
one books, and three web pages. Eighty-five referenced literature sources, or 85%, were
within the past 5 years, from 2011 to 2015. Table 1 provides the details of the literature

reviewed by year of publication.



Table 1

Details of Literature Reviewed by Year of Publication

13

Older than
5 years 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 Total
Peer-reviewed articles 14 27 17 19 10 87
Non-peer-reviewed articles 4 3 2 9
Books 1 1
Web pages 1 1 1 3
Totals 15 32 21 20 12 100

Importance and Characteristics of Small Businesses

In the United States, small firms represent 99.7% of all employer firms and

employ half of U.S. workers (SBA, 2014a). From 1993 to mid-2013, 63% of the net new

jobs in the United States came from small businesses (SBA, 2014a). Existing businesses

contributed approximately 60% of the net new jobs, and 40% came from startups (SBA,

2014a). In addition to creating the majority of new jobs, small businesses also contribute

to innovation, entrepreneurship, and creativity (Valadez, 2011). For example, small

businesses produced 16 times more patents per employee than large patenting firms

(SBA, 2014a). Some statistics, such as the ones I have provided, demonstrate that small

businesses play a vital role in the economic well-being of all countries and serve as the

major drivers of employment creation, income generation, and poverty reduction.

The definition of small businesses varies in different sources and countries, which

makes analysis and comparison of data across nations and agencies problematic

(Valadez, 2011). The SBA (2014b) defined a small business as a company with fewer

than 500 employees and, for nonmanufacturing industries, less than $7 million in annual
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turnover. Approximately 60% of small businesses have fewer than five employees, and
over 95% of businesses in the United States have fewer than 10 employees (U.S.
Department of Commerce, 2012). According to the SBA (2014a) data, 72.1% of small
businesses are sole proprietors, and 52% are home-based businesses. Regardless of the
number of employees, small business owners need to ensure that all core business
functions are performing at a level that would keep the company viable.

The prosperity of small enterprises is fundamental to the health of the economic
system, yet the survival rate of new employer firms is low. In fact, only half survive to 5
years (SBA, 2014a). To increase the probability of these firms’ survival, understanding
why companies fail and succeed is vital for small business owners. According to Jazra et
al. (2011), some of the factors that contribute to business failures include lack of financial
and technological resources, government support, marketing strategies, and
entrepreneurial skills. Researchers found that the availability of financial resources was
the most important factor in a small business’s success (Halibi & Lussier, 2014; Jazra et
al., 2011). Small business owners often have limited financial resources, and the way
they allocate these resources is critical. Increasing the efficiency of marketing efforts and
planning activities may help firms increase their chances of survival (Halibi & Lussier,
2014). Small business owners with limited marketing and financial resources need to find
the optimal way of promoting their businesses.

Small businesses vary in not only size and revenue, as suggested by some
technical definitions, but also in the age, industry, motivations, location, resources, and

organization, among other factors (Valadez, 2011). Although small firms are not a
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homogeneous group, they do share some common characteristics such as lack of
knowledge, in-house expertise, and financial capital that often prevent them from
developing the same economies of scale as bigger businesses (Resnick et al., 2012).
These limitations leave small business owners with fewer options for performing
different business activities and little margin for error (Bharati & Chaudhury, 2012).
Marketing in Small Firms

A review of the literature suggested that the marketing efforts of SMEs are
inferior to those of the large organizations due to various constraints. Walsh and Lipinski
(2009) found that the level of marketing function maturity in SMEs is not as high as in
large organizations. Important factors, often cited in literature, that affected small firms’
marketing strategies included lack of financial resources and marketing expertise,
insufficient customer knowledge, unstructured planning activities, lack of time, and
reactive approach to marketing (Boyles, 2011; Cronin-Gilmore, 2012; Resnick et al.,
2011; Sen & Hagq, 2011). Researchers noted the prominent role of the small business
owner in marketing activities (Centeno & Hart, 2012; Cronin-Gilmore, 2012; Resnick et
al., 2011). The small business owner is often the key decision maker overseeing many of
the business functions that specialists manage in large organizations. Therefore, small
business owners’ marketing knowledge has an impact on the firm’s marketing strategies.
Small businesses have many limitations, but it does not mean that they lack marketing.

Small business owners adopt standard marketing practices to meet their business
needs. O’Donnell (2011) identified nine marketing activities relevant to small firms

including marketing planning, managing limited resources, keeping existing customers,
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acquiring new customers, gathering information about customers, gathering information
about competitors, managing the product offering, managing pricing, and managing
delivery. O’Donnell found that small business owners’ process for engaging in marketing
activities was unplanned, informal, and employed a bottom-up approach. Moreover, the
implementation of different marketing activities was reactive in nature due to the
dynamic business environment (O’Donnell, 2011; Resnick et al., 2011). Small business
owners do not have the resources or operational structure of a large company, so they
engage in marketing in a way that suits their firm.

The research demonstrated that small firms do engage in successful marketing
activities even though they may not follow traditional approaches. Resnick et al. (2011)
found that the focus of SMEs’ marketing activities was customer engagement through a
wide range of activities and channels. Researchers identified networking, partnership
development, and word-of-mouth as the top three marketing strategies that small business
owners employed (Cronin-Gilmore, 2012; O’Donnell, 2014; Resnick et al., 2011).
Centeno and Hart (2012) found that small business owners were active in brand
communication activities that included personal selling, e-mailing, and online presence
maintenance. Harrigan et al. (2012) found that SMEs practiced relationship marketing
and had a system for communicating with customers and managing customer data.
SMEs’ approach resembled customer relationship management (CRM), but some owner-
managers were not familiar with this term (Harrigan et al., 2012). Researchers have
shown that small business owners used a variety of marketing tactics, but due to their

lack of strategy and resources, small business owners tended to favor marketing activities
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that generated immediate or short-term results (Centeno & Hart, 2012; Cronin-Gilmore,
2012; Harrigan et al., 2012; O’Donnell, 2014; Resnick et al., 2011).

Researchers also noted the impact of small business growth goals, business
orientation, and organizational lifecycle on marketing strategies. O’Donnell (2011)
showed that the industry norms and lifecycle stage influenced small firms’ marketing
activities. As the firm moved through its lifecycle, the marketing function became more
established (O’Donnell, 2011). Eggers, Hansen, and Davis (2012) found that firms with
high growth intentions had entrepreneurial orientation and were likely to employ
strategies based on product and process innovations. Firms with low growth intentions
tended to have customer orientation that led to short-term gains because the firm focused
on responding to existing customer needs (Eggers et al., 2012). Therefore, small business
owners need to ensure that their marketing strategies align with their business goals.

Measuring the impact of marketing strategies is the key to improving marketing
performance. Mintz and Currim (2013) found a positive relationship between the use of
metrics and the marketing-mix performance. Defining and collecting metrics to
demonstrate marketing contribution to the organization is important for improving
performance, but the measurement of marketing tactics and strategies is a complicated
process that requires integration of multiple metrics (Leeflang, Verhoef, Dahlstrom, &
Freundt, 2014). Resnick et al. (2011) found that SMEs did not perform the analysis of
marketing activities and relied on their intuition. Lack of marketing expertise combined
with the lack of measurement caused some small business owners to be hostile towards

marketing based on their prior bad experience (Cronin-Gilmore, 2012). Tracking of
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marketing efforts can help improve marketing performance and attitude toward marketing
(Mintz & Currim, 2013).

Marketing practices of small firms differ from those of larger organizations, but
researchers agreed that marketing plays a vital role in their success, and that to help
SMEs stay competitive, influence of marketing as a function of business needs to
increase (Cronin-Gilmore, 2012; Jazra et al., 2011; Morgan, 2012; Walsh & Lipinski,
2009). Often business owners lack marketing experience, and it is imperative to the
success of marketing strategies that the company’s marketer is involved in the decision-
making process (Walsh & Lipinski, 2009). Additional marketing training may help small
business owners understand the importance of marketing and increase its influence in
their organization (Cronin-Gilmore, 2012). Martensen and Mouritsen (2013) found that
hiring competent marketing professionals, developing deep market knowledge, and
measuring the results of marketing activities could have the highest total impact on
business performance. Resnick et al. (2011) also noted the chaotic nature of marketing in
SME:s differs from best practices defined in the academic literature. To prepare new
entrepreneurs and small business employees, Resnick et al. (2011) recommended
adjusting higher education curricula to reflect the needs of SMEs.

Internet Marketing

Internet marketing and its related terms, such as electronic marketing, digital
marketing, and online marketing, commonly describe the use of technologies in
marketing efforts (Jarvinen et al., 2012; Omar, Ramayah, Lin, Mohamad, & Marimuthu,

2011). The review of the literature revealed a lack of agreement on what composes each
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term, and researchers used these terms interchangeably based on their point of view,
experiences, and specialization (Eida & El-Gohary, 2013). These concepts and terms are
related and intertwined and, in my study, [ used Internet marketing as an umbrella term
that included marketing activities across the following channels: website, search engine
marketing, social media marketing, content marketing, e-mail marketing, mobile
marketing, and banner advertising. Internet marketing is a subset of digital marketing
that, in addition to Internet marketing channels, includes wireless communications and
digital television (Li et al., 2011). My study did not address SMS, WebTV, and digital
advertising; therefore, Internet marketing was an accurate term to describe the range of
marketing activities explored in this research.
Potential Benefits of Internet Marketing Adoption to Small Businesses

In the literature, researchers cited potential benefits of Internet marketing. Some
of the benefits mentioned in the research apply to enterprises of all sizes; however, some
authors focused on highlighting the ways marketing online can benefit small and medium
sized businesses (Harrigan et al., 2011; Kim et al., 2013). Researchers agreed that the
benefits of Internet marketing could help small firms become more competitive, yet one
of the controversial and underresearched issues was measuring the actual impact of
online marketing activities on a firm’s performance (Harrigan et al., 2011; Rezvani et al.,
2012).

Researchers often compare Internet marketing to traditional media channels such
as print, direct mail, radio, and television advertising. Interactivity, personalization,

immediate response, flexibility, and precise measurement are some of the advantages of
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online advertising over traditional media (Hanafizadeh, Behboudi, Ahadi, & Varkani,
2012). Researchers have demonstrated that the use of Internet may help improve a firm’s
operational and marketing efficiency (Dlodlo & Mafini, 2014; Eid & El-Kasswawy,
2012; Hamidi & Safabakhsh, 2011; Huang & Tsai, 2011). For example, Hamidi and
Safabakhsh (2011) cited affordability of online marketing compared to other channels.
The Internet offers a range of opportunities for firms to achieve marketing and
operational efficiency gains by lowering costs (Boyles, 2011; Hanafizadeh et al., 2012).
Therefore, Internet marketing may have a positive effect on the efficiency of marketing
expenditures.

Investments in traditional advertising vehicles are decreasing as consumers and
businesses turn to the Internet for daily functioning (Berman & Kesterson-Townes, 2011;
Christiansen, 2011). A survey of 230 advertisers and agency leaders showed that over
65% moved at least 30% of their budgets from traditional to digital marketing, and 44%
now spend at least 50% of their budgets on social and digital media (RSW/US, 2012).
MarketLine (2011) estimated the world online advertising industry will reach $73 billion
by 2015, representing 64% of the entire industry value. Internet marketing is no longer
just a complementary tool to many of the traditional forms of advertising media, but
rather it is a mainstream media channel. This marketing industry trend demonstrates the
fast evolution of the Internet and its increasing importance as a marketing channel.

A benefit of online marketing is the ability to reach wider audiences and advertize
anytime and anywhere (Fan & Tsai, 2014; Hamidi & Safabakhsh, 2011; Rezvani et al.,

2011). Online marketing may help small firms grow internationally (Bell & Loane,
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2010). Researchers suggested that small firms could achieve rapid growth, scalability,
and efficiency by using web technologies to collaborate, share, and create business
opportunities (Bell & Loane, 2010). Online marketing allows companies to grow
internationally and expand to new markets; it also allows reaching audiences across
different devices. In addition to desktop computers, laptops, and tablets; customers access
the Internet on their smartphones (RSW/US, 2012). Advances in smartphone capabilities
allow small business owners to target and serve consumers through e-mail, audio, SMS,
video, advertising, websites, social media, and apps (Persaud & Azhar, 2012). For
example, small business owners can use online marketing to extend their reach and
promote their product or service to potential customers outside of their area (Sinkovics &
Sinkovics, 2012). At the same time, consumers can browse a company’s website at any
time and from anywhere with an Internet connection. The ability to compete with larger
organizations and reach more customers is important for small businesses.

Online marketing provides a cheaper and faster way of increasing brand
awareness and brand building. The use of online tools such as websites, e-mail, online
advertising, viral marketing, and social media allow companies to increase their brand
name awareness, loyalty, perceived quality, and brand associations (Sharma 2011;
Simmons, Armstrong, & Durkin, 2011). Due to the virtual nature of the World Wide
Web, having an established and trusted brand on the Internet is valuable since it may help
simplify a buyer’s decision-making process by providing familiarity and lowering
perceived risk (Morgan-Thomas & Veloutsou, 2013). Internet marketing can enable

increased brand visibility. Simmons et al. (2011) found that the core of successful



22

Internet branding was the understanding of target customers, which allows companies to
create personalized marketing communications and content to better address customer
needs and increase engagement with the brand. Understanding of the target audience may
help identify appropriate channels and tools for communication with prospective and
current customers (Durkin, 2013; Simmons et al., 2011).

Internet marketing technologies may positively impact the relationship with
customers while making the process efficient and effective. Firms may improve customer
relations and targeting activities by using the Internet to synchronize existing
communication channels (Eid & El-Kassrawy, 2012). Companies can use interactive
communication technologies and tools such as e-mail, eCRM, social media, and chats to
personalize and automate marketing communications (Harrigan et al., 2011). The Internet
and evolving technologies allow businesses and marketing specialists collect and
organize data about individuals’ interests or characteristics as they surf the Internet and
input personal information (Christiansen, 2011). Access to personal data allows
marketers to deliver targeted and effective advertising (Christiansen, 2011). Integration of
customer data with online marketing tools is important for small businesses to improve
communication and relationship quality with current and prospective customers.

An important finding is the positive impact of online marketing on a firm’s
performance. Dlodlo and Mafini (2014) found a relationship between the use of Internet
marketing for the purposes of promotion and intelligence gathering, and SMEs’
productivity. Eida and El-Gohary (2013) demonstrated that the adoption of Internet

marketing by small businesses positively affected sales, marketing performance,
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marketing effectiveness, and organizational performance. Rollins et al. (2013)
investigated how companies adjusted marketing strategies during the Great Recession in
2008-2009. Moreover, Rollins et al. (2013) showed that investment in Internet marketing
during the recession helped improve companies’ chances of survival. Theodosiou and
Katsikea (2012) found a positive influence of e-business on organizational performance
in the hotel industry. These studies relied on self-reported data; however, the findings are
important because they indicated a positive relationship between the use of online
marketing and a firm’s performance.

Internet marketing may not be the best channel for all small businesses, but its
benefits warrant an assessment and a consideration. Moreover, the benefits of Internet
marketing and new technologies do not automatically translate to increased financial
performance and operational efficiency (Thompson, Williams, & Thomas, 2013). The
complexity and diversity of Internet technologies often require specialized knowledge
and understanding of potential challenges and perils (Bordonaba-Juste, Lucia-Palacios, &
Polo-Redondo, 2012).

