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Abstract  

E-Commerce studies in small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in Least Developing Countries (LDCs) 

have been labelled as being obscure and characterised by a list of challenges which if, not remedied, 

will continue to plague these countries.  Many LCD studies employ research methodologies that are 

quantitative and techno-centric in nature. However, although E-Commerce is a technology, it is 

embedded within a given context – that of a least developing country that is characterised by specific 

contextual challenges different from both developing and developed countries. Against this 

background, investigation of E-Commerce in SMEs in LDCs requires initial understanding of 

structural properties inherent in the specific context and thereafter in the technology. This paper 

proposes a conceptual framework for examining the interaction of structural properties of E-

Commerce in SMEs in LDCs. The framework integrates the structuration theory concepts with factors 

drawn from E-Commerce studies in SMEs in LDC. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

Electronic Commerce (E-Commerce) has been identified as one of four key areas in Africa, and in 

Least Developing Countries (LDCs) in particular, where it can best advance social and economic 

development (Esselaar and Miller 2001). Least Developing Countries (LDCs) are a category of states 

that are deemed highly disadvantaged in their development process and face the risk of failing to come 

out of poverty (UNCTAD 2002). In order to come out of poverty, LDCs are encouraged to adopt and 

use ICT and E-Commerce related technologies. Yet E-Commerce is still not being assimilated 

amongst LDCs’ Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) and even larger organisations. There have 

been several reasons provided for this lack of adoption: low total factor productivity; inadequate skills 

and infrastructure related problems; one-sided export structure based on raw material and labour 

resources; colonial heritage and its repercussions; and geographic isolation (Wohlmuth et al. 2004).  

Despite awareness of these problems, E-Commerce related studies in LDCs are limited. Where there 

have been studies, they are often obscure, producing results that are too generic in nature (Nielinger 

2003). They usually present E-Commerce adoption challenges, without providing underlying reasons 

that shape and create these challenges; or why certain moves (which interplay with the acceptance of 

E-Commerce for example) are more likely to occur than others. These studies have largely paid 

attention to the technology aspect at the expense of a plethora of numerous other factors including the 

social context. Technology is just one of the many factors to consider when introducing E-Commerce 

to a society that attaches immense value to traditional ways of doing business – such as face to face 

eye contact, a handshake, and chatting (Ba, Whinston and Zhang 2002). For E-Commerce to form part 

of this context, LDC social structural properties will have to be well understood and documented to 

ensure successful outcomes (Tan and Sedera 2007). Understanding structural properties necessitates 

the ability to understand the meaning individuals attach to the technology and how they use it (Prasad 

and Heales 2008). This understanding requires the investigation of the interaction that exists between 

actors, technology and social context. This interaction leads to what Giddens (1984) calls structures - 

the properties which make it possible for discernibly similar social practices to exist across varying 

spans of time and space and which lend them a systemic form (Rose 1998). This paper presents a 

conceptual framework for investigating how E-Commerce shapes and is shaped by social structures 

employed by SMEs in LDCs and the social context in which SMEs operates. This paper explores this 

interactivity using structuration theory.  

The rest of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 and 3 provide literature on SMEs and E-

Commerce developments in developing countries including LDCs. Section 4 presents the structuration 

theory that provides the underpinning theory for the conceptual framework. Section 5 maps the E-

Commerce adoption literature identified to the structuration theory. Section 6 discusses the conceptual 

framework and its implications for the study of E-Commerce in LDCs. Finally, in Section 7 we draw 

conclusions on the contributions of the paper and future research directions.   

2 SME’S AND E-COMMERCE IN LDC’S 

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) have been defined differently, using different parameters in 

different countries. This study adopts the definition of SMEs as postulated by the SMEs Development 

Policy of Tanzania using the size criterion depending only on employment. Tanzania is one of the 

LDCs state in the East African region. The policy classifies SMEs as comprising of 5-49 employees 

and 50-99 employees respectively (The United Republic of Tanzania Ministry Of Industry and Trade 

2002). In LDCs, SMEs account for a significant share of production and employment and are directly 

connected to poverty (one of the characteristics of LDCs) alleviation. They have become the vanguard 

of many countries’ private sector and contribute to the development of the local economies (Wolf 

