Small Business Owner Engagement in E-Commerce: A Process Model
These questions are based on the following model (key terms are in italics):

A small business owner operator (SBO) becomes aware of the possibilities of e-commerce. 
SBOs have expectations from e-commerce while becoming engaged in e-commerce by thinking about it, trying it out, perhaps creating a partial website of some sort.  
Engagement can extend even to learning the tools and creating the entire website.  
Engagement is an expenditure of the SBO’s time and psychic energy; it entails attention and some emotional investment.  
SBOs also invest money in e-commerce by hiring consultants, purchasing equipment and software, renting space on web servers, contracting for the development and operation of websites, etc.  
SBOs can also disengage and disinvest by withdrawing their interest and time or their money from an e-commerce venture.  
Ideas for e-commerce are innovations for the SBO and come from the SBO and others, including customers, spouses, friends, competitors, etc.  
SBOs have continuous feedback as a result of their engagement and this shapes decisions to continue that engagement, to become more engaged or to disengage and/or disinvest. 
Being engaged in e-commerce has some implications for how SBOs think about their businesses and their business models.  
In addition, being engaged in e-commerce has implications for the personal lives of the SBOs because engagement has opportunity costs.








Goal of the Research
Overriding Goal: To use e-commerce as a means of rejuvenating the spirit of “downtown”.  Since e-commerce can act globally while being located anywhere, why not downtown, where there is already a population expert in commerce?

Derivative Goal: To find out if individual choices to engage in e-commerce are dictated by the process of engagement.

General Goal: To understand the engagement process, not only from the point of view of a business (such as revenue and expenses) but also how being involved with e-commerce changes things for SBOs and other small businesses?
Specific Goals:  There are general benefits of adopting e-commerce to business, but what are the benefits of personal engagement in e-commerce by SBOs?  Are these benefits similar to, analogous to, or the same as those from traditional commerce?  How do SBOs become aware of and learn to extract these benefits through engagement and what are the tradeoffs for SBOs?
Below is a list of questions generated by this model.

1. How do SBOs become aware of e-commerce?

2. What motivates an SBO to engage in e-commerce? 

3. What goes on in the minds of innovative SBOs as they do this?  

4. What forms of activity or commitment does that engagement take?

5. What are the emotional aspects of this engagement?

6. Where do the innovations come from?  What spurs them?

7. How do engaged SBOs decide when and what to contract to others?

8. What barriers are there to the various forms of engagement?

9. What are the costs of these forms of engagement?  The risks?

10. Whom do engaged SBOs consult for help and why?

11. What determines the level of expenditure in time and $ that SBOs invest in e-commerce?

12. How do SBOs measure the return on their investment in e-commerce?

13. When SBOs wish to lower the engagement or investment level, what leads to this decision?

14. What facets of engagement or investment are the easiest to decide upon?  The hardest?  Why?

15. What facets of disengagement or disinvestment are the easiest to decide on?  The hardest? Why?

16. How does engagement or investment in e-commerce spur SBOs to rethink their business plans?  

17. What aspects of the business plan are most susceptible to this rethinking and why?
18. What expectations do SBOs have of the results of their engagement and investment in e-commerce?  Where do these expectations come from?  Do they change over time?
19. What forces in the business environment reinforce these expectations?  What forces work to lower or negate these expectations?

20. Which of these forces is the strongest or weakest in shaping SBOs’ expectations of e-commerce:  relations with buyers, relations with suppliers, existing competitors, potential new competitors, other?

21. For an engaged SBO, what events have shaped decisions to continue to be engaged or to disengage?
22. Are there stages of engagement and/or disengagement?
23. What constitutes “satisfaction” with engagement?  What are the rewards?

24. Are there individual or demographic characteristics that distinguish engaged from nonengaged SBOs?

25. What effects do engaged SBOs have on employees, customers, investors and other stakeholders with regard to e-commerce?

26. Where do engaged SBOs get their information about e-commerce from?

27. Where do engaged SBOs get their training in e-commerce?

28. What are the tradeoffs?  What do SBOs give up when they become engaged in various e-commerce activities?

29. What other people are significant players in maintaining engagement by SBOs in e-commerce? (eg. Tech providers, spouses, mentors, customers)

30. Do engaged SBOs communicate among themselves?

31. What opportunities are there for SBO partnerships?

32. What aspects of e-commerce are the most satisfying to engaged SBOs? 

33. What aspects of e-commerce are the least satisfying to engaged SBOs? 

34. What are the personal benefits of engagement to SBOs?  

35. Which commercial or economic or business benefits of engagement are most important to SBOs?
36. What spurs personal disengagement and is this completely correlated with disinvestment?

37. What is the cost of disengagement?  How is disengagement accomplished?  Is disengagement a negative process or are there benefits to the SB and the SBO?

38. Is there a process of disengagement mirroring the process of engagement or can this process not be “rolled back”?

39. Does engagement in e-commerce differ in some major way from engagement in traditional commerce?

40. What are the personal costs (i.e., to personal life) of engagement in e-commerce?  What are the benefits?

41. How are these costs manifested?  What do SBOs do about these costs?

42. How are the benefits manifested?  How do SBOs go about cashing in on those benefits?

43. What are the direct implications of short-term and long-term engagement in e-commerce to SBOs for their personal lives?

44. What do the role-players within the SBO supply chain think about the SBO’s engagement in e-commerce?  Do they see it as positive or negative and how are these views manifested?

45. What other role-players are interested in the SBO’s engagement in e-commerce?  Specifically, are banks, regulators, and others off the value chain interested in the SBO’s engagement in e-commerce?

46. If a previously engaged SBO becomes disengaged, is this information of interest to any role players in previous questions?  
47. When and SBO engages in e-commerce, what, if any, are the spill-over effects to that portion of the business that remains “bricks and mortar”?  Are there any positive or negative implications on the rest of the business (ROB)?

48. With whom will an engaged SBO exchange information about the engagement?  What effects will this have?

49. What are the physical manifestations of engagement in e-commerce (for example, setting aside space, bringing in of computers, more working at home)?

The model below shows a static view of e-commerce engagement:






The model below illustrates where we’re taking this research:
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SBOs become engaged by EC in a number of ways that we can research
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