Drivers of Internet Marketing Adoption

The use of Internet marketing offers benefits, yet not all small businesses take
advantage of it. The research that explored what drives some small businesses to adopt
Internet marketing was fragmented and limited in scope. Some studies on this topic were
exploratory and focused on the type of usage and the barriers hindering adoption of
Internet marketing; as well as e-commerce, e-business, and social networks (Alam, Ali, &

Jani, 2011; Jarvinen et al., 2012; Omar et al., 2011; Pentina, Koh, & Le, 2012). Some
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authors focused on examining the factors that influenced SMEs’ adoption of online
advertising (Hanafizadeh et al., 2012). Dlodlo and Dhurup (2013) examined the adoption
process and focused on the drivers of e-marketing implementation. In this literature
review, the main factors that motivated businesses to engage in marketing online were
environmental factors, organizational factors, and technology factors (Dlodlo & Dhurup,
2013; Hanafizadeh et al., 2012; Omar et al., 2011).

The environmental factors that affect small businesses include pressures from
customers, competitors, and regulatory agencies. Dlodlo and Dhurup (2013) found that
external pressures had a significant impact on small business owners’ decisions to adopt
Internet marketing. The immediate network of suppliers, clients, family members,
employees, and friends influenced owner decisions to adopt new technologies (Parker &
Castleman, 2009). Pentina et al. (2012) confirmed that the social influences by industry
experts, competitors, and customers had an effect on the intentions to adopt social
networks marketing. The growth of the Internet and advances in technology have
revolutionized and transformed the way people live and do business (Wesserman, 2011).
Consumer behavior changed with the advent of the Internet. Besides expecting to find,
buy, and review products and services online, consumers expect personalized experiences
and fast company response (Berman & Kesterson-Townes, 2011; Jimenez & Mendoza,
2013; Marshall, Moncrief, Rudd, & Lee, 2012; Rosen & Phillips, 2011). Furthermore, to
deliver relevant, personalized, and contextualized information to consumers, marketers
should be cognizant of where and how customers access information on the Internet

(Persaud & Azhar, 2012). Consumers may not rely on local providers because they can
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purchase products and services from around the globe. Hanafizadeh et al. (2012) found
that companies operating in competitive industries adopted online advertising to stay
competitive. Changing consumer behavior, competitive pressures, and widespread access
to Internet are important drivers of online marketing adoption among small businesses
(Hanafizadeh et al., 2012; Pentina et al., 2012).

Researchers noted organizational characteristics that influence small businesses’
adoption of Internet marketing. One of the drivers is small business owners’ awareness
and understanding of Internet marketing benefits (Dlodlo & Dhurup, 2013; Hanafizadeh
etal., 2012; Omar et al., 2011). For example, 50% of Malaysian SMEs surveyed by Omar
et al. (2011) were not aware of the operational and financial advantages of online
marketing. Lack of understanding of how Internet marketing can lead to efficiency and
lower costs may inhibit adoption. Hanafizadeh et al. (2012) confirmed that SMEs with a
higher awareness of Internet advertising benefits had the higher motivation to implement
the process. Furthermore, factors that had an affect on adoption included compatibility of
Internet marketing with organizational culture, goals, and attitude towards technology
(Alam et al., 2011; Dlodlo & Dhurup, 2013).

Technology characteristics may impact a firm’s intentions to adopt Internet
marketing. Firms need a technological infrastructure and skilled personnel to implement
online marketing (Dlodlo & Dhurup, 2013). Companies that have Internet access,
computers, and technology-savvy employees have higher chances of making a decision to
use Internet marketing. Lin, Huang, and Stockdale (2011) identified that adoption

readiness and ability to evaluate IT investment positively affected business-to-business
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(B2B) perceptions of website benefits and increased satisfaction with the site. Moreover,
Dlodlo and Dhurup (2013) identified a perceived ease of use of Internet marketing
technologies as a driver of Internet marketing adoption. Researchers noted that ease of
use was an important factor (Alam et al., 2011; Omar et al., 2011). Omar et al. (2011)
explained, however, that ease of use was not significant because small businesses that
perceived Internet marketing as a complex endeavor had an ability to outsource it to a
web agency. Moreover, researchers found that advertising agencies had an effect on
SMEs’ decisions to adopt online advertising (Hanafizadeh et al., 2012). Business owners
who do not understand the benefits of Internet marketing may not adopt the process even
if they think it is easy to implement (Omar et al., 2011).
Internet Marketing Adoption by Small Businesses

Although a review of the literature indicates that Internet marketing offers
numerous benefits, researchers found that small businesses lagged behind in adoption
(Mohamad & Ismail, 2013; Omar et al., 2011). For example, Jarvinen et al. (2012) and
Omar et al. (2011) showed that the use of Internet marketing among SMEs was limited to
e-mail, newsletters, and websites. Some SMEs had a website, but they had limited
knowledge of how to use it for marketing (Kriechbaumer & Christodoulidou, 2014;
Resnick et al., 2011). Furthermore, Notta and Vlachvei (2012) determined that Greek
wine SMEs had limited web marketing strategies and low e-commerce adoption rates.
Researchers emphasized the importance of social networking in a small firm’s marketing
strategy (Jones, Suoranta, & Rowley, 2013; Nobre & Silva, 2014), but Pentina et al.

(2012) found that SMEs had minimal desires to adopt or continue using social networks
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marketing. The findings of an independent research company, eMarketer (2013),
suggested that Internet marketing adoption is gaining momentum among small firms, but
the adoption rate is much lower than that of larger organizations (Kim et al., 2013).

Some researchers focused on assessing whether small firms adopted or did not
adopt Internet marketing (Mohamad & Ismail, 2013; Omar et al., 2011). Moreover, some
studies evaluated adoption of specific Internet marketing tools and platforms by small
businesses (Kim et al., 2013; Notta & Vlachvei, 2012). It is important to know the rate of
Internet marketing adoption among small businesses; understanding the extent and
effectiveness of Internet marketing tools utilization is critical. In general, there is a gap in
academic research related to how small businesses utilize Internet marketing channels
and tools.

Barriers to Successful Internet Marketing Adoption by Small Businesses

The use of Internet marketing by small firms is in its infancy. It is important to
explore the reasons behind the lagging adoption to understand why small businesses have
low Internet marketing usage rates. The review of the relevant literature showed that the
barriers inhibiting Internet marketing are lack of time, expertise, and financial resources
(Hanafizadeh et al., 2012; Omar et al., 2011; Resnick et al., 2012).

The main factor cited in literature inhibiting Internet marketing adoption by small
firms was the lack of Internet knowledge and expertise. Researchers acknowledged small
business decision makers missed opportunities due to a lack of online marketing
knowledge (Boyles, 2011; Hanafizadeh et al., 2012; Omar et al., 2011). Some small

business owners do not understand the benefits of online marketing nor how they can use
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Internet marketing to improve a company’s bottom line (Hanafizadeh et al., 2012). Lack
of knowledge may limit small business owners from implementing Internet marketing
strategies and hiring experienced staff.

A successful implementation of Internet marketing strategies requires specialized
knowledge (Jarvinen et al., 2012). Online marketing channels are evolving and becoming
fragmented. Due to this complexity, small business owners may not be capable of
keeping up with the fast-changing technologies and need help managing online marketing
activities (Chaffey & Patron, 2012; Jarvinen et al., 2012). Due to the generalist nature of
some business owners, they may benefit from outsourcing e-marketing to a web agency
unless they can afford to hire in-house specialists.

Information technology (IT) is an essential part of contemporary marketing
practices. IT is critical to the successful implementation of electronic marketing (Hamidi
& Safabakhsh, 2011; Trainor, Rapp, Beitelspacher, & Schillewaert, 2011; Wiersema,
2013). IT components are the foundation of all e-marketing tools, from Internet and e-
mail to CRM software and websites (Trainor et al., 2011). IT is a core component of
online marketing, and small business owners need to understand not only online
marketing, but also possess the technical knowledge to benefit from e-marketing (Omar
etal., 2011). Researchers found that some small business owners are not prepared to use
IT effectively and may lack clear strategic vision for adopting IT (Spinelli, Dyerson, &
Harindranath, 2013).

Internet marketing is not a stand-alone activity. To benefit from Internet

marketing, businesses should integrate it with other processes and systems (Fan & Tsai,
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2014). Harrigan et al. (2011) found that SMEs were struggling to integrate online

advertising with existing relationship management processes. The successful integration
of Internet marketing into a firm’s operations requires not only the knowledge of online
marketing, but also adequate IT infrastructure and the experience to know how the two
work together.
Resource-Based View of the Firm

An RBYV theory comprised the conceptual framework for my study. The
underlying assumption of the RBV is that resources and capabilities possessed by firms
are heterogeneous and imperfectly transferable (Wernerelt, 1984). Assets, capabilities,
processes, and knowledge must be valuable, rare, imperfectly imitable, and
nonsubstitutable in order to serve as a source of sustainable advantage (Barney, 1991;
Reteraf, 1993).

The classification of resources and capabilities in the literature varies. Grant
(1991) identified six resource categories such as financial resources, physical resources,
human resources, technological resources, reputation, and organizational resources.
Barney (1991) classified resources into three groups: physical capital (e.g., equipment
and location), human capital (e.g., knowledge and experience), and organizational capital
(e.g., planning and organizational structure). Hall (1993) argued that the economic value
of an organization is more than the value of its tangible assets (physical, financial, human
resources); it also includes intangible capabilities and resources such as reputation,
supplier relationships, culture, and employee expertise. Researchers referred to intangible

assets as competencies and capabilities (Grant, 1991; Hall, 1993; Prahalad & Hamel,
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1989). Capabilities can be functional such as skills and experiences, as well as cultural
such as attitudes, beliefs, and values (Hall 1993).

Firms can possess a wide range or resources, but RBV focuses on internal
strategic resources that align with the company’s strategic intent and serve as the basis of
competitive advantage. Wernerfelt (1984) argued that the RBV provides a valuable
strategic guidance by understanding which resources the companies should seek to
strengthen their position or which resources already at their disposal they should
prioritize as more valuable. Rangone (1999) added that to achieve competitive advantage,
strategic resources have to align with the organizational goals. In relation to my study,
resources needed to implement Internet marketing are strategic if the small business
owner views them as an opportunity to differentiate his firm in the marketplace and serve
as a competitive advantage.

RBYV and marketing resources. Some small business owners have a narrow
view of marketing and equate it to sales management (Moller & Anttila, 1987). Failure to
understand the scope of marketing makes it a key management problem in small
companies. Internet marketing resources represent a complex combination of human,
market, and organizational assets (Moller & Anttila, 1987). Human assets reflect the
number of people and their marketing abilities (Moller & Anttila, 1987). Market assets
represent a company’s position in the market such as distribution channels, market share,
brand awareness, and customer base (Moller & Anttila, 1987). Organizational assets refer
to the marketing planning, operations, and strategy development capabilities (Moller &

Anttila, 1987). Virhies and Morgan (2005) identified eight measurable marketing
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capabilities: (a) product development; (b) pricing; (c) channel management; (d)
marketing communications; (e) selling; (f) market information management; (g)
marketing planning; and (h) marketing implementation.

Marketing resources and performance. Empirical research has emphasized the
importance of marketing capabilities in improving a firm’s performance, and studies have
employed RBV as a theoretical backdrop to demonstrate the relationship between
marketing resources and performance. Ahmed, Kristal, and Pagell (2014) found that both
marketing and operational capabilities have a positive impact on a firm’s performance
and can provide competitive advantage during changing economic conditions. Morgan
(2012) developed a conceptual framework that demonstrated a link between marketing
resources and capabilities and business performance. Merrilees, Rundle-Thiele, and Lye
(2011) analyzed the impact of marketing capabilities on marketing performance. By
surveying top marketing executives of U.S. firms, Virhies and Morgan (2005) found a
positive relationship between marketing capabilities and the firm’s performance. They
also found that the top eight marketing capabilities were interdependent and as a set had a
higher impact on firms’ performances (Virhies & Morgan, 2005). Moreover, the
interdependency of marketing capabilities may increase inimitability and make a set of
marketing capabilities a potential source of competitive advantage.

Scholars identified RBV as a theory that fits well the needs of small business
owners and executives (Halabi & Lussier, 2014; Rangone, 1999). Rangone (1999) used
RBYV to develop a model for evaluating SMEs’ performance through the prism of three

capabilities: innovation, production, and market management. Halabi and Lussier (2014)
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found that marketing efforts could increase the probability of higher performance in small
firms in Chile. Sok, O’Cass, and Sok (2013) found that innovation capability, marketing
capability, and learning capability together and individually have a positive effect on the
financial performance of manufacturing SMEs in Cambodia. Furthermore, scholars have
used RBV to explore the impact of Internet and web technologies on business
performance. Ramanathan, Ramanathan, and Hsiao (2012) explored the impact of e-
commerce adoption on SMEs’ operations and marketing performance as well as the way
e-commerce can help develop inimitable resources that contribute to competitive
advantage. Therefore, RBV was a suitable theoretical framework for exploring the impact
of internal resources on the performance of small businesses.

Firms need both resources and capabilities to develop and implement Internet
marketing strategies. Resources can include computers, Internet, e-mail marketing
platform, analytics tools, and social media platforms (El-Gohary, 2012). Some Internet
marketing resources are available and may not create a sustainable competitive advantage
for small firms (Kim et al., 2013). Employee skills and experience along with the way a
firm utilizes Internet marketing resources may increase inimitability and make a set of
Internet marketing capabilities a potential source of competitive advantage (Trainor et al.,
2011).

Rival Theories of the Conceptual Framework

Previous studies applied several diverse conceptual and theoretical frameworks in

the domains of marketing, technology, and small businesses. In addition to RBV (Ahmed

et al., 2014; Ismail, Mokhtar, Ali, & Rahman, 2014; O’Donell, 2014; Ramanathan et al.,
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2012; Sinkovics & Jean, 2012; Sok et al., 2013), the most commonly used theories

included the theory of planned behavior (TPB; Alam & Sayuti, 2011; Grandon, Nasco, &
Mykytyn, 2011), dynamic capabilities theory (DCT; Nedzinskas, Pundziene, Buoziute-
Rafanaviciene, & Pilkiene, 2013; Trainor et al., 2011; Wang, Hu, & Hu, 2013),
technology acceptance model (TAM; Omar et al., 2011; Pentina et al., 2012), and
innovation diffusion theory (IDT; Alam et al., 2011; El-Gohary, 2012). In this section of
the literature review, I provide an overview of these theories and evaluate their ability to
provide a lens for explaining implementation of Internet marketing strategies by small
business owners.

Theory of planned behavior. TPB is an extension of the theory of reasoned
action (TRA; Ajzen, 1991). TRA provides a model that helps predict people’s intentions
to perform the behavior based on their attitude towards the outcome of the behavior and
perceptions of what others believe they should do (Ajzen, 1991). In addition to the
attitude and subjective norm, TPB takes into account people’s perceptions of their control
to perform an action (Ajzen, 1991). According to TPB, attitude toward the behavior
involves the person’s feelings about the likely outcome of the behavior (Ajzen, 1991).
Subjective norm refers to normative expectations of others to engage in behavior (Ajzen,
1991). Perceived behavioral control is a person’s belief in his or her ability to engage in a
certain behavior (Ajzen, 1991). In combination, subjective norm, attitude toward the
behavior, and perception of behavioral control can explain behavioral intentions.