2001). However, for them to continue their efforts and remain competitive in this digital era, they need 

to acquire and utilise Internet-related technologies such as those used for E-Commerce. This paper 
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defines E-Commerce as any use of ICT by a business to connect with business partners (specifically 

customers and suppliers) electronically to enhance business efficiency through lowering of transaction 

and communication costs. The option of defining E-Commerce in this way is because “businesses in 

developing countries may be able to reap significant benefits from E-Commerce defined more broadly 

even when legal, regulatory or infrastructure constraints may make it difficult or impossible for them 

to actually transact business electronically” (Payne 2002). Although the advantages accrued from E-

Commerce are well documented, studies of E-Commerce in LDCs are limited. Most developing 

country studies emanate from countries such as South Africa and China which are regarded as middle 

income countries compared to LDCs such as Tanzania. In addition, these studies do not present 

accurate context-specific interpretations of LDCs in Africa. Challenges and contextual experiences in 

LDCs differ significantly from other developing countries and these differences need to be taken into 

account. To this end, a more context specific framework is required to address E-Commerce studies in 

LDCs. 

This paper presents a conceptual framework drawn from a series of studies in literature. Most of the 

grounding work emanates from E-Commerce literature in developing countries as presented, for 

example, by Molla and Licker (2005). They note that E-Commerce in developing countries is classed 

into six phases depending on the extent or level of adoption: no E-Commerce; connected E-Commerce 

(e.g. basic email); static E-Commerce (e.g., simple website); interactive E-Commerce; transactive E-

Commerce; and integrated E-Commerce. With this classification, they note that E- Commerce has not 

been favourably received in LDCs with most SMEs in either the “no E-Commerce” stage or having 

just moved to the “static E-Commerce” stage. The next section highlights developments in the study of 

e-commerce adoption in developing countries.  

3 E-COMMERCE ADOPTION IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

Given the impact SMEs have on national development, and the need for them to utilise technology to 

participate in the global digital era, researchers have embarked on the quest for understanding factors 

affecting the adoption of technology by SMEs and consumers in developing countries. The results of 

the investigation have led to various dominant perspectives: the organizational imperative; innovation 

imperative; and environmental imperative respectively. For the organisational imperative, in SMEs the 

focus is on firm and owner characteristics. Whilst firm characteristics investigate factors such as 

specialization, functional differentiation, formalization, centralization, readiness, risk taking 

propensity, and innovativeness; owner characteristics seek to explain innovation adoption based on the 

innovativeness attributes of SME owners, their commitment to the innovation and IT background 

(Iskander et al 2001). An analysis of these factors leads to an evaluation of the degree to which an 

organization has the awareness, business resources, owner support and governance, human resource, 

technology resources and ICT expertise to adopt E-Commerce (Molla and Licker 2005). 

Environmental imperatives describe how external influences affect the motivations or barriers to adopt 

E-Commerce. These influences include pressure from trading partners; customer and potential 

customer demand for E-Commerce; dependency on other firms already using E-commerce; and other 

relevant change agents such as external vendors trying to sell an E-Commerce technology to the firm, 

or government and industry bodies trying to initiate growth in the adoption of E-Commerce (Grandon 

and Pearson 2004). An investigation of external factors leads to an indication of (i) market force 

readiness; (ii) government readiness; (iii) supporting industries readiness and (iv) competitive pressure 

to adopt E-commerce faced by organisations (Molla and Licker, 2005). 

Teo et al.’s, (2004) innovation characteristics can be added to these two perspectives. Innovation is 

portrayed as an idea, material, or artifact perceived to be new by the relevant unit of adoption 

(Agarwal and Prasad 1997). Innovation characteristics are usually analysed using technological 

models, such as diffusion of innovation (DOI) and technology acceptance (TAM) which explain why 

users accept or reject information technology or new innovations. In the case of SMEs, it is the 

owner’s perceptions of these characteristics that are deemed to impact on E-commerce adoption. 
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Innovation characteristics include relative advantage, compatibility, perceived costs and the image E-

commerce usage portrays.  