Researchers can use TPB in a variety of situations to explain different behaviors

and motivations. Examples of TPB studies include e-commerce adoption among 210
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SME managers/owners in Chile (Grandon et al., 2011) and buyer’s attitude towards halal
food purchasing (Alam & Sayuti, 2011). In exploring the use of Internet marketing by
small business owners, TPB could help predict the owners’ intentions to adopt online
marketing. TPB could aid in predicting small business executives' decisions to adopt
Internet marketing to achieve a competitive advantage by examining the relationship
between the independent variables (small business owner’s attitude, subjective norm, and
perceived behavior control) and the dependent variable (behavioral intention to adopt
Internet marketing). The objective of my study was to understand how small business
owners developed and implemented Internet marketing strategy rather than predict their
intention to adopt online marketing technologies. Due to that reason, I rejected TPB
theory in favor of RBV.

Theory of dynamic capabilities. Dynamic capabilities theory examines a firm’s
ability to achieve and sustain a competitive advantage in a changing environment through
reconfiguration and integration of its resources and capabilities (Teece, Pisano, & Shuen,
1997). DCT assumes that organizations with greater dynamic capabilities will outperform
firms with fewer dynamic capabilities. The dynamic capabilities can lead to better
organizational performance; however, companies achieve competitive advantage, not
through the existence of dynamic capabilities but their application and usage (Nedzinskas
etal., 2013).

Helfat and Winter (2011) and Protogerou, Caloghirou, and Lioukas (2011)
explained the difference between dynamic and ordinary capabilities. According to Helfat

and Winter (2011), capabilities that enable significant change in a short period are
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dynamic while capabilities that support the firm’s ability to perform day-to-day functions
are operational. Protogerou et al. (2011) defined dynamic capabilities as the
transformation and reconfiguration of operational capabilities. Dynamic capabilities
enable firms to renew their operational capabilities constantly and, therefore, achieve
long-term competitive advantage (Teece et al., 1997). Product development procedures,
resource allocation methods, acquisition capabilities, and knowledge creation processes
are examples of dynamic capabilities (Kozlenkova, Samaha, & Palmatier, 2013).

Teece et al. (1997) proposed DCT to address the gap in the RBV. DCT
emphasizes that firms can achieve competitive advantage not only through valuable, rare,
inimitable, and nonsubstitutable resources, but also through reconfiguration of the firm’s
internal and external skills, resources, and competencies. Teece et al. (1997) proposed
DCT as a stand-alone theory; however, a disagreement exists on whether DCT should be
an independent theory since dynamic capabilities are consistent with RBV (Kozlenkova
etal., 2013).

Several considerations prevented me from selecting this theory as a foundation for
my study. First, there is no clear consensus among the researchers on whether DCT is an
independent theory or part of RBV (Kozlenkova et al., 2013). Second, by reviewing the
literature, I noticed a very limited number of studies that applied DCT in the field of
Internet marketing. The research of Trainor et al. (2011) where they used DCT in
combination with RBV to explore how firms develop e-marketing capabilities is an

example of one study.
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Technology acceptance model. TAM is the adaptation of the TRA applied to

technology acceptance (Davis, 1989). TAM helps predicts a decision maker’s intentions
to adopt new technology based on perceived usefulness and ease of use (Davis, 1989).
Researchers have applied this theory to a variety of domains and technologies (Abbasi,
Chandio, Soomro, & Shah, 2011; Melas, Zampetakis, Dimopoulou, & Moustakis, 2011;
Stoel Tsai, Wang, & Lu, 2011; Wu, Li, & Fu, 2011), including Internet marketing (Omar
etal., 2011; Pentina et al., 2012). Pentina et al. (2012) chose TAM as a theoretical
framework to explore SMEs’ social network marketing technology adoption. Omar et al.
(2011) used TAM, TRA, and e-commerce assimilation models to define the factors that
impact the adoption of Internet marketing by SMEs in Malaysia.

TAM is similar to TPB in that it also aims to predict behavior intentions. If the
goal of my study were to measure and predict small business actions to adopt Internet
marketing, then TAM would be a feasible theory to use. Furthermore, to understand the
complexity of small business owners’ decisions to implement Internet marketing, an
explanatory theory rather than predictive theories such as TAM and TPB was more
suitable.

Innovation diffusion theory. IDT predicts and explains the diffusion of
innovation in a social system (Rogers, 1995). In this theory, Rogers (1995) looked at five
factors that influence the adoption rate of innovations by organizations. These factors
include (a) relative advantage, (b) compatibility, (c) complexity, (d) trial ability, and (e)
observability (Rogers, 1995). A number of studies used TAM and IDT as a combined

tool to investigate the factors affecting the adoption of new technologies. For example,
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Alam et al. (2011) combined IDT and TAM to explore factors that influence e-commerce
adoption in SMEs. El-Gohary (2012) used TAM and IDT models to explain e-marketing
adoption, while Wang, Wu, Lin, Wang, and He (2011) applied these models to
understand determinants of user adoption of web ATM.

IDT theory offers a useful framework for explaining small business owners’
Internet marketing adoption. The main limitation of IDT is its static nature and inability
to capture the constant development of technologies during and after adoption (Pentina et
al., 2012). The model also overlooks some important internal and external factors that
could be important when studying the adoption of Internet marketing in SMEs (EI-
Gohary, 2012). According to Pentina et al. (2012), other factors could include cost, the
size of the firm, social and competitive pressures.

Transition and Summary

Consumers’ methods of finding information and leveraging technology do not
mirror traditional methods of customers of the past. Small business owners may use
Internet marketing to reach consumers and meet their needs and expectations (Stone &
Woodcock, 2014). Some large organizations realize the benefits of marketing online, but
small business owners are lagging behind in adopting new web technologies due to
resource constraints. My qualitative, multiple case study investigated how small business
owners developed and implemented Internet marketing strategies. RBV served as a
conceptual framework for evaluating this phenomenon.

Section 1 introduced the existing business problem and the method I used to

conduct the research. A review of the literature confirmed the need for new research
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related to the use of the Internet in achieving business objectives (Pomirleanu,
Schibrowsky, Peltier, & Nill, 2013). Section 2 provides a detailed overview of the
qualitative multiple case study design along with the data collection steps I used to

conduct my study. In Section 3, I will present my study findings and recommendations.
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Section 2: The Project

In this section, I provide a detailed explanation of the steps I took to explore how
small business owners pursued an Internet marketing strategy and the rationale for using
the selected methodology. Moreover, I discuss an approach to ensure the quality of the
findings. This section includes the following subsections (a) purpose statement, (b) role
of the researcher, (c) participants, (d) research method, (e) research design, (f) population
and sampling, (g) ethical research, (h) data collection, (i) data analysis, and (j) reliability
and validity.

Purpose Statement

The intent of my qualitative, multiple case study was to explore how an Internet
marketing strategy was developed and implemented in small firms. The purposeful
sample for my study included five participants, small business owners of Maryland firms
with fewer than 20 employees, who participated in semi-structured interviews. This
population represents 86% of all businesses in the United States (U.S. Department of
Commerce, 2012). The findings of my study may help small business owners enhance
their marketing practices and contribute to positive social change in small firms, their
communities, and the economy as a whole.

Role of the Researcher

My role as the researcher was to design my study, collect data, and report the
findings. I used purposeful sampling process to identify five small firms for my study. I
followed the interview protocol to learn about small business owners’ use of Internet

marketing to promote their products and services. For triangulation purposes, Perry
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(1998) suggested supplementing interviews with relevant documents, reports, and
articles. In addition to conducting semi-structured interviews with business owners, I
analyzed the performance of their current Internet marketing strategies through
evaluation of their web analytics, web properties, social media presence, and online
advertising.

Researcher bias may taint the phases of research, including research design, data
collection, data analysis, and findings. Identification of personal experiences,
assumptions, and attitudes prior to starting my study was essential to limiting researcher
bias (Yin, 2014). I am proficient in the area of Internet marketing and am able to assess
the current state of Internet marketing activities and performance for a business. [ have
been helping companies develop effective marketing strategies to improve organizational
performance since 2005. My Internet marketing experience was beneficial for my study,
but it may have made me prone to preconceptions and assumptions. To avoid forcing
research findings to align with my personal beliefs, I was mindful of my personal and
professional background when designing my study, crafting research questions, and
analyzing results.

To refrain from introducing researcher bias, I used bracketing methods: (a) wrote
notes during data collection and analysis; (b) asked open-ended questions that invited
interviewees to tell the story about their experience; (¢) asked study participants to review
my interpretations for accuracy; and (d) followed rather than led during the interview

process, as recommended by Perry (1998) and Thomas and Magilvy (2011). Bracketing
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can increase the rigor of a study and enhance data analysis and findings (Chan et al.,
2013).

I followed ethical principles and research guidelines outlined in The Belmont
Report, including key aspects such as respect for persons, beneficence, and justice (U.S.
Department of Health & Human Services [USDHHS], 1979). According to the first
principle, individuals should consent to participate in research, and those who are not
able to consent such as children and people with diminished abilities have the right to
protection (USDHHS, 1979). According to the second principle, the researcher should
not harm study participants and should focus on maximizing their benefits and
minimizing the risks (USDHHS, 1979). Finally, the researcher has to treat study
participants fairly (USDHHS, 1979). To assure the safety and rights of participants, I
submitted my study proposal for Walden University Institutional Review Board (IRB)
approval. Walden University’s IRB approval number is 01-02-15-0401364 and it expires
on expires on January 1, 2016. In addition to the IRB review, I completed the National
Institutes of Health (NIH) Office of Extramural Research web-based training course titled
Protecting Human Research Participants (see Appendix C).

Participants

To explore my specific business problem, I identified a population to study,
sampling method, and appropriate sample size. The population of my study included five
small business owners from five different firms located in the Maryland area. To explore
the contemporary phenomenon of Internet marketing among small firms, [ used a

qualitative method and a multiple case study design. For this research approach, the
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accepted number of cases seems to fall between two to four as the minimum and 10, 12,
or 15 as the maximum (Perry, 1998). Perry (1998) recommended using more than one
case in order to allow for cross-case analysis.

To obtain data, I used a purposeful sampling strategy of personal and professional
contacts to select five small business owners to participate in my study. This strategy,
according to Perry (1998), helps promote the richness of findings and choose participants
based on the predefined criteria. Cronin-Gilmore (2012) used purposeful sampling during
the conduct of a qualitative case study that explored the actions of small business owners
related to the marketing strategy. Small business owners from different organizations
contributed experiences and thoughts related to strategies they employed to promote their
business. I did not interview small business owners that I had personal relationships with
or had consulted in the past.

To build trust and establish a working relationship with my study participants, I
provided full disclosure of the research intent and process, as recommended by Rubin and
Rubin (2012). I guaranteed small business owners participating in my study complete
confidentiality and privacy, and I masked the names of participants and the research
organizations to maintain confidentiality. I will store data records in a password-protected
Dropbox folder and destroy them after a period of 5 years. All study participants had the
opportunity to review the interview interpretations for accuracy and received the
summary of the findings. The process of following up with study participants for

clarifications is also known as member checking (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). To obtain
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consent from research participants, I asked them to read and sign a participant research
consent form (see Appendix B).

Research Method and Design
Method

I determined that qualitative research was the appropriate method for gaining an
in-depth understanding of small business owners’ decision-making and processes used
for online marketing strategies. Qualitative research methods enable researchers to
develop a deeper understanding of experiences, processes, problems, and events (Bluhm,
Harman, Lee, & Mitchell, 2011). Furthermore, qualitative research is critical for gaining
an understanding both of complex topics and of a new phenomenon (Bluhm et al., 2011).
The qualitative research method was appropriate for my study because the objective was
to gain a deep understanding of a contemporary phenomenon.

Researchers agreed that the qualitative method is suitable for understanding the
business activities in SMEs because it helps explain rather than predict or measure the
phenomena (Bettiol, Di Maria, & Finotto, 2012; O’Donnell et al., 2011). O’Donnell
(2011) used a qualitative method to investigate how small firms engage in marketing of
their products and services. Likewise, Bettiol et al. (2012) employed a qualitative
technique to explore marketing in SMEs and its relationship to the entrepreneurial nature
of SMEs.

Quantitative and mixed research methodologies did not meet the objective of my
study. The goal of the quantitative research is to achieve the objective and precise results

using standardized data collection instruments and statistical methods. According to
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Thomas and Magilvy (2011), numerical data generated through quantitative research are
ideal for validating existing hypothesis and generalizing outcomes across a large number
of subjects, which was not the intent of my study. Moreover, the quantitative method may
not allow researchers to ask deep and probing questions to understand the experiences or
the processes (Yin, 2014). Furthermore, because mixed method includes quantitative
research, it was not appropriate for addressing my study’s research question.

Research Design

I employed a qualitative method and multiple case study design to gather
information from a purposeful sample of five small business owners located in the
Maryland area. The case study was the preferred method for this research as it allowed
for an in-depth exploration of process, activity, and the events of several individuals (Yin,
2014). Multiple case study is a variant that includes two or more cases of the same
phenomenon (Yin, 2014). The case illustrated small business owners’ use of Internet
marketing. I was able to uncover complementary and contrasting aspects of the
phenomenon by evaluating online marketing strategies of five different companies.

The qualitative research method includes five approaches: (a) phenomenology, (b)
case study, (c) ethnography, (d) narrative, and (e) grounded theory. The evaluation of
available designs supported my decision to proceed with the case study approach. The
phenomenology design is ideal for understanding experiences of a group of people with a
shared phenomenon (Reiter, Stewart, & Bruce, 2011). The goal of phenomenology is to
gain understanding of lived experiences and perceptions rather than processes and

practices; therefore, this design could not help me produce relevant results. Ethnography
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can help researchers understand behaviors, beliefs, and issues of a culture-sharing group
(Watson, 2011). Ethnography research uses in-depth interviewing, archival research, and
continuous observations to collect data (Sangasubana, 2011). The goal of my research
was to develop an in-depth understanding of the business processes and not cultural
beliefs, so ethnography did not meet my study’s objective. Narrative research is suitable
for describing an experience or life of one or several individuals in a chronological order
(Beattie, 2014). Narrative research focuses on the telling of the story rather than on
gaining an in-depth understanding of the problem, thus, it was not suitable for my study.
Grounded theory design develops and builds a new theory (Timmermans & Tavory,
2012). A grounded theory design was not applicable because the objective of my study
was to explore the phenomenon using existing RBV rather than develop a new theory.

The case study design is appropriate for exploring a new phenomenon and
examining how something works. The case study design is suitable for studying
contemporary topics about which little research existed (Perry, 1998). Marketing on the
Internet is an example of a contemporary phenomenon, so I used a case study design to
analyze it. Case study research allowed me to gain the deepest and richest insight of an
underresearched phenomenon.

Perry (1998) described a case study as a rigorous and suitable design for
conducting marketing research. One benefit of the case study design is it enables the
researcher to get a holistic view of the process as opposed to a fragmented evaluation
(Yin, 2014). Triangulation or the use of several data collection methods such as

interviews, observations, archives, and questionnaires enables researchers to gain a
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holistic understanding of a complex phenomenon (Ali & Yusof, 2011). To ensure the
quality of the findings, I gathered information using various data collection techniques. I
interviewed five small business owners, and if data saturation were not attained by that
time, the interviews would have continued until saturation was reached.

Researchers use case study design to explore dynamic business environments and
to understand complexities. Bettiol et al. (2012) employed a qualitative approach and
conducted four case studies to understand how small firms engaged in successful
marketing activities without following traditional marketing approaches. In a case study
of 14 United Kingdom small and medium-sized fashion e-retailers, Ashworth (2011)
explored how retailers used a six-staged approach to developing and sustaining their
online business. Similarly, O’Donnell (2011) used a case study design to investigate
marketing decisions in small firms. In particular, O’Donnell (2011) examined the use of
networking practices by business owners. Thus, I used the qualitative multiple case study
approach to explore how small business owners developed and implemented an online
marketing strategy.

Population and Sampling

The scope of this multiple case study included five small businesses located in the
Maryland area with fewer than 20 employees. Findings coming from two or more cases
are more substantial and powerful than a single case (Yin, 2014). The recommendations
in the literature for the number of cases varied, but an accepted number of cases seemed
to fall between two to four as the minimum and 10, 12, or 15 as the maximum (Perry,

1998). To understand how marketing executives adjusted their strategies during the Great
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Recession in 2008-2009, Rollins et al. (2013) conducted four case studies. Five cases
was an appropriate size for my study. By interviewing five small business owners and
analyzing data on their Internet marketing strategies, I developed information-rich cases
that allow for future replication.

To identify my study participants, I used a purposeful sampling strategy. Perry
(1998) recommended using purposeful sampling to ensure the richness of findings.
Participants’ qualifying criteria included: (a) be at least 18 years old; (b) currently owned
and ran a U.S.-based business with fewer than 20 employees; (c) acted as the chief
decision maker; and (d) used Internet marketing to promote products or services. Small
businesses are heterogeneous, with diversity in activities and operations (Valadez, 2011).
To gain a broader view of the state of online marketing, I selected different firms that
operated in different industries.

The objective of qualitative research is to collect sufficient data to allow for rich
and complete description of the phenomenon under investigation (O’Reilly & Parker,
2013). After interviewing five small business owners, I collected enough data to analyze
and achieved data saturation. The researcher achieves data saturation when the same
patterns keep appearing and new information is not emerging (Rubin & Rubin, 2012).
Furthermore, following the transcription, I conducted member checking so that each
participant could acknowledge the accuracy and completeness of the transcript.

Ethical Research
I followed ethical practices and guidelines when collecting data from participants.

Individuals who are in a protected class or under 18 years of age were not invited to
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participate in my study. I conducted my study after the IRB approval from Walden

University.

To build trust with the participants, I treated them with respect at all times and
provided them an opportunity to review the interview transcripts, as recommended by
Rubin and Rubin (2012). After the completion of my study, I sent the small business
owners a summary of the findings. This practice helped ensure the accuracy of my
interpretations and solidified the trust of my study participants (Thomas & Magilvy,
2011).

Prior to partaking in my study, participants received an overview of the consent
form and had an opportunity to ask any questions they may have had about the terms of
my study. The consent form contained information about my study, the purpose of the
research, and the characteristics of the target participants (see Appendix B). Moreover,
the consent form listed my contact information and a Walden University representative’s
phone number. Participation in my study was on a voluntary basis with no compensation
awarded. Participants had the right to withdraw from my study at any time without any
consequences. If the participant elected to withdraw from my study, I would have
provided the participant with the interview notes and the audio recording to destroy. All
participants received a hard copy of the signed consent form, and I encouraged them to
save it for future reference.

I guaranteed small business owners participating in my study complete

confidentiality. I coded all files, interview recordings and transcribed interviews to secure
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the identity of business owners. I will store the data records for a period of 5 years in a
password protected Dropbox folder.
Data Collection

The data collection for a case study is extensive and draws from multiple sources.
Yin (2014) defined the six main sources for collecting case study evidence as documents,
archival records, interviews, direct observation, participant-observation, and physical
artifacts. To increase the quality of a case study, Yin (2014) encouraged the use of
several different sources to support the same facts or findings. The researcher should
spend time on the site interacting with my study participants and observing their
behavior. The case study data came from a variety of complementary sources to ensure I
had confirmatory evidence for my main topics. This section includes detailed description
of the instruments and techniques I employed to collect data
Instruments

In a qualitative study, the researcher serves as the main data collection instrument
(Pezalla, Pettigrew, & Miller-Day, 2012). For my study, I collected data through face-to-
face interviews, observations, and evaluation of archival data and physical artifacts. |
used qualitative interviews as the secondary data collection instrument. According to
Rubin and Rubin (2012), there are four main types of qualitative interviews: (a) Internet
interviews, (b) unstructured or semi-structured interviews, (¢) group interviews, and (d)
casual conversations. Structured interviews follow a strict script or survey and do not
allow for improvisation. Group interviews can be either structured or unstructured, but

two or more people participate at once. Unstructured or semi-structured interviews allow
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researchers to ask questions prepared beforehand and to ask additional probing and
clarifying questions to garner additional data. The goal of my study was to develop an in-
depth understanding of the ways small business owners developed and implemented
online marketing strategies, so I used semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured
interviews allowed me to inquire about decision-making processes and opinions of
participants, as well as the ability to ask probing questions when necessary. I conducted
face-to-face, semi-structured interviews with each participant.

Semi-structured, face-to-face interviews are an effective method to collect data
from the owners and managers of small enterprises. Some researchers used semi-
structured interviews to collect data from small business owners or marketing
professionals. Rollins et al. (2013) interviewed six business-to-business marketing
executives from four different industries to learn how they adjusted marketing strategies
during the Great Recession in 2008-2009. Similarly, Cronin-Gilmore (2012) used semi-
structured interviews to understand small business owners’ decisions and actions related
to marketing strategy. Therefore, for my study, I used semi-structured interviews to
understand how small business owners pursued online marketing strategies.

During the interviews, I adhered to the following protocol. The first step included
contacting and screening participants. I contacted participants by phone to qualify
participants for my study. Prior to the start of the interviews, I explained to the
participants the purpose of my study and thoroughly reviewed the consent form. Once
small business owners agreed to participate in my study and signed the consent form, I

set appointments for the interviews. I asked for 1 hour of the participants’ time to conduct
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the interviews, and I obtained access to additional online marketing materials, analytics
data, budgets, and reports. The context and circumstances are integral to the
understanding of the phenomenon, so I interviewed and observed participants in their
work environment. When the interview started, I reminded participants of their rights,
and that I was recording our conversations. During the interview, I asked open-ended
questions and encouraged participants to provide detailed descriptions of their
experiences. After the interviews concluded, I transcribe all interviews. I offered all
participants an opportunity to review the summary of my interpretations to confirm the
accuracy.
Data Collection Technique

The data collection process will include several data collection techniques. The
primary source of data for my study will come from interviews, and the secondary
sources of data will include documents, observations, and archival evidence. According
to Yin (2014), interviews are the most important case study information source, and
integration of supplemental materials and evidence allows for triangulation. I asked small
business owners open-ended interview questions (see Appendix A), since this was a
tactic recommended by Yin (2014) to give participants the freedom of expression and
opportunities to share their views and experiences. During the interview, I took notes of
my observations, feelings, and thoughts as well as the facial expressions of participants
and their voice tones. I kept detailed notes, and then transferred them to the Microsoft

Excel and Microsoft Word. To ensure an accurate rendition, I recorded all interviews.
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The second source of data was documents related to the firm’s online marketing
practices including, but not limited to, marketing plans, e-mails, progress reports, search
engine rankings, and other internal records. The third source included archival records
such as budgets, personnel records, and web analytics. Some documents and archival
records were developed for a certain purpose or audience, so I considered these
conditions when assessing the value of these sources to my study. Direct observations of
working conditions and technology used by the firms served as a fourth source of data.
Direct observations helped me understand how my study participants used online
marketing technology and what problems they encountered during the development and
implementation of Internet marketing strategies. The fifth source of evidence was
physical artifacts; company websites, online advertisements, social media posts, e-mail
templates, and other creative materials related to online marketing. To explore marketing
practices in SMEs, Bettiol et al. (2012) conducted four case studies and used company
documents, website, and articles as the secondary source of data. Combining in-depth
interviews and direct observations with information gleaned from secondary sources
allowed Bettiol et al. (2012) to gain a complete understanding of the phenomenon. I
developed a broader perspective of the application of online marketing strategies by small
business owners by examining the physical artifacts.

Researchers conduct a pilot study with members of the population to determine
the appropriateness of the interview questions and to establish the time, cost, and
feasibility of a new or created data collection instrument (Gehlbach & Brinkworth, 2011).

I did not conduct a pilot study because during the semi-structured interviews with small
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business owners I was able to ask probing questions to get an expanded answer. In
addition, if my study participants did not understand the question, I was able to rephrase
it to ensure clarity.

Data Organization Techniques

The case study project should have a formal database to increase the reliability of
the study and allow other investigators to review collected evidence (Amerson, 2011).
The database that contains data collected from notes, documents, tabular materials, and
narratives may help demonstrate evidence and increase transparency (Beverland &
Lindgreen, 2010). I stored the data I collected for my study in an organized, categorized,
complete, and available for later access.

To convert to text all the recorded interviews with my study participants, I
contracted a transcription service. The transcription firm signed a confidentiality
agreement (see Appendix D) prior to receiving the recordings, acknowledging that the
transcriber would not share the information gained during the transcription process with
another individual, corporation, or organization. After I had conducted the interviews, the
transcriber prepared a typed document and delivered it to my e-mail account. Once I
verified the accuracy of the transcripts by comparing them to the interview recordings
and saved the file in a secure location, I requested that the contracted firm deleted and
destroyed all files related to my study. I will store interview transcripts for a period of 5
years in a password-protected Dropbox folder, and I informed the research participants

about this process.
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I organized and categorized the raw data, documents, and reports with the field
notes after each interview. I used Microsoft Word and Microsoft Excel to help me
organize the data. During the data organization process, I used NVivo to assist me with
identifying themes, patterns, trends, and dominant topics. Furthermore, I noted
conflicting participant interpretations, alternative perspectives, and critiques as suggested
by Yin (2014).

I was the only person who analyzed and had access to all raw data collection files.
I asked all study participants to sign an informed consent form. I will save and store the
data in the password-protected Dropbox folder for 5 years after concluding the approved
study. After 5 years, I will delete all electronic files associated with my study.

Data Analysis Technique

The analyses of the transcribed interview recordings, along with the supplemental
documents, reports, and data, are the key steps in an effort to answer the research
question. Unlike quantitative research, there is no one prescribed way for analyzing case
study evidence. Yin (2014) four general strategies for analyzing case study evidence; (a)
relying on theoretical propositions, (b) developing a case description, (¢) thinking about
rival explanations, and (d) using both qualitative and quantitative data. A researcher can
implement these strategies using any of the following five tactics; pattern matching,
explanation building, time-series analysis, logic models, and cross-case synthesis (Yin,
2014). I relied on the theoretical proposition and rival explanations in my data analysis

strategy. My goal was to address the research questions while examining conflicting
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explanations discovered during the literature review. To analyze whether the five cases in
my study shared any similarities, I used the technique of cross-case synthesis.

I used an inductive data analysis to explore the participants’ experiences with
online marketing. The data analysis involved coding of the interview transcripts and
looking for common patterns, themes, and categories that relate to the research question
(Yin, 2014). I created descriptive categories and subcategories, which I used to group
data with similar words, phrases, events, and meanings. As the analysis of cases evolves,
so did the categories. I used the coding process to help analyze the data and develop a
rich report. To supplement the findings, I used visuals such as comparison tables and
figures where appropriate (Elo et al., 2014).

To help facilitate thematic coding and categorization of collected data, I used
NVivo 10, a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis (CAQDAS) software. NVivo
software is a tool that can assist researchers in coding and categorization of large volumes
of narrative text (Yin, 2014). The software enables the user to upload and organize
transcripts, uncover themes and trends, search for the exact query, organize data in
categories, and display data using visualization tools such as charts, graphs, and maps
(Edwards-Jones, 2014). I was able to manipulate the data to derive meaningful patterns
and themes by using this software.

RBYV served as the conceptual framework for my study. According to the RBV,
the distinct set of a firm’s resources and capabilities may serve as a basis for competitive
advantage (Barney, 1991). I used the RBV theory to guide the development of interview

questions. I explored a variety of resource and capabilities that small firms possess



related to online marketing. The data I collected through the semi-structured interview
questions and secondary data helped me assess the quality and importance of these
resources in helping firms compete in the marketplace.

Prior to conducting interviews with study participants, I conducted online
research to assess the online marketing strategies that firms employed. The Internet
provides a wealth of information, so instead of collecting facts that I could find online I
asked interview questions to gain a deeper understanding of the decision-making
processes and day-to-day marketing operations. The interview questions explored the
following resources and capabilities; (a) owner experience and education, (b) online
marketing strategy, (c¢) marketing budget, (d) in-house versus outsourcing, and (e)
number and qualifications of employees. The owner is an asset and the person
responsible for the organizational decisions, so | strove to understand whether he or she

had specific online marketing knowledge or background. Furthermore, I explored
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characteristics of the owner as a resource and his or her ability to make the right decisions

related to online marketing. Firms need to possess the technology, financial resources,

and expertise to develop and implement a successful marketing strategy. I aimed to

understand what resources small business owners use when developing and implementing

online marketing and whether these resources were internal or external. Moreover, the
interview questions addressed a firm’s marketing mix and budget allocation towards
online marketing.