Integrating these studies yields a more comprehensive view of factors influencing E-Commerce 

adoption by SMEs as defined in Table 1. The factors in Table 1 alone do not explain how E-

Commerce shapes and is shaped by social structures employed by SMEs and the social context in 

which the SME operates. The table simply presents factors that may influence SMEs to adopt E-

Commerce, but fail to highlight how these factors shape and are shaped by structural properties 

inherent in the environment in which SMEs operate. Understanding structural properties necessitates 

the ability to understand the meaning individuals attach to E-Commerce and how they intend or are 

using it (Prasad and Heales 2008). We propose to use structuration theory to explore this interaction 

between E-Commerce and SMEs in LDCs. 

 

Table 1: E-Commerce Adoption Factors 

 

Perceived Organizational Factors 

 

Awareness (Molla & Licker, 2005) Represents perceptions of E-Commerce technologies, business models, 

requirements, benefits, threats and projections of future 

Business Resources (Molla & Licker 

2005) 

Includes the openness of organizational communication; risk taking 

behaviour, existing business relationships, and funding for e-commerce 

Owner Support (Molla & Licker, 

2005; Teo et al. 2004) 

Refers to having a clear-cut E-Commerce vision and strategy 

championed by the SME owner 

Governance (Molla & Licker, 2005) The strategic, tactical and operational model SMEs put in place to 

govern their business and E-Commerce initiatives 

Human Resources (Molla & Licker 

2005) 

Refers to the availability (accessibility) of employees with adequate 

experience and exposure to ICT and other skills needed for e-commerce 

ICT Expertise (Teo et al. 2004) Refers to whether an SME has sufficient expertise (knowledge or 

experience) to implement and maintain E-Commerce or not. 

Technology Resources (Molla & 

Licker 2005) 

Refers to the ICT base of an SME, the extent of computerization, 

existing systems and experience with network based applications 

 

Perceived External Factors 

 

Market forces (Molla & Licker 2005) The assessment that an SME’s business partners such as customers and 

suppliers allow for electronic conduct of business 

Government (Molla & Licker 2005) SME’s assessment of the preparation of the nation state and its various 

institutions to promote, support, facilitate and regulate E-Commerce 

Supporting Industries (Molla & 

Licker 2005) 

Refers to the assessment of the presence, development, service level and 

cost structure of support-giving institutions 

Competitive Pressure (Teo et al. 

2004, Premkunar & Roberts 1999) 

Refers to the nature of competition among potential adopting firms, that 

is, pressure to conform to industry standards or to competitor’s levels 

 

Perceived Innovation Factors 

 

Relative Advantage (Teo et al. 2004, 

Premkumar & Roberts 1999) 

Degree to which the technology or the innovation is perceived to be 

better and will enhance the SME’s performance. 

Compatibility (Teo et al. 2004,   

Grandon & Pearson 2004) 

The innovation’s consistency with the SME’s existing strategic 

objectives, values and norms, past experiences and needs. 

Perceived Cost (Teo et al. 2004) Benefits from the adoption of an innovation - commensurate with the 

costs associated with the adoption of the innovation 

Image (Agarwal & Prasad 1997) Captures the perception that using an innovation will contribute to 

enhancing the social status of a potential adopter. 
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4 STRUCTURATION THEORY  

4.1 Theory Overview 

Structuration theory was developed by Giddens (1984) to study social phenomena with the purpose of 

understanding how social institutions are produced and re-produced over time. These social 

institutions are a result of individuals whose actions simultaneously condition and are conditioned by 

structural properties in the social contexts. The produced actions tend to determine how the social 

system works leading to social practices that are routinized and recursive (Brooks 1997). 

In structuration theory, structures consist of three dimensions: signification, domination, and 

legitimation as depicted in Figure 1. Structures of signification describe prevailing institutional 

structures that yield meaning and understanding. These structures when applied, guide the way an 

individual behaves. Structures of legitimation are intended to validate specific behaviours, making 

sure that the actions of individuals are consistent with the goals and values of the organisation.  

Structures of domination regulate individual actions and behaviours so as to avoid possible sanctions 

associated with violations of the organisational rules and way of doing things (Chatterjee et al 2002).  