Triangulation of data sources will be a component of my study. Triangulation is

a

method of integrating multiple data sources to help understand the results (Denzin, 2012).
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The four types of triangulation include data triangulation, investigator triangulation,
theory triangulation, and methodological triangulation (Denzin, 1978). To enhance
transferability and robustness of the findings, I employed methodological triangulation,
which involves the use of different data collection methods. In addition to conducting
interviews with small business owners, I also gathered data using documents,
observations, and archival evidence.
Reliability and Validity

This section includes a description of my plan to establish reliability and validity
in my study. Reliability and validity in qualitative research help establish trust and
confidence in the results of my study (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). To address the quality
of my study, I used several tactics.
Reliability

Reliability ensures consistency of the results and repeatability of measures (Yin,
2014). A study is reliable when a later researcher can produce the same results under the
same conditions. To ensure reliability of my study, I used the following tactics suggested
by Yin (2014), and Thomas and Magilvy (2011), (a) kept detailed descriptions of the
research process and procedures, (b) developed a case study database, and (c) facilitated
member checking. To allow other investigators to repeat my study, I provided a
systematic explanation of the research collection methods. I explained how I designed my
study, selected the participants, collected, and analyzed data, and ensured the quality of
the findings. During the data collection and analysis stages of the research, I kept a

journal. I was able to retrace my thinking and discover connections among categories and
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emerging themes by relying on memos and written ideas. A formal case study database
increases the reliability of my study and allows other researchers to review collected
evidence directly (Yin, 2014). I developed a case study database that contained all data
collected through notes, documents, physical artifacts, and narratives. To address
dependability, I followed Thomas and Magilvy’s (2011) recommendation and ask study
participants to review interview transcripts to ensure the accuracy of my interpretations of
small business owners’ experiences with online marketing. I also considered scheduling a
second interview with all or some of the participants in order to fill in missing pieces of
information.
Validity

Validity concerns the trustworthiness of the qualitative research and consists of
four components: (a) credibility, (b) transferability, and (c) conformability (Thomas &
Magilvy, 2011). To ensure the validity of my study, I will follow steps suggested by Yin
(2014), and Thomas and Magilvy (2011) including (a) using multiple sources of
evidence, (b) ensuring data saturation, and (c) describing the limitations of my study. The
use of multiple sources of evidence will allow for triangulation (Denzin, 2012). I used an
array of sources of evidence—review of documents, archival records, and physical
artifacts along with conducting five interviews with small business owners, and field
observations—all corroborating on the same set of research questions. Triangulation of
data sources helped address the construct validity because it provided multiple measures
of the same phenomenon (Beverland & Lindgreen, 2010). Moreover, triangulation can

help reduce respondent bias and provide support of a researcher’s conclusions (Barratt,
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Choi, & L1, 2011). Ensuring data saturation through member checking of interview
transcripts and lack of new emerging data enhanced credibility (Houghton, Casey, Shaw,
& Murphy, 2013). I helped establish the transferability of findings or methods by
describing the limitations of my study and the demographics (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011).
To ensure transferability of my study, I provided a detailed description of the limitations
of the results.
Transition and Summary

The objective of Section 2 was to explain the plan for conducting my study. To
explore how small business leaders engaged in successful Internet marketing strategies, I
conducted a qualitative multiple case study. The population of my study will include five
small business owners of Maryland companies with fewer than 20 employees. I collected
data from six different sources including documents, archival evidence, semi-structured
interviews, direct observation, participant-observation, and physical artifacts. I used
Microsoft Word and Microsoft Excel to organize the collected data. Data analysis
consisted of coding of the interview transcripts and looking for common patterns, themes,
and categories that relate to the research question. In this section, I also outlined a plan
for establishing reliability and validity in my study. Section 3 will provide an overview

and analysis of the data collected and critical findings.
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Section 3: Application to Professional Practice and Implications for Change

Section 3 provides the findings of the research study. In addition, this section
includes an (a) overview of the study, (b) presentation of the findings, (c¢) application to
professional practice, (d) implications for social change, (¢) recommendation for actions,
(f) recommendations for further study, (g) reflections, and (h) summary and study
conclusions. I present the findings of the study by main themes.

Overview of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore how small
business owners developed and implemented their Internet marketing strategy. |
conducted semi-structured interviews with five business owners of companies with a
maximum of 20 employees in Maryland, United States to obtain data and to answer the
following research question: How can small business owners develop and implement a
successful Internet marketing strategy? I qualified each participant based on the
following criteria: (a) be at least 18 years old; (b) currently own and run a U.S.-based
business with fewer than 20 employees; (c) act as the chief decision-maker; and (d) use
Internet marketing to promote products or services. Interviews took place in an
environment where participants could feel comfortable with providing detailed responses
to answer each semi-structured interview question. Participants responded to 12 interview
questions (see Appendix A) that indicated the process and resources they used to create
and implement an online marketing strategy. A review of company documents and their

online marketing presence associated with data obtained from interviews.
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As I described in Section 2, I used the Yin approach (Yin, 2014) to analyze the

collected data. After transcribing the five interviews and gathering company records, |
imported data from semi-structured interviews and the review of company documents
into NVivo 10 qualitative analysis software for coding. I analyzed the data and identified
five core emergent themes. The first theme was unstructured planning, which was a way
small business owners developed an online marketing strategy, and identified resources
need for implementation. The second was business owners’ limited Internet marketing
knowledge and expertise. The third theme that emerged was the use of Internet marketing
channels and tools by small business owners to implement their strategy. The fourth was
lack of systematic approach to the management of Internet marketing, which showed how
business owners conducted day-to-day marketing operations. The fifth emerging theme
was inadequate measurement of Internet marketing efforts and the extent to which small
business owners evaluated the performance of their Internet marketing strategy.
Presentation of the Findings

The main research question that guided the study was as follows: How can small
business owners develop and implement a successful Internet marketing strategy? I used
semi-structured interviews to gain an understanding of how small business owners
developed and implemented an Internet marketing strategy. In addition to semi-structured
interviews, I reviewed companies’ online marketing presence such as social media pages,
company website and search engine rankings. I also evaluated their online marketing

materials such as ads and email templates as well as web analytics. I scheduled the
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interviews in participants’ places of business in a private meeting room. Interviews lasted
approximately 60 minutes.

Following the compilation and analysis of data collected through semi-structured
interviews and a review of company documents, five themes emerged. The five main
themes encompassed, (a) unstructured planning, (b) limited Internet marketing
knowledge and expertise, (¢) use of Internet marketing channels and tools, (d) lack of
systematic approach to the management of Internet marketing, and (e) inadequate
measurement of Internet marketing efforts. I will provide an overview of each case before
describing the five themes. Each small business evaluated in this study operated in a
different industry, had varied Internet marketing goals, and possessed distinct resources.
The case overviews include description of the business, owner’s experience, target
audience, Internet marketing goal, marketing budget, channel mix, management of online
marketing, Internet marketing tools, and Internet marketing performance.

The conceptual framework of this research project was RBV. RBV helps to
understand how firms leverage their investments in online marketing to develop
capabilities that are valued, rare, inimitable and non-substitutable (Barney, 1991).
Internet marketing capabilities and resources can provide a competitive advantage to the
firm and positively influence the firm’s performance. I will discuss the findings as they
relate to the conceptual framework and the presentation of the emergent themes.
Overview of Study Participants’ Internet Marketing Activities

To protect the confidentiality of the study participants, I replaced their real names

with pseudonyms: Kelly, Riley, Erica, Scott, and Mary. Kelly, Erica, and Mary were
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female business owners and Scott and Riley were male. All study participants had an
opportunity to review my interpretations and provide feedback. Company names received
codes of Company A, Company B, Company C, Company D, and Company E.

Participant 1 — Kelly. The first study participant was Kelly, the founder and
owner of Company A, a local educational program for kids and adults. Company A
offered foreign language tutoring services and classes. Kelly started her company in
2007, and in 2015 had seven employees. Kelly earned an MBA with specialization in
marketing and prior to starting her company she worked in the finance industry. Although
Kelly took several marketing classes during her MBA, she did not have any formal online
marketing experience.

Target audience. Kelly’s target audience includes parents and families. Her
target audience is interests in exposing their children to foreign languages in school or
after-school programs. Kelly’s prospective customers live in Maryland.

Internet marketing strategy. Kelly’s Internet marketing strategy revolved around
new customer acquisition. She focused most of her efforts on acquiring new leads and
converting them into customers.

Marketing budget. Kelly’s total yearly marketing budget was $1000.
Approximatelly 5-10% of her marketing budget goes towards marketing online. The
remaining funds go towards traditional media.

Channel mix. Kelly’s marketing mix consisted of referrals, events marketing,
social media, and email marketing. Word of mouth and referrals were a big part of

Kelly’s marketing mix. She gave $25.00 referral credits for families. To increase
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Company A’s visibility and to meet new families, Kelly hosted local MeetUps. Table 2
provides the details of Company A’s online marketing channel mix. Through social
media, Kelly tried to reach new customers by boosting ads, sharing schedule for
upcoming classes, and providing educational and fun content. Kelly used email
marketing to keep her list subscribers up-to-date and shared some fun tips about different
cultures. Every once in a while, Kelly did promotions with Living Social and Certified
Kid to acquire new customers by offering a discount to new families who wanted to try
her services. Kelly also used basic SEO techniques to optimize her website, so it showed

up in search results for her targeted keywords.

Table 2

Details of Company A’s Online Marketing Channel Mix

Channels Used In-house/Outsourced Measuring Results
Search Engine Optimization In-house Yes
Email Marketing

Email Newsletter In-house Yes

Brand building emails In-house Yes

Conversion-focused emails In-house Yes
Social Media Marketing

Facebook In-house Yes

Twitter In-house Yes

LinkedIn In-house No
Events

MeetUp In-house Yes
Online Public Relations N/A N/A
Coupon Sites In-house Yes

Management of online marketing. Kelly was very involved in managing day-to-

day Internet marketing activities. Her Assistant Director was responsible for monitoring
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Google Analytics and providing an update. Kelly also worked with the local university to
get two interns every semester to help with the implementation of marketing strategies.

Internet marketing tools. The three main tools that Kelly used included a website,
blog, and Campaigner, an email marketing and customer list management tool. Table 3
provides the details of Company A’s online marketing tools. For the website, Kelly
purchased a predesigned template and customized it herself. The website provided
information about the services, course schedule, and staff. Website users could also sign
up to receive the newsletter and view photo gallery. Kelly tried to keep her blog current
and populated with fun, educational articles that both kids and parents could enjoy.

Kelly used Campaigner tool to store her clients’ information and send the
newsletter. The information of users who subscribed to receive Company A’s quarterly

newsletter got automatically populated into the Campaigner contact management tool.

Table 3

Details of Company A’s Online Marketing Tools

Tools Used In-house/Outsourced
Customer Relationships Management In-house
Blog In-house
Website In-house
Web Analytics In-house

Internet marketing performance. Kelly relied on Google Analytics and
Campaigner reporting to evaluate online marketing performance. She also asked all of

her new clients how they heard about her company.
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Participant 2 — Riley. The second participant was Riley, the owner of Company
B, the emergency plumbing franchise. Riley purchased this franchise in 2013 and in 2015
had 13 employees. Before opening the emergency plumbing business Riley worked as a
Certified Public Accountant for 13 years and later worked in rental real estate for 6 years.
As a former accountant, Riley was numbers driven. While Riley did not have any Internet
marketing education or experience prior to starting his business, he knew how to
calculate return on investment and how to optimize the marketing spend to achieve the
marketing spend.

Target audience. The target audience included homeowners with plumbing
issues. The clients were looking for a reliable plumbing service company that could fix
their problems in the most time efficient manner possible. Most of the clients has
plumbing emergencies issues and were looking for a professional company to fix the
problem the same day.

Internet marketing strategy. Riley’s Internet marketing strategy was targeted
towards lead acquisition and brand awareness. Riley relied on branding to ensure that
customers in his area are aware of the services he offered. Internet marketing also helped
him to get in front of his customers when they were looking for a service provider online.

Marketing budget. Riley’s marketing budget was $120,000 a year. He allocated
70% of the total marketing budget for online marketing. Other 30% he spent to branding
and traditional media.

Channel mix. The channel mix included Google pay per click advertising, email

marketing, social media marketing, video marketing, online public relations, mobile
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marketing and lead aggregators. Table 4 provides the details of Company B’s online
marketing channel mix. Company B had a good online presence and high visibility in

Google search results for the brand name and targeted keywords.

Table 4

Details of Company B’s Online Marketing Channel Mix

Channels Used In-house/Outsourced Measuring Results
Pay Per Click Advertising Outsourced Yes
Email Marketing

Email Newsletter In-house Yes

Brand building emails In-house Yes

Conversion-focused emails In-house Yes
Social Media Marketing

Facebook In-house Yes

Google + In-house Yes

Pinterest In-house Yes

Yelp In-house Yes
Video Marketing

YouTube In-house Yes
Online Public Relations In-house Yes
Lead Aggregators In-house Yes
Display Advertising

Banner ads In-house Yes
Mobile Marketing In-house Yes

Management of online marketing. Riley spent most of his time managing online
marketing activities. He was able to optimize his operations and customer support to
allow him the time to focus on marketing. Riley outsourced pay per click to an outside
vendor but paid very close attention to the campaign performance and results that the

vendor generated. The franchise corporate provided monthly marketing suggestions and
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creative materials for promotions to all franchisees. Riley reviewed corporate
recommendations and incorporated their recommendations into his online strategy.
Internet marketing tools. Riley had a dedicated section on the franchise’s website
for his local business. The website provided information about services, special offers,
media coverage, customer testimonials, areas served, FAQs and blog. While the website
had a blog, it was underutilized and included only three blog articles. On the website,
users could also book their appointment. The website had Google Analytics installed and
linked out to different social media profile pages. To send email blasts, Riley used
MailChimp, email marketing application. Table 5 provides the details of Company B’s

online marketing tools.

Table 5

Details of Company B’s Online Marketing Tools

Tools Used In-house/Outsourced
Customer Relationships Management In-house
Blog In-house
Website In-house
Web Analytics In-house

Internet marketing performance. Riley was very analytical and spent a
significant amount of time analyzing the performance of his marketing efforts. He
reviewed pay per click performance in Google Adwords account on a daily basis. He
looked at Google Analytics to understand his website’s performance. Riley also used

tracking phone numbers for different channels so he could understand which channels
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generated the most calls. In addition, Riley looked at the number of appointments
booked, social media statistics, MailChimp email marketing analytics, and revenue
generated.

Participant 3 — Erica. Erica, Participant 3, was the youngest of all business
owners. After dropping out of college in 2007, after the freshman year, Erica started
Company C, a hair salon in the hippest neighborhoods in Baltimore. Erica had one
employee, and she worked full time as a hairstylist as well and managed business
operations. Erica was a digital native without any formal business or Internet marketing
training. She claimed to have learned everything from her entrepreneurial mother.

Company 3 offered a wide variety of services including fantasy hair coloring,
customized cuts for women and men, a wide variety of hair extensions, smoothing
treatments, facial waxing, and bridal services. Supplemental revenue came from selling
professional hair care products. Erica focused on customer service and creating an
intimate experience for her clients, different from the bigger salons.

Target audience. Erica’s target audience included both male and female clients.
Erica’s clients wanted edgy, stylish, and professional hair care. If the clients liked their
first visit, they often become repeat customers and recommended the place to their
friends and family.

Internet marketing strategy. Erica’s Internet marketing strategy focused on
reputation management and thought leadership. Through her marketing efforts, she aimed

to position Company 3 as a leader in hair care services that kept a pulse on current trends,
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fashion, and products. Online reputation management was an important part of her

strategy since most customer are reading online reviews before choosing a hairdresser.
Marketing budget. Erica’s marketing budget was $0. Erica did not have

marketing expenses budgeted. However, if she saw a good opportunity she was willing to

pay for it on as needed basis.

Table 6

Details of Company C’s Online Marketing Channel Mix

Channels Used In-house/Outsourced Measuring Results
Email Marketing
Conversion-focused emails In-house No
Social Media Marketing
Facebook In-house Yes
Twitter In-house No
Instagram In-house No
Yelp In-house Yes

Channel mix. The two main marketing channels that Erica used included social
media and email marketing. Table 6 provides the details of Company C’s online
marketing channel mix. Erica tried to stay active on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and
Yelp. She used social media to monitor customer feedback, inform clients about openings
and current happenings, as well as to educate them on the latest styles and best products.
Erica used email marketing primarily for announcements.

Management of online marketing. Erica managed all of the Internet marketing

activities herself. She recently asked her friend to help her launch a new website. Due to
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Erica’s limited marketing budget she did not consider hiring an Internet marketing
consultant or agency.