These dimensions are communicated through modalities of interpretive schemes, facilities, and norms 

(Jones and Karsten 2008). The facilities or resources are structured properties of social systems, drawn 

on and reproduced by knowledgeable individuals during their series of interactions. They are of two 

kinds: the authoritative resources, derived from the co-ordination of the activity of human agents; and 

allocative resources, derived from control of material products or aspects of the natural world 

(Giddens 1984). These resources become the basis for acquiring individual power and once 

legitimized, contribute to structures of domination. Norms are defined as techniques or generalizable 

procedures applied in the enactment/reproduction of social practices (Jones and Karsten 2008). They 

tend to constrain behaviour within acceptable limits and emerge from patterns of recurrent interaction 

between human agents based on personal notions of what is sanctioned (Pozzebon and Pinsonneault 

2001). 

 

Figure 1: The Dimensions of the Duality of Structure (adapted from Giddens 1984, p. 29) 

4.2 Rationale for the theory in LDCs 

Crenshaw and Robinson (2006) believe that variables such as the nature of the innovation, the mode of 

communication used, the variety of networks and links used to transmit the innovation, and the 

characteristics of the receiving society are important features in either aiding or hindering the spread 

of an innovation. They highlight that past research has concentrated on the innovation and the 

characteristics of receiving societies (i.e., structural conduciveness). However, these studies have 

concentrated in economies where structural conduciveness is significantly different from LDCs as 
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earlier indicated. An emphasis on structural conduciveness specifically for LDCs cannot be ignored 

because firstly “certain internal traits, like the existence of suitable markets for investment and output, 

are necessary before a nation launches toward the take-off’ stage of industrialization”; (Crenshaw and 

Robinson 2006); and secondly, the biggest challenge for enterprises in LDCs is not the technology 

aspect but the business culture and practice changes required to ensure successful adoption 

(UNCTAD, 2001). Thus the analysis of social institutions is an essential step in explaining E-

Commerce adoption and non adoption in LDCs. Social institutions encompass culture, practices and 

ways of behaviour which shape the way actors perceive and attach meaning to the technology. That is, 

actors use different meanings that they attach to the technology and the various features that they 

emphasize and use. It is therefore useful to understand the effect of this interaction (between 

individuals and technology) so as to identify areas requiring intervention before, during or after 

technology adoption. If possible interventions are required, actors need to perceive opportunities to 

exercise control, or more actively perceive that they have the capacity to make a difference. This 

capacity is connected with power because “the loss of the capacity to make a difference is also 

powerlessness” (Rose and Scheepers 2001; Rose 1998). The ability to possess power gives the actor 

the edge to enforce change in the social system. Thus organizations are not only shaped by technology 

alone but are also strongly influenced by social and political processes and by the actions of members 

of the organization (Pozzebon and Pinsonneault 2001). Structure is therefore activity-dependent and is 

both the medium and outcome of a process of ‘structuration’ - the production and reproduction of 

practices across time and space (Rose 1998). Against this background, structuration theory provides a 

vehicle for unveiling these structural properties (for example, culture and practices) so as to propagate 

E-Commerce adoption in LDCs.  

Based on the structuration and E-commerce literature, the next section maps the E-Commerce 

dimensions of Perceived Organizational, External and Innovation factors; to structuration dimensions 

of Signification, Domination and Legitimation. The mapping is necessary to ensure that we capture all 

structural properties in existence which have been missing in E-Commerce studies in SMEs in LDCs, 

and enlighten how E-Commerce should be propagated in LDCs to lead to more successful outcomes. 

5 MAPPING E-COMMERCE ADOPTION FACTORS TO 

STRUCTURATION THEORY 

5.1 Signification 

An organization’s properties (behavior and patterns) represent structures of signification (meaning) 

(Chu and Smithson 2003) which are communicated via interpretive schemes or stocks of knowledge 

that provide meaning and promote understanding, and serve as cognitive guides for individual action 

and behaviour (Rai et al 2009).  

5.1.1  Organizational Factors 

Organization’s properties are driven by the organization’s strategies, vision and goals as articulated by 

top management (Huff and Kelley 2005, Kao and Decou 2003). Through its strategy, the organization 

crafts patterns of activities which have an impact on the achievement of the organizational goals in 

relation to its environment (Hakansson and Snehota 2006). The patterns of activities consist of shared 

knowledge and organizing rules that guide social interaction and behaviour on the way business 

operations are conducted (Yuthas et al 2004). They become reinforced or changed through social 

interaction and environmental constraints or opportunities, as the organizational rules are reaffirmed or 

challenged through their use by human agents (Orlikowiski 1992). Chatterjee et al (2002) found that 

top management’s belief and commitment towards technology offers a strategic opportunity and 

serves as a powerful sign to the rest of the managerial community about the importance placed on the 

technology. Their interpretations and belief of the technology and how secure it is constitute structures 
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of signification. Top management commitment and technology belief therefore map to the SME owner 

support and technology resource components of Table 1 (see Figure 2). 

5.1.2 External Factors 

In order to be successful, an organization’s top management is always striving for a ‘‘fit’’ between the 

capabilities of the organization and the characteristics of the environment (in particular customers and 

competitors) (Hakansson and Snehota 2006). Gibbs et al (2002) posit that adoption of E-Commerce by 

organization is driven by forces in the environment, both at a global and national level. At a global 

level, Gibbs et al. (2002) deduce that a country’s integration in global production networks, the 

presence of multinational corporations, and the extent of trade liberalization are all factors that 

increase the level of global competition and therefore the pressure for countries to adopt E-Commerce 

as a means of reducing costs and/or expanding markets. At a national level, factors such as presence of 

an IT labour force and general IT literacy are enabling condition for E-Commerce. How an 

organisation perceives the environment is important because the perception translates into beliefs and 

the meaning they consequently attach to, for example, organization business partners’ (customers and 

suppliers) benevolence and integrity (adhering to sets of principles such as honesty and keeping 

promises), political leadership, and the extent to which the business environment is conducive for 

technology adoption (availability of support-giving institutions such as telecommunications, financial, 

trust enablers and the IT industry) (Wang and Benbasat 2008). Whilst people assess each other’s 

behaviour and performance during an interaction to determine their trustworthiness (Wang and 

Benbasat 2008); organizations assess market forces, and the supplier’s behaviour and performance in 

particular during an interaction in order to form trust. Thus structures of signification are also 

represented by external factors as documented in Figure 2. 

5.1.3 Innovation Factors 

In addition to organizational and external factors, Innovation factors have also an impact on structures 

of signification. They are attached to owner’s perceptions of the degree to which the technology or the 

innovation will enhance the organizations performance, decrease transactional delays, and result in 

improved efficiencies and communication with business partners (Teo et al. 2004, Grandon and 

Pearson 2004). These perceptions translate into beliefs and meaning that actors consequently attach to 

the innovation, which could translate to willingness to adopt the innovation (E-Commerce). 

5.2 Domination 

Structures of domination are provided by structures that enforce established institutional rules to 

regulate actions and behaviours of individuals (Rai et al 2009, Chu and Smithson 2003). These include 

issues of power which are part and parcel of human interaction through providing organizational 

capabilities for humans to accomplish outcomes (Orlikowski 1992). Power involves the exploitation of 

resources present in the context (Rose 1998).  

5.2.1 Organisational Factors 

Organizations have been linked to structures of domination “where power and domination refer to a 

collective capacity to act” (Xavier 1996). Organizations and their members have the ability to act 

using the available resources in order to facilitate the realization of specific social goals or objectives. 

The realization of such goals, according to Yuthas et al. (2004) results in the manifestation of power 

by agents controlling the resources (both allocative and authoritative). Whilst allocative resources 

have been linked to finances (Rai et al 2009, Kao and Decou 2003) and technology availability (Kao 

and Decou 2003, Rose and Scheepers 2001); authoritative resources have mainly been linked to ICT 

related technology awareness, commitment from management (the ability of the organization to 

arrange sufficient funding to support the technology to be adopted), and the extent to which IT 

innovativeness, in general, is desirable and pursued in the organization and across a country (Barzilai-
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Nahon and Scholl 2004). Against this background, structures of domination are mapped to 

organisational factors as depicted in Figure 2.  