Internet marketing tools. The two main web-marketing tools that Erica employed
included a website and Booker, an online appointment making application. The website
included information about the salon, services, and products. The site also included links
to Company 3’s social media accounts. The website included a gallery page and blog, but
Erica did not start using this functionality yet. Erica’s website did not have analytics

installed. Table 7 provides the details of Company C’s online marketing tools.

Table 7

Details of Company C’s Online Marketing Tools

Tools Use In-house/Outsourced
Customer Relationships Management Yes In-house
Website Yes In-house

Internet marketing performance. To evaluate her online marketing performance,
Erica reviewed her engagement and analytics data on social media sites. She also looked
at the number of appointments that came in through her online booking system. While
Erica had a website, she did not have any web analytics installed to measure its
performance.

Participant 4 — Scott. The fourth participant was Scott, the owner of Company 4,
the massage therapy franchise. Scott and his wife bought the franchise in 2013 and in
2015 had 15 employees. As a former engineer, Scott held a Master in Engineering

Management with a concentration in marketing. While Scott did not have any Internet
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marketing education or experience before venturing into the massage business, he was
technically savvy and understood Internet technology well.

Target audience. Scott’s target audience included customers who were seeking
professional massage services. His target audience was interested in massage for medical
reasons such as pain relief and rejuvenating benefits such as stress reduction. The
massage industry was very competitive, and customers were price sensitive.

Internet marketing strategy. The Internet marketing strategy was lead generation,
new customer acquisition, and retention. Scott’s goal was to get 100 new clients every
month. Of those 100 clients, he aimed to convert at least 25 in their membership
program.

Marketing budget. As a franchise, Scott was required to have a minimum spend
in marketing. Company 4’s annual marketing budget was $36,000. Scott allocated
approximately 50% of his total budget towards online marketing.

Channel Mix. Scott’s marketing mix included both traditional and online
marketing. On the traditional marketing side, he spent on print advertising in local
magazines. Networking and community involvement were the integral part of Scott’s
marketing strategy.

The online channel mix included pay per click advertising, social media
marketing, coupon sites, and email marketing. Table 8 provides the details of Company
D’s online marketing channel mix. Pay per click advertising was Company 4’s primary
Internet marketing channel that helped Scott drive new traffic and leads. On a monthly

basis, Scott sent on average six newsletters to his contact list educating them about
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massage benefits and new happenings in the studio. Scott often advertised on coupon
sites such as Living Social, Groupon, and Amazon Local. These sites helped him increase
visibility and gain new customers. Scott also tried to keep his social media profiles up-to-

date by including promotional offers around holidays.

Table 8

Details of Company D’s Online Marketing Channel Mix

Marketing Channel In-house/Outsourced Measuring Results
Pay Per Click (PPC) Advertising Outsources Yes
Email Marketing
Email Newsletter In-house Yes
Conversion-focused emails In-house Yes
Social Media Marketing
Facebook In-house Yes
Twitter In-house Yes
Google + In-house Yes
Pinterest In-house Yes
Yelp In-house Yes
Coupon Sites
Groupon In-house Yes
Amazon Local In-house Yes

Management of online marketing. Scott and his wife, Kate, who was the co-
owner of the business, were managing day-to-day Internet marketing operations. Kate
was a former public relations professional with significant marketing experience in
events, marketing communications, and advertising. Kate was responsible for monitoring

incoming customer calls and working with the front desk staff as well as developing
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email communications. Scott maintained customer database and managed outside
marketing vendors.

The franchise corporate provided marketing guidance for the month and
suggested schedule that Scott tried to follow. Scott also had access to ready-to-use,
periodically updated promotional material for magazines, pay-per-click, signage,
imagery, branding and email.

After 6 months of managing pay per click account himself and realizing the
amount of time it took, Scott decided to outsource it to an agency. He first worked with
Hibu but after they did not meet their targets, Scott switched to ReachLocal.

Internet Marketing Tools. Since Scott was operating a franchise, the corporate
provided a ready-to-use web pages on their subdomain. Because the site was managed by
corporate, franchisees had limited customization capability but could update specials,
offers, staff, and location.

To better manage customers and prospects as well as automate email marketing,
Scott switched from Constant Contact to Infusionsoft. Infusionsoft was a powerful sales
and marketing software that Scott was learning. Table 9 provides the details of Company
D’s online marketing tools.

Table 9

Details of Company D’s Online Marketing Tools

Tools Used In-house/Outsourced
Customer Relationships Management In-house
Blog In-house
Website In-house

Web Analytics In-house
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Internet Marketing Performance. Scott was intimately involved with monitoring
the results of his online marketing efforts. First he reviewed pay per click reports
available through his Google Adwords account and analyzed how many new leads and
sales the campaign produced. Scott also used Google Analytics to understand his website
performance, from the number of clicks from different sources, number of calls and
booked online appointments.

Participant 5 — Mary. The fifth participant was Mary, the owner of Company E,
a small local boutique gift shop. Mary had worked in the education industry for 30 years
as a principal, teacher, and instructional specialist before she decided to open a retail
store. Mary had a master’s degree in education and did not have any Internet marketing
or business experience before starting her own business. Mary’s store had been open for
2 years and in 2015 she employed a staff of five. The goods Mary sold in her store were
higher end products that could not be found in nearby stores but could be purchased
online from other retailers. The store was located in a small village plaza on the main
road.

Target audience. Her target audience included middle and upper-class middle-
aged female who lived in the area and were looking for unique gifts, home decorations,
and jewelry. Mary would like to expand her target clientele to include younger generation
consumers. She tried reaching the yonger audience but had not been successful yet.

Internet marketing strategy. As a new business, Mary’s main marketing objective

was to increase awareness of her gift shop in the community. By increasing brand
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awareness she hoped to encourage patronage and sales. Mary focused on developing sale
promotions to drive foot traffic.

Marketing budget. Mary’s total marketing budget was $5000 a year. Seventy-five
percent of the budget, she spent on direct mail. Twenty-five percent she allocated towards
online marketing.

Channel mix. When the store just opened to get the word out Mary advertised in
local magazines and newspapers. To reach her target audience, she sent an annual
postcard to the residents in her area. In additional to direct mail, Mary relied on email and
Facebook marketing. The conversion-focused newsletters highlighted new products,
upcoming events and included a coupon that customers could redeem in store. Mary tried
to keep her Facebook page up-to-date so she could keep her more Internet-savvy
customers informed about the happenings in the store. Table 10 provides the details of

Company E’s online marketing channel mix.

Table 10

Details of Company E’s Online Marketing Channel Mix

Channels Used In-house/Outsourced Measuring Results
Email Marketing
Email Newsletter In-house Yes
Conversion-focused emails In-house Yes
Social Media Marketing
Facebook In-house Yes
Twitter In-house No

Yelp In-house No
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Management of online marketing. Mary and one of her employees, Dina, were in
charge of managing day-to-day Internet marketing activities. While Mary oversaw the
process, Dina was responsible for putting together and distributing the monthly
newsletter. Dina also updated company’s Facebook page and website. A web agency
built Mary’s website. While Dina did not have any Internet marketing experience, she
took several marketing courses when she was in college.

Internet marketing tools. The two primary marketing tools that Mary used
included company’s website and Constant Contact tool for email marketing. Brochure-
ware style website that was not optimized for the mobile experience provided basic
information about the store, products, upcoming events and linked out to the monthly
newsletters and Facebook page. Mary used Constant Contact was to send emails and
manage the customer list of 5000 names. Table 11 provides the details of Company A’s

online marketing tools.

Table 11

Details of Company E’s Online Marketing Tools

Tools Used In-house/Outsourced
Customer Relationships Management In-house
Website In-house

Internet marketing performance. Mary did not have a clear understanding of
how well her online marketing efforts performed. Mary used Constant Contact to send
emails and relied on the analytics the tool provided to evaluate the effectiveness of the

email campaign. Since most of her newsletters included a coupon, Mary measured the
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response by counting the number of coupons redeemed. While she managed the website
in-house, Mary did not know how it performed as the site did not have web analytics
installed.

Emergent Theme 1: Unstructured planning. The first theme that emerged from
the data analysis was unstructured planning. Study participants did not have a short-term
or long-terms Internet marketing plan, nor did they have a well-defined Internet
marketing strategy. The participants’ transcript excerpts about online marketing planning
and execution were as follows: “My Internet marketing activities are not organized.”
(Erica). “It is not structured as I think it should be... So, right now with online strategy,
there isn’t something systematic, and so the thing with marketing is it is systematic, and I
would say that our strategy is not” (Kelly). Internet marketing activities for the most part
tended to be unplanned and informal. This finding is in alignment with the academic
literature, where researchers identified unstructured planning as one of the unique
characteristics of small companies (Resnick et al., 2012).

Internet marketing activities of Riley and Scott, the franchise business owners,
were significantly more organized than other study participants. Part of this could be
attributed to the help they received from the franchise’s national office. Scott described
the support his corporate office provided as follows:

The corporation provides marketing guidance for the month, for the period. Here

is promotional material for magazines, here is promotional material for pay-per-

click, here is promotional material for signage. We look through that; we use what

we think is best going to help us with that. They put together a calendar of
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recommended times to promote this, to promote that. We try to follow that

[suggested schedule].

Riley also agreed that the support his corporate office offered made planning and
execution of online marketing strategy more manageable. Riley elaborated on this idea by
stating:

Our national office now something new they added in the fourth quarter last year

was an automatic way for them to do [social media] posts for us that we approve,

yay or nay, [ want it on my page or not and I do that. I look at them as they bring
the draft, they email it to me, and I say yes or no and then it automatically posts
and then we go in and do local things ourselves.

By having direct access to the corporate office’s graphic designers, web
programmers, and Internet marketing specialists put franchise owners at a significant
advantage over regular small business owners who did have these resources readily
available.

Emergent Theme 2: Limited Internet marketing knowledge and expertise.
The second theme that emerged from the data was Internet marketing knowledge and
expertise. Participants’ responses showed that most small business owners had
insufficient Internet marketing knowledge and expertise. This finding was consistent with
the previous research on the barriers to successful Internet marketing adoption by small
businesses (Hanafizadeh et al., 2012; Omar et al., 2011). Moreover, 100% of study
participants had no formal Internet marketing training prior to starting their business. A

successful development and implementation of online marketing strategies require
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specialized knowledge (Jarvinen et al., 2012). All small business owners agreed that
additional training on the best practices of Internet marketing could help them be more
successful in development and execution of Internet marketing strategy.

Most small business owners lacked specialized Internet marketing knowledge, but
they were all aware of the benefits of marketing online. This finding is consistent with the
study conducted by Hanafizadeh (2012) that showed that SMEs that lacked knowledge of
online advertising benefits were not likely to adopt Internet advertising. This study
participant had a high awareness of Internet marketing benefits, and, therefore, they had
high motivation to try it. Some of the common benefits that study participants identified
included: cost-efficiency, precise targeting and ability to reach large number of
customers, ease of use, and ability to measure effectiveness.

Most of what small business owners learned about marketing online was from
doing it themselves and reading about it. The participants’ transcript excerpts about
learning were as follows, “It is reading and it is just from doing it - jumping in and
looking in the software and looking at this and clicking on the little question mark,
hovering over to see what is that?” (Riley). “I know that there is so much even more to
learn, but everything I have learned thus far has been on my own.” (Kelly). Erica added:

I did not realize I was doing online marketing until it started to become a bigger

deal, like Yelp, Facebook, Instagram and then people were really using their

businesses to market and I had already been doing that so it was kind of like I hit

a goldmine in my opinion.
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Study participants felt overwhelmed with the pace of change in online marketing
and emergence of new technologies and tools. As Scott mentioned, “It is so evolving, I
think that is the biggest challenge is that it is constantly being updated, new techniques. It
1s very complicated and constantly changing.” Riley supported this idea:

The world is changing so quickly. So does all of the online marketing. Itisa

constant struggle. Every expert is trying to figure out what does Google want

next? What do they want now? When they change everything, how does it
impact everything and no one quite has a handle on it because each firm does not
have someone spending 100% of their time watching Google and what’s going
on. It is impossible to do.

In addition, with the number of new companies emerging that offer online
marketing services, small business owners had difficulty figuring out which ones could
work for their business. As Scott put it:

How do you know what tool is right for you? Some of which [services] are good,

some of which aren’t worth a darn, and trying to figure out which ones you should

go on, and then just trying to stay current, so you are beating out your
competition.

The small business owners actively sought out information and knowledge to help
them be more competitive on a continuous basis.

Small business owners believed that education was important and having more

knowledge could help them be more successful in marketing online, but they also
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realized that due to fast-changing technologies they might not be able to keep up with the
latest developments due lack of time and other business obligations. Scott said:
There are lots — you can Google anything — like developing these APIs, it takes
time, but there is all kinds of information that I know if I could sit down for a day
and go through it I could probably figure it out, but it is finding the time to do it.
Study participants identified a shortage of time as the biggest deterrent from
gaining more knowledge. Small business owners, who hired people to take care of day-
to-day operations, were able to free up their time and immerse into understanding online
marketing and educating themselves. Others mentioned that they were not able to find
training that could meet their needs. Riley described his search for Internet marketing
training:
I have been looking for some sort of training as a small business owner where I do
not want to provide Ad Words for other people, I want a course that helps me just
understand what I need to look for and what I need to watch and I haven’t found
anything yet like that. I only find things to train you to be a certified Google Ad
Words provider, which I think I am going to need to do because it’s a little more
detailed than I need, but I think I am just going to have to do it to get what I want.
To stay current with the latest developments in the Internet marketing field study
participants employed the following strategies: taking classes, speaking to other business
owners, reading online, attending webinars. “I did some classes through SBA, Small
Business Development Office, so they talked a little bit about the social media marketing

and a little bit about online marketing as well” (Kelly). “I talked to other people, always
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talking to different shop or store owners, especially when I go to shows and everything”
(Mary). “I attend many webinars. Some of them are good, some of them are a waste of
time” (Scott). Riley added, “Right now I am looking for training on Google Ad Words. I
want to learn more on Google Ad Words and Analytics, which is all over the place of
trying to understand what all that means”.

Emergent Theme 3: Use of Internet marketing channels and tools. The third
theme that emerged from the data analysis was Internet marketing channels and tools.
Content analysis of the interview discussions and analysis of companies’ web presence
revealed 11 Internet marketing channels and four different tools used by study
participants. The Internet marketing channels included: search engine optimization, pay
per click advertising, email marketing, social media marketing, online events, video
marketing, online public relations, coupon sites, lead aggregators, display advertising,
and mobile marketing. The Internet marketing tools included: website, blog, customer
relationship management system, and web analytics. Table 12 shows a summary of the

online marketing channels used by each study participant.

Table 12

Online Marketing Channels Used by Study Participants

Study Participants
Channels Kelly Riley = Erica  Scott = Mary
Search Engine Optimization X - - - -
Pay Per Click Advertising - X - X -
Email Marketing
Email Newsletter X X - X X

(table continues)
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Study Participants

Channels Kelly Riley = Erica  Scott = Mary

Brand building emails X X - X X

Conversion-focused emails X X X X X
Social Media Marketing

Facebook X X X X X

Twitter X - X X X

Google + - X - X -

Instagram - - X - -

Pinterest - X - X -

Yelp - X X X X

LinkedIn X - - - -
Events

MeetUp X - - - -
Video Marketing

YouTube - X - - -
Online Public Relations X X - - -
Coupon Sites

Living Social X - - - -

Groupon/Amazon Local - - - X -
Lead Aggregators - X - - -
Display Advertising - X - - -
Mobile Marketing - X - - -

Note: “X”= online marketing channel small business owner used; “-” = online marketing

channel small business owner did not use.