5.2.2 External Factors 

Environmental variables play a pivotal role in producing structures of domination because “human 

activity is dependent on the existence of the environment” (Woodgate and Redclift 1998). 

Organizations that have access and control over scarce resources tend to be more dominant in the 

business industry than those that do not, even though the forms of domination differ (Hambrick 1981). 

Apart from accessibility to resources, organizations need to perceive structural assurance both in the 

technology (innovation factors) and the environment at both global and national level in order to 

utilise the opportunity to invest in the E-Commerce venture (Wang and Benbasat 2008). Structural 

assurance refers to the degree to which actors believe that institutional structures such as contracts, 

guarantees and legal protections encourage trust by providing a safe operating environment to promote 

innovation success (Sha 2009). Existing institutional structures have a significant impact on actors’ 

beliefs and intentions and can lead to either adoption or non adoption of E-Commerce (Pavlou 2002). 

Huang et al (2006) and McKnight et al (2004) affirm that structural assurance influence actors’ trust 

beliefs and trust intention, and consequently, affects their behavioural intention to use the innovation. 

Thus organizations that have confidence in the institutional structures (structural safety or 

favourability of the setting) are easily inclined to take the opportunity to venture into E-Commerce. 

This is not to say that they will always be inclined to adopt E-Commerce. On the contrary, 

organizations may decide not to adopt (even though there exist structural assurances) because of their 

values and internal political processes or because of their assessments of their relative strengths and 

weaknesses (Hambrick 1981). 

5.2.3 Innovation Factors 

An organisation’s perceptions of the technology play a role in producing structures of domination. The 

owners perceive power when they can foresee further advantages (resources) from their environment 

such as acquiring a competitive advantage in the industry if the technology will enhance the 

organisation’s operations and performance (Chatterjee et al 2002). For example, if E-Commerce 

adoption will be compatible with existing systems, and is able to address inherent challenges of local 

content to curb the multilingualism problem, then that is perceived as a resource.  

5.3 Legitimation 

Structures of legitimization are established by organizational conventions that validate whether certain 

behaviors are desirable and congruent with the goals and values of the organization or not (Rai et al 

2009). They define appropriate procedures and protocols which are articulated and sustained through 

rituals, socialization practices, and tradition; and of which if not adhered to, may invoke sanctions 

(Jones and Karsten 2008). These procedures and protocols, evolve over time, and are created, 

reinforced, changed, and dismantled by human action (Chu and Smithson 2003).  

5.3.1 Organizational Factors 

Structures of legitimization in an organization are as result of people’s (employees) social practices, 

which become routinised, established and legitimized by organizational actors (specifically, top 

management), who have the ability to legitimize the willingness of managers to expend their time and 

energy in making sense of technology, exploring ways in which the technology’s functionality could 

be leveraged into the business processes and activities, and justifying the viability of specific 

technology oriented projects (Chatterjee et al 2002). Top management are key responsible agents for 

ensuring that strategic, tactical and operational rules to govern their business activities and E-

Commerce initiatives are in place. Thus in a SME context, owner support and their ability to govern 

the organization are factors that map to structures of legitimization as documented in Figure 2.  
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5.3.2 External Factors 

Structures of legitimation refer to moral codes (norms) which help determine what can be sanctioned 

in human interaction (Rose and Scheepers 2001). An organisation naturally experiences these codes of 

conduct (norms) as explicated from the external environment. These norms include copyright 

protection laws, privacy and security protocols designed to promote legal certainty, trust and reliability 

of the technology (Rai et al 2009). In addition, there is pressure for organizations to conform to 

industry standards or to a competitor’s level of technology (Bayo-Morione and Lera-Lopez 2007, Teo 

et al. 2004, Castleman and Chin 2002). Figure 2 summarizes the mapping of Legitimation to E-

Commerce adoption factors. 

6 DISCUSSION 

The conceptual framework from the mapping of the E-Commerce dimensions to the structuration 

dimensions is presented in Figure 3. The framework presents researchers with a way of investigating 

how E-Commerce shapes and is shaped by the social structures employed by SMEs in LDCs. That is, 

it provides a way of examining the impacts of both social structures and institutional factors on the 

extent of E-Commerce adoption in SMEs in LDCs. This understanding is critical in identifying novel 

ways of ensuring E-Commerce adoption amongst SMEs in LDCs. 