The analysis indicated that 100% of study participants used email marketing and

Facebook as online marketing channels. All small business owners had a company

website and a system for managing customer relationships. These findings are consistent

with the studies by Harrigan et al. (2012), Jarvinen et al. (2012), and Omar et al. (2011).

Jarvinen et al. (2012) and Omar et al. (2011) found that Internet marketing among SMEs

revolved around email marketing and website. Harrigan et al. (2012) found that SMEs
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had a system for managing customer data and communications. The analysis showed that
the extent and effectiveness of Internet marketing channels and tools utilization by small
businesses varied but was still limited in scope and not as robust as it could be. Table 13

shows a summary of the online marketing tools used by each study participants.

Table 13

Online Marketing Tools Used by Study Participants

Study Participants
Tools Kelly Riley FErica Scott Mary
Customer Relationship Management X X X X X
Blog X X - X -
Website X X X X X
Web Analytics X X - X -
Note. “X”= online marketing channel small business owner used; “-” = online marketing

channel small business owner did not use.

All business owners were familiar with the different channels and tools they could
use to get their message across to customers or generate new leads online. Most study
participants felt that they could be doing more with their online marketing. The
participants’ transcript excerpts about channels and tools they would like to add to their
Internet marketing mix were as follows: “I feel like I could maybe do more like Pinterest
and take more videos and stuff like that, but then I keep going back to the thought of

well, I am booked solid” (Erica). Kelly said:
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We have a website, but what can we do to make things better? The one thing I
have learned from the Analytics is that people are looking at us from their
smartphones, and so our website right now is not optimized for mobile searching.

Scott added, “We need to do a whole lot more on that [social media marketing].
We need to do more frequent postings and provide more informational material because
people like to look at that stuff and read”. “That whole Facebook page, how I can try to
use that more effectively and I am not satistfied now that I do not have a blog and then I
do not have my Instagram” (Mary).

Company website. Study participants saw their website as one of the main
marketing tools and often the first thing they did when they started marketing online.
Kelly described the important of the website to her business as follows:

Without a website, | would not have as many kids [customers] as we have now. It

would be impossible. People expect to be able to go and find the information

themselves, find what they need, and make the determination before someone
having to call them and solicit. So, it is essential.

Mary said, “I knew as soon as I opened [business] I had to have a website.” Two
out of three non-franchise business owners enlisted help with website creation in a form
of a friend or web agency. Kelly purchased a website template and customized it herself.
Franchise owners, on the other hand, were provided a website template by the corporate

office. Riley and Scott both had the ability to customize the content on the site but were

limited with the look and feel and functionality changes.
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Blog. Study participants felt that the blog could be a very effective tool for

educating customers, keeping them up-to-date as well as attracting new audiences. Three
out of five small business owners had active blogs. For others starting a blog was a high
priority for this year.

Search engine optimization. The search engine is the first place people go to for
information. Companies that do not appear in search results are at a disadvantage
(Kritzinger & Weideman, 2011). Firms that want to increase or maintain their current
website rankings in search engines rely on search engine optimization (SEO), the practice
of ranking websites in organic search results. SEO is a very specialized skill and time-
consuming process. All of the study participants did not utilize SEO to its full potential.
Only Riley and Kelly identified improvement of SEO as their top priority.

Social media and Facebook. Study participants recognized that social media was
becoming a strategic necessary and that they had to utilize it to stay competitive.
Similarly, Marshall et al. (2012) and Rollins et al. (2013) found that focus on social
media in many organizations continued to grow. Organizations that used social media in
an effective and innovative way had a positive impact on organizational performance and
could develop a competitive advantage (Parveen, Jaafar, & Ainin, 2015). While study
participants utilized social media, their usage was limited in scope. Small business
owners did not implement some of the more advanced tactics such as social lead
generation, advertising, targeting and focused primarily on information sharing. This
finding correlated with Boling’s (2014) conclusion that small businesses only used a

small portion of what social networking sites had to offer.
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Facebook was the main tool that all business owners used. Study participants
found Facebook marketing attractive, as it was free to start, easy to use, and allowed to
engage existing and prospective customers. Additionally, Facebook marketing can help
increase a company’s brand awareness, gain new fans, and convert them into customer
(Yousif, 2012). Three out of five business owners experimented with ad boosting and
targeting capabilities of Facebook. “So, I am getting more familiar with the boosting of
the ads, because that to me, if [ have something like really cool and interesting that I want
to post, I will boost it” (Kelly). Riley also understood the connection between social
media engagement and SEO, here how he described it:

We put a lot of content on here and photos and things happening locally and

videos and different things going up just to try to get engaged, but also the hope is

that somehow Google, it still all comes down to Google - “likes” it and sees a

link, and it gets our rankings higher if they use it in the algorithm.

Email marketing. All study participants utilized email marketing in their
business. From sending brand building emails and newsletters, to conversion-focused
emails small business owners used different strategies to keep their customers informed.
Database segmentation and email automation were the two areas that needed the most
improvement. Most of the email marketing communications were developed and
distributed manually, which took business owners a considerable amount of time and
effort.

Emergent theme 4: Lack of systematic approach to the management of

Internet marketing. The fourth theme that emerged from the data analysis was the
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management of Internet marketing. The business owners were very involved in the
development and execution of online marketing strategy. In most cases, business owners
were responsible for the day-to-day Internet marketing activities. Centeno and Hart
(2013) denoted a similar finding and showed that the owner played a central role in brand
communication activities. Cronin-Gilmore (2012) and Resnick et al. (2011) also
discussed the critical role of the business owner in the marketing activities of the firm.
Study participants confirmed that they were the main decision makers in regard to
Internet marketing.

Small business owners identified lack of time and staffing as the main challenges
of managing Internet marketing. Riley described the challenges he faced as follows:

In a small business, it is the owner. It is generally all you have for a typical small

business. That has always been my biggest challenge, so if I do not have the time,

it gets neglected, and so it is finding the time.

Study participants were looking for help with Internet marketing: “I need help
probably now because I’'m so much busier than I was, so it’s kind of going down a little
bit because I can’t devote all of my time to it” (Erica). Kelly, for example, recruited two
interns from the local university every semester to help her with different aspects of
Internet marketing. She also appointed her Assistant Director to be responsible for
monitoring their Google Analytics account on a regular basis and reporting back results.
Erica asked her friend to help her create a new website. Mary allocated newsletter
development and social media management to one of her store employees. Both Riley

and Scott outsourced paid search advertising to a vendor.
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Outsourcing Internet marketing to a vendor was an important discussion topic that

small business owners had mixed feelings about. Small business owners who never

worked with an agency either felt excited about the prospect of hiring professional help

but were limited by the budget or hesitant about the amount of work outsourcing could

entail. Kelly expressed her opinion about working with an agency:

tasks:

Never worked with an outside agency and part of the reason, the main reason is
the costs of working with an outside agency. I have had plenty of people do
presentations on different advertising tools that we could use that were, a lot of
them were outside of our budget, but I have never worked with a professional
agency. It would be great, but it would be way out of our budget for us to be able
to do it.

Erica described her concern about outsourcing some of the Internet marketing

It is probably my personality type - that [ want to be in control, and I feel - not
that I do not trust someone, but that to me it looks like more work to talk to
someone else, tell them what I am looking for and have it done in a way that [
need it done, on time. To me, it seems like more work.

After spending 6 months on running paid search himself and realizing the amount

of time it took, Scott decided to enlist a professional agency. Scott said:

I am one of those who thinks that I can do everything myself, but I found out over

several months that I could get a better pay-per-click service by letting others do
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it, and it did not cost me any more, so I am looking to get that same type of advice

elsewhere.

Of all study participants, Riley had the most experience recruiting and managing
outside agencies. Riley acknowledged that in order to get a return on investment, it was
important to manage the agency closely and monitor the results. According to Riley,
there was a lack of competent vendors to manage online marketing for a small business,
and the process of recruiting and managing an agency took a considerable amount of
time. Riley said:

Over the past year, [ am on my third pay-per-click vendor now officially over 12

months. I had one last year that I got rid of in February, started with another one,

and now I have a third one, so from going through and seeing that they do not
seem to have a good handle on it, I have reigned it back and brought it more under
my control so that I see every day what is going on and I have my screen of
constantly watching what’s happening with Google Ad Words.

Emergent theme 5: Inadequate measurement of Internet marketing strategy.
The fifth theme that emerged from the data analysis was the measurement of Internet
marketing strategy. Measuring the impact of marketing strategies is essential to
improving marketing performance (Mintz & Currim, 2013). All study participants
understood the importance of measuring online marketing implementation, however, not
all of them had the knowledge and tools to setup proper tracking, interpret and translate
performance data into actions. Only three out of five study participants used Google

Analytics to measure their online marketing performance. The other two business owners
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relied primarily on client feedback, foot traffic, and data in different web tools such as
email marketing, and booking systems. Resnick et al. (2011) found that SMEs did not
perform the analysis of marketing activities and relied on their intuition. The findings of
this study showed that most small business owners measured their Internet marketing
activities, even if it was not to its fullest potential.

Study participants acknowledged that measurement of Internet marketing tactics
and strategies was a complicated process that required time and integration of multiple
metrics. The participants’ transcript excerpts about online marketing planning and
execution were as follows: “A part of it is making an educated decision, testing, response
rates and tweaking it and constantly trying different ideas to see what works and what
doesn’t, making sure to be able to measure it is the biggest piece” (Riley). Scott added:

It is kind of hard to make sure each one is being as effective as they can.

Sometimes they are easy, but it requires a lot of study to look at it and see if it is

really working the best, optimizing it. It is time-consuming.

To accurately measure the effectiveness of online marketing efforts small
business owners need to account for the interaction and impact of different marketing
channels on conversion. Before making a purchase decision consumers often interact
with multiple channels such as reading an email, clicking on the banner ad, visiting
company’s Facebook page or searching for reviews online (Mulpuru, Evens, & Roberge,
2011). Attribution of conversion to the last click does not accurately reflect the
incremental value of each marketing channel (Li & Kannan, 2014). Study participants

that did track online marketing results did not evaluate the impact of different touch
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points on conversion. Tracking individual channels does not always accurately reflect the
cross-channel effect and could have negative implications for online marketing budget
allocation and targeted strategies creation (Dinner, 2014; Li & Kannan, 2014).
Understanding cross-channel interaction is critical to making educated marketing
decisions, however, the problem of measuring the impact of different marketing channels
on consumer behavior and decision-making process is not unique to small businesses.

Internet Marketing Resources and Sustained Competitive Advantage

I used RBV as a conceptual framework for evaluating Internet marketing use in
small businesses. RBV is a strategic management theory that helps assess how a firm’s
resources affect its financial performance. According to RBV, a firm is a collection of
different assets and capabilities both tangible and intangible. While the definition of
resources varied in literature, researchers often defined them as physical, intangible, and
organization. In this study, I explored a variety of resources and capabilities that small
firms possessed related to online marketing. Small business owners often used the
following physical resources to support the implementation of online marketing:
computers and phone. Intangible resources included business reputation, brand names,
technological skills, Internet marketing skills and knowledge, online marketing tools and
channels. Organizational resources encompassed Internet marketing routines and
processes. Only resources that are valuable, rare, imperfectly imitable, and
nonsubstitutable can be strategic. Those companies that possess and effectively apply
strategic resources can sustain long-term competitive advantage and above average

returns (Schlemmer & Webb, 2009).
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Some Internet marketing resources are available and may not create a sustainable
competitive advantage for small firms. RBV suggests that companies do not achieve the
competitive advantage using Internet marketing channels and tools since such resources
are readily available to rival firms. Instead, firms can achieve the competitive advantage
when they develop and leverage strategic assets that are complex and difficult to imitate
in their Internet marketing efforts. Bundling of existing marketing and complementary
resources can lead to a distinctive capability of Internet marketing (Trainor et al., 2011).
Employee skills and experience along with the way a firm utilizes Internet marketing
resources may increase inimitability and make a set of Internet marketing capabilities a
potential source of competitive advantage. This distinct capability can ultimately help
improve performance.

In this study, I assessed the quality and importance of Internet marketing
resources in helping firms compete in the marketplace. The small business owner was the
key decision maker and often took a very active role in the marketing function of the
firm. Small business owner’s knowledge, skills, and ability to make the right Internet
marketing decisions were the key resources that could influence firm’s performance. For
example, one of Riley’s key strategic assets was his management and analytical skills.
Combinations of his skill to optimize the marketing spend, hire and effectively manage
vendors, marketing budget, online marketing tools, and channels, enabled him to create a
capability that was hard to imitate. Even if competitors were to use the same channels,
vendors and had the same budget, they would most likely not be able to produce the same

results as Riley. Similarly, Erica’s reputation combined with her industry knowledge and
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social media experience lead to a distinct bundle of resources that added value and was
hard to imitate. The results suggested that researchers and practitioners should pay
special attention to the complementary resources that they need to implement Internet
marketing initiatives successfully and that an emphasis on the tools and channels alone
may not be sufficient. To create a long-term competitive advantage, small business
owners should strive to leverage their resources to develop Internet marketing capabilities
that are valuable, rare, imperfectly imitable, and nonsubstitutable.

Applications to Professional Practice

The study adds to the existing body of knowledge on how small business owners
develop and implement online marketing strategies. The results of this study inform best
practices that business owners, consultants, entrepreneurs can apply to improve the small
business performance. Small business owners can use the findings to inform both the
planning and implementation stages of Internet marketing.

Planning. Engagement in short-term and long-term Internet marketing strategy
planning can have a positive effect on small business owners’ online marketing
performance and marketing efficiency. According to researchers marketing planning had
a positive impact on financial performance of the firm (Perez-Cabanero, Gonzalez-Cruz,
& Cruz-Ros, 2012). A clear plan can help small business owners be more proactive and
less reactive with online marketing. When developing Internet marketing strategies and
identifying the necessary resources to implement them, small business owners need to put
measuring mechanisms in place prior to launching (Pentina, Koh, & Le, 2012).

Since small business owners lack Internet marketing knowledge and often engage
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in Internet marketing without a strategic plan, investing time and resources into the
planning process, can be cost-effective in the end. At the planning stage, small business
owners should consider involving an Internet marketing expert(s) that has significant
knowledge of the Internet marketing channels, tools, and best practices. By working with
a consultant to develop a comprehensive Internet marketing plan based on business goals
and marketing budget, small business owners will be able to identify the right channel
mix, the best tools to manage their marketing, as well as identify which activities should
be performed in-house versus outsourced. By identifying Internet marketing goals,
tactics, channels, resources, opportunities, and weaknesses can help small business
owners better manage their time and resources and stay focused on implementing the
predefined plan themselves or with the help of professionals.

Implementation. Proper implementation of Internet marketing strategy requires
specialized knowledge and on-going measurement and performance evaluation. Staying
up-to-date on the latest developments in the digital marketing space can also help SMEs
make better decisions. Obtaining specialized training and working with Internet
marketing vendors and consultants can help small business owners with their online
marketing implementation efforts.

Training. Small business owners are the primary decision-makers and select how
the Internet marketing strategy will be developed and implemented. A successful
development and implementation of Internet marketing strategies require specialized
knowledge and expertise (Jarvinen et al., 2012). Cronin-Gilmore (2012) showed that

small business owners need additional marketing training. To enhance their online
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marketing performance, small business owners need training that can help them (a) gain
specialized online marketing skills and tactics, (b) make better decisions related to
Internet marketing, and (c) stay up-to-date on the latest developments in the digital
marketing space.

Small business owners are often responsible for managing their online marketing.
In order to be effective, small business owners could benefit from short courses and
tutorials that teach them specific online marketing skills or tactics that can be applied
right away. While such courses might be available, identifying appropriate ones can be a
time consuming task for small business owners.

Due to the small business owners’ lack of online marketing knowledge they are
missing out on many opportunities (Zhou & Feng, 2012). To benefit fully from online
marketing small business owners need specialized training that can enable them to make
better decisions related to online marketing. The training could include information on
what to look for when hiring online marketing employees, what Internet marketing
metrics to pay attention to, how to retain the right agency, and what questions to ask to
identify the right vendor.

Small business owners also need to stay up-to-date on the latest technology trends
and practices to meet their customers’ needs and fully benefit from Internet marketing.
Since small business owners do not have the time to sift through the large amount of
information, there is a need for one source that can keep business owners abreast of the
latest trends. This source could be a trusted marketing expert or consultant, or an online

information website.
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Outsourcing. Since small businesses have limited resources, partnering with
companies to extend internal knowledge could lead to innovation and cost savings.
Outsourcing is a strategic instrument that can add significant value to SMEs by filling the
resource gap (Abdul-Halim et al., 2012; Gilmore, 2011). Due to the generalist nature of
most SMEs, they could benefit from outsourcing e-marketing to a web agency unless
they can afford to hire in-house specialists or see Internet marketing as their core
competency.

While there are many advantages of outsourcing, SMEs need to be aware of
potential risks (Abdul-Halim et al., 2012). Sen and Haq (2011) found that compared to
ten years ago outsourcing levels especially of non-core marketing activities increased
from 3.7% in 1999 to 23.2% in 2009. The main driver of outsourcing was to contain cost
(Sen & Haq, 2011). However, smaller firms did not realize the same savings as larger
firms primarily due to lack of outsourcing knowledge (Sen & Haq, 2011). That is why it
1s important that small business owner possess the appropriate Internet marketing
knowledge and expertise in order to be able to hire and manage outside vendors
effectively.

Implications for Social Change

Compared to traditional marketing, Internet marketing offers numerous benefits.
When implemented properly, Internet marketing strategies may improve customer
relationships, operational efficiency, marketing effectiveness, and a firm’s performance.
Internet marketing is growing in importance because it aligns with the way consumers

make purchasing decisions. Small business owners and entrepreneurs who want to reach
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their customers online, where they are searching for information on products and
services, could benefit from the findings of this study. This study can be a blueprint to
determine how small businesses should approach development and implementation of
online marketing strategy. By following recommendations provided by this study small
business owners can increase their competitiveness and survival rates.

Small businesses are critical to the vibrancy of U.S. and global economies. This
study can also be beneficial to the U.S. economy as a whole, by helping improve the
prosperity of small businesses. Small firms are responsible for creating the majority of
new jobs and employing half of U.S. workers (SBA, 2014a). Small businesses play a vital
role in the economic well-being and serve as the major drivers of employment creation,
income generation, and poverty reduction. The findings of this study can contribute to
more effective and efficient marketing practices in small firms that can lead to better
financial performance and lower failure rates.

Recommendations for Action

Internet marketing aligns with the way consumers make purchasing decisions.
Firms that implement Internet marketing strategies properly may improve customer
relationships, operational efficiency, marketing effectiveness, and firm’s performance
(Dlodlo & Mafini, 2014; Eid & El-Kasswawy, 2012). Small businesses are lagging
behind in Internet marketing adoption and are not very effective in developing and
implementing online marketing strategies (Harrigan, Ramsey, & Ibbotson, 2012). To

address these concerns, I recommend, based on the results of this study, that small
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business owners and entrepreneurs, web marketing agencies, independent business

consultants, and education services providers consider taking the following actions:

1.

To help optimize Internet marketing effectiveness, small business owners
need to invest in developing a short-term and long-term plan. This should be
done in collaboration with Internet marketing experts that can advise small
business experts on the best strategies, tactics, tools, channels, and a way to
implement. Working with an expert on developing a plan can help small
business owners to stay focused on their efforts and align their resources and
budget with business goals. This can also help small business owners save a
significant amount of time.

Small business owners need tailored Internet marketing training.
Organizations that serve small businesses as well as education providers
should consider developing training and courses that small business owners
can use to gain specialized skills, stay up-to-date with the developments in
digital marketing, and learn to make better decisions when working with
vendors, hiring marketing professionals, planning resources, and
implementing strategies.

Small business owners and entrepreneurs should seek additional training and
ways to stay current with the new technologies.

Small business owners need to ensure that they have the right tracking

mechanisms in place in order to measure Internet marketing performance.



101

5. Consultants and web agencies should focus on developing affordable and
tailored products and services that meet the needs of small business owners.
They should also strive to educate their clients and keep them up-to-date.

The study applies to all small business owners and entrepreneurs and can assist
them in understanding the process they should use to improve the effectiveness of their
Internet marketing strategies. Those who advise small business owners can help them use
suggested process and identify the necessary resources, tools, and channels.
Organizations and education providers should consider the needs of small business
owners and develop appropriate training and courses.

I will explore opportunities to disseminate these research findings in academic
research journals, practitioner publications, academic and professional conferences.
Meetings and presentations with local business organizations such as Chamber of
Commerce and Small Business Administration will be an opportunity to present and
share research findings. I will also share findings in my personal blog and through social
media and integrate them into my consulting business practices.

Recommendations for Further Research

In this research, I have attempted to explain how small business owners
developed and implemented an online marketing strategy. Like other empirical studies,
this study is not without limitations. The sample size was small, which makes
generalization difficult. A larger sample could provide a more accurate representation of

the whole population and improve the applicability of results.
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The study was limited to the state of Maryland. Researchers could apply a similar
study to other geographical areas to determine if there are factors that affect Maryland
differently from other regions. Additionally, performing this study on the same
population at a future point in time would show how Internet marketing practices have
changed in Maryland businesses over time, providing even more valuable information.

As a qualitative study, this research was able to show the ways small business
owners approach development and implementation of the online marketing strategy.
However, a qualitative study is not ideal for finding the relationship between different
variable. The variable could include small business owner Internet marketing level of
education, business size, Internet marketing channels users, number of years in business,
and number of employees. A quantitative study on the population concerning this topic
would result in more detail on the factors that influence the success of Internet marketing
tactics in small firms.

Further studies could include the exploration of Internet marketing practices of
small business owners in different industries. Researchers could explore challenges and
opportunities related to different types of ownership to extend the initial comparison of
Internet marketing practices in small businesses versus franchise. The results of this study
demonstrated that small business owners could benefit from tailored online marketing
training; future research could evaluate available training options and develop
recommendations for training providers. The Internet marketing tools, channels, and

technologies are constantly changing therefore, implementation of Internet marketing
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strategies is an important topic given the significance of small businesses to U.S. and
global economies.
Reflections

During the research process, my perspective and understanding of doctoral-level
research expanded. The level of thought, detail and alignment that this research required
challenged me. At first, I felt overwhelmed by the data that emerged during the semi-
structured interviews and from the review of company records. However, as I spent time
analyzing information, I gained clarity and was able to organize the data and identify
emerging themes. It was amazing to see how passionate were study participants were
passionate about growing their business, and how interested they were about learning the
Internet marketing best practices that can help them be more effective. Interacting with
the small business participants involved in the study was an honor and an inspiration.

Summary and Study Conclusions

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to develop an
understanding of how small business owners developed and implemented Internet
marketing strategy to promote their products and services and to engage their target
audience. I interviewed five small business owners in Maryland and evaluated their
company’s archival data and physical artifacts related to Internet marketing. The findings
revealed that small business owners possessed inadequate expertise and resources in the
areas of Internet marketing planning, management, implementation, and measurement.

Sufficient allocation of resources and access to knowledge and expertise is

important for the successful development and implementation of Internet marketing



104

activities. The small business owners in this study often were responsible for creation and
implementation of Internet marketing strategy and were the main decision makers. Since
study participants did not have formal Internet training or experience, they lacked
specialized digital marketing knowledge. Lack of Internet marketing expertise, time, and
staffing contributed to unstructured planning and unsystematic implementation of
activities. Small business owners employed a variety of different Internet marketing
channels to reach and engage their target audience, however, the majority of their effort
centered on email marketing, Facebook, and website. Additionally, not all small business
owners had the knowledge and tools to track, interpret and translate Internet marketing
performance data into actions. Due to the limited resources and capabilities, small
business owners did not use Internet marketing channels to their full potential.

I identified four opportunity areas for small business owners and leaders
interested in enhancing the success of their Internet marketing: developing a short-term
and long-term Internet marketing plan, acquiring specialized Internet marketing
knowledge on a continuous basis, improving the measurement of marketing performance,
and extending their Internal marketing resources through outsourcing. Engaging a
consultant knowledgeable in Internet marketing who can guide business owners during
the planning process and keep them updated on the latest developments, tools, and
channels could be a cost-effective strategy for small firms. These opportunities require an
upfront investment, however, in the long-term they can help small business owners to be

more effective and efficient in marketing online.
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Appendix A: Semi-structured Interview Questions

* What are your professional background and work experience?

*  What prior education do you believe is helping you in creating and
implementing online marketing strategy for your business?

*  What decision-making process you follow to create and implement your
online marketing strategy?

*  How would you describe your marketing mix? How does online marketing fit
into your marketing mix?

* How did your online marketing strategy evolve over time?

*  What percent of your total marketing budget do you allocate to online
marketing?

*  What is your marketing budget?

*  Who is handling your online marketing? What are the responsibilities of the
person in charge of your online marketing?

* What is your on-going operational routine as it relates to online marketing?

*  What challenges did you have when creating and implementing your online
marketing strategy?

*  What are the three specific things you are most satisfied with your online
marketing efforts?

*  What are the three specific things you are most unsatistfied with your online

marketing efforts?
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Appendix B: Consent Form

You are invited to take part in a research study of the strategies small business owners use to
pursue Internet marketing. The researcher is inviting small business owners of Maryland
companies with fewer than 20 employees that use Internet marketing to be in my study. This form
is part of a process called “informed consent” to allow you to understand my study before
deciding whether to take part.

This study is being conducted by Maya Demishkevich, who is a doctoral student at Walden
University.

Background Information:
The purpose of my study is to explore how small business owners develop and implement online
marketing strategies.

Procedures:
If you agree to be in my study, you will be asked to:

* Meet in your place of business, at your convenience, to participate in a one-on-one
interview with questions about the strategies that you use or have used to promote your
business on the Internet. The interview will last about 45 minutes.

* Share your employees’ professional marketing experience. No personally identifiable
information will be required.

* Provide read-only guest access to the web analytics data.

* Share creative materials related to online marketing such as online advertisements, social
media posts, and e-mail templates.

* The interview will not involve questions about the confidential information about you or
your business and will not include questions about trade secrets, or other sensitive
information.

* The interview will be audio recorded.

* Review my interview interpretations for accuracy and make yourself available via email
or phone to answer potential interview follow up questions that may be necessary to
complete the research. These follow-up events that will take place following the
interview and will take about 1 hour.

Here are some sample questions:

* How did your online marketing strategy evolve over time?

*  What percent of your total marketing budget is allocated to online marketing?

*  Who is handling your online marketing? What are the responsibilities of the person in
charge of your online marketing?

Voluntary Nature of the Study:

My study is voluntary and involves no penalty. Everyone will respect your decision of whether or
not you choose to be in my study. If you decide to join my study now, you can still change your
mind later. You may stop at any time.

Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:
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Being in this type of study involves some risk of the minor discomforts that can be encountered in
daily life, such as becoming tired or fatigue while sitting for 45 minutes. Being in my study
would not pose a risk to your safety or wellbeing.

As a participant in my study, you will receive a copy of the research, when completed. The report
may provide information that you can incorporate into your business to enhance your online
marketing practices. The research may positively affect society by increasing the number of new
businesses that survive and provide jobs.

Payment:
The participants in my study will not be compensated for their participation in my study.

Privacy:

Any information you provide will be kept confidential. The researcher will not use your personal
information for any purposes outside of this research project. Also, the researcher will not include
your name or anything else that could identify you in my study reports. Data will be kept secure
by the researcher in a password-protected Dropbox folder. No one besides the researcher will
have access to the file or the research data. Data will be kept for a period of at least 5 years, as
required by the university.

Contacts and Questions:

You may ask any questions you have now. Or if you have questions later, you may contact the
researcher via telephone (317-426-6292) or email (maya.demishkevich2@waldenu.edu). If you
want to talk privately about your rights as a participant, you can call Dr. Leilani Endicott. She is
the Walden University representative who can discuss this with you. Her phone number is 612-
312-1210. Walden University’s approval number for my study is IRB will enter approval
number here and it expires on IRB will enter the expiration date.

The researcher will give you a copy of this form to keep.

Statement of Consent:

I have read the above information, and I feel I understand the study well enough to make a
decision about my involvement. By signing below, I understand that I agree to the terms

described above.

Only include the signature section below if using paper consent forms.

Printed Name of Participant

Date of consent

Participant’s Signature

Researcher’s Signature
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Appendix C: Certificate of Ethical Compliance

Certificate of Completion

The National Institutes of Health (NIH) Office of Extramural Research
certifies that Maya Demishkevich successfully completed the NIH
Web-based training course “Protecting Human Research Participants”.

v

Date of completion: 03/16/2013
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Certification Number: 1144380
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Appendix D: Confidentiality Agreement for Interview Transcriber

Name of Signer:

During the course of my activity in transcribing interviews for this research: “Small Business Use
of Internet Marketing: Findings from Case Studies” I will have access to information, which is
confidential and should not be disclosed. I acknowledge that the information must remain
confidential and that improper disclosure of confidential information can be damaging to the
participant.

By signing this confidentiality agreement, I acknowledge and agree that:

1.

2.

I will not disclose or discuss any confidential information with others, including friends
or family.

I will not in any way divulge, copy, release, sell, loan, alter, or destroy any confidential
information except as properly authorized.

I will not discuss confidential information where others can overhear the conversation. |
understand that it is not acceptable to discuss confidential information even if the
participant’s name is not used.

I will not make any unauthorized transmissions, inquiries, modification, or purging of
confidential information.

I agree that my obligations under this agreement will continue after termination of the job
that [ will perform.

I understand that a violation of this agreement will have legal implications.

I will only access or use systems or devices I am officially authorized to access, and I will
not demonstrate the operation or function of systems or devices to unauthorized
individuals.

Signing this document, I acknowledge that I have read the agreement, and I agree to comply with
all the terms and conditions stated above.

Signature: Date:
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