The framework identifies how the three critical dimensions (organisational, external and innovation) 

for E-Commerce adoption shape the thinking and interpretation of SME owners. The interpretations 

are based on interpretive schemas of, just to mention a few, strategy (whether the E-Commerce 

strategy matches the organisation’s strategy, vision and goals); beliefs (having same beliefs with and 

about the suppliers and consumers with regard to E-Commerce and its implications); and structural 

assurance (having the guarantee that the business environment is secure and conducive for E-

Commerce transactions). The interpretive schemes are communicated via written documents, for 

example organisation strategies; unwritten statements that the organisation and the business context 

operates in; meetings with business partners, E-Commerce and ICT experts in the industry, and 

government policies and regulations; or unspoken or uttered means such as gestures. 

Structures of domination are drawn from a pool of Facilities from which the SME owner draws 

necessary resources to implement the E-Commerce venture.  For example, a positive owner’s 

perception of the internal organisation capabilities and his or her commitment to implement E-

Commerce is a resource.  In this regard, the owner sees him or herself as having the capacity to 

successfully initiate an E-Commerce venture. However, if the owner’s interpretation is that the 

resources lie with other external parties, this would limit their intentions to adopt E-Commerce. For 

example, having either organisational or country policy regulations that do not favour E-Commerce 

implementation could leave the owner with limited enthusiasm to venture into E-Commerce. These 

regulations and social ways of doing things, (either documented or not), present structures of 

Legitimation and result in penalties if not adhered to. For example, if SMEs perceive that their 

governments does not pay attention to core E-Commerce legal regulations of E-contracting/transaction 

laws; E-signature laws; and other auxiliary legal issues such as laws protecting parties, transactions, 

systems and data; then the SME would perceive the possibility of “sanctions” from customers who 

will not shop online due to security, trust and privacy related issues. If they do continue to operate 

online, and a breach of security occurs, consumers could file legal actions against them. To avoid 

these consequences and risks brought about by lack of structural assurance, SME owners would 

probably rather not venture into E-Commerce. 

The maturity level (from no E-Commerce at all, to integrated level of E-Commerce in the 

organisation) of E-Commerce adoption in SMEs (Molla and Licker, 2005) may be represented by the 

time that the organisation took to arrive at this level.  We incorporated this dimension into the 

conceptual framework because structuration theory allows one to capture the time-space dimension. 

The time-space dimension is critical in this framework as it allows one to look at each SME 
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individually, with its own structural properties and growth. Although there could be generic structural 

properties affecting all SMEs, there could also be unique structural properties, depending on the level 

at which an SME is at. Each SME should thus be seen as unique in order to assess structural properties 

that play a significant role in shaping behaviour towards E-Commerce. 

 

 

Figure 2: Conceptual Framework of E-commerce in SMEs in LDCs 

7 CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK 

E-Commerce studies in LDCs have been few, and are typically generalised from other developing 

country contexts. LDCs are a category of states that portray different characteristics from other 

developing countries and thus face specific challenges. To understand these characteristics which are 

at the heart of whether SMEs in LDCs will adopt E-Commerce or not, a thorough understanding of 

technology adoption and structural behaviour and patterns of SMEs in LDCs is required. This paper 

presented a conceptual framework that allows for the identification of these underlying structural 

activities and institutional properties that breed challenges towards E-Commerce in SMEs in LDCs. 

The framework facilitates a comprehensive understanding of the social structures and human action in 

the context of E-Commerce. It calls for the need to investigate current business practices which could 

provide insight into internal structural properties of signification, domination and legitimation. This 

investigation could lend us an understanding on intentions to adopt and continue to use E-Commerce.  
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Future work will apply the conceptual framework to investigate the E-Commerce phenomena in SMEs 

in LDCs with the intent of uncovering structural frameworks and social practices of SMEs; and how 

SMEs interact to produce and reproduce social structures that either promote or inhibit E-Commerce 

activities. 
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