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The importance of digital marketing is indisputable both in the academic and managerial worlds, 

yet the academic research on digital marketing adoption and its usage in early-stage SMEs is still 

in its infancy. More in-depth knowledge on how early-stage SMEs adopt digital marketing is 

necessary. Previous research focused on SMEs has studied their adoption of similar technologies, 

research on digital marketing usage also exists, but it is focused on large corporations. The main 

objective of this study is to increase the current knowledge that specifically concerns digital 

marketing and its adoption by early-stage SMEs. This contribution is made by diving deep into 

the digital marketing adoption process of early-stage SMEs, the challenges faced by the CEOs 

during this process, and what they anticipate for the future. 

 

This qualitative research was carried out through a multiple-case study approach, involving 

seven early-stage SMEs located in Finland. The data were collected via semi-structured 

interviews with the CEOs of the case companies, the data were later analyzed through thematic 

analysis with an abductive approach. The findings indicate that early-stage SMEs tend to have 

an informal and ad hoc adoption of digital marketing. The lack of strategic objectives makes it 

difficult for these companies to take full advantage of digital marketing and reap its benefits.  



 

The study also found that despite the challenges posed by limited resources and financial 

constraints, early-stage SMEs can still utilize both inbound and outbound marketing strategies 

to support the organization’s goals and growth, but to do so, CEOs must first be willing to adopt 

digital marketing, recognize its importance, and prioritize it as a crucial part of the company's 

operations. CEOs must also gain a clear understanding of what marketing entails and 

differentiate its role from that of sales. By shifting their perspective from a sales-oriented 

approach towards a value-based approach, CEOs will be able to set strategic marketing 

objectives that align with the company’s goals and supports its growth. Furthermore, it is 

necessary for these early-stage companies to deeply understand their target audience before 

implementing digital marketing. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

This chapter provides an overview of the study. First, the background of the study is introduced. 

Following, the literature review reveals the existing knowledge gathered on the topic.  Based on 

the research gap found in the literature, the objectives of this study and research questions are 

presented. Then, the definitions of the most important concepts and the theoretical framework 

are explained. Finally, the chapter concludes by discussing the research methodology, 

delimitations, and the structure of the study. 

 

1.1. Background 

Even before the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic came to existence, plenty of 

discussions about technology, globalization, and digitalization were already in place. The 21st 

century brought a whole new era of rapid technological advancements, economic growth, and 

increasing entrepreneurial activity (Zahra, 2021). Our society has been completely 

revolutionized by the fast development of new technologies (Brey, 2018; Dwivedi et al., 2020). 

Technologies such as the Internet and social media have radically transformed the way humans 

behave and communicate, not only at a personal level but also professionally (Dwivedi et al., 

2020; Melović et al., 2020; Taylor, 2018). This holds true for companies as well; the Internet has 

become a key tool, if not the most important tool, for businesses with the rise of e-commerce 

(Dwivedi et al., 2020; Melović et al., 2020). 

 

Digital tools have become indispensable in the everyday life of modern societies, and the 

utilization of online platforms such as social media have reshaped how consumers and 

companies interact with one another (Jacobson et al., 2020; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; Tiago 

& Veríssimo, 2014). Recently compiled statistics indicated that as of January 2021, the Internet 

had over 4.66 billion active users, which equals 59% of the total global population (Statista, 

2021a). Last year, the total number of social media users worldwide exceeded 4 billion and it is 

estimated that within the next years this number will continue to increase, reaching more than 

5.16 billion users by 2024 (Statista, 2021b).  
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The global daily average time spent on the Internet per capita has increased by 156% in the past 

decade (Statista, 2019a). Last year alone, the time spent on social media per day averaged 145 

minutes (Statista, 2021c), and it is forecasted that by 2021 people will spend around 192 minutes 

browsing the Internet each day (Statista, 2019a). With the staggering amount of time people 

spend browsing the Internet and social media, and the dramatic increase in online shopping 

(Statista, 2017; Statista, 2020a), it is imperative that companies adapt and evolve to the 

preferences, habits, and needs of customers if they want to thrive.  

 

Although the discussions on digitalization and the use of digital tools in business are not new, 

academic literature has not paid sufficient attention to their development, only recently 

beginning to address in more depth the topics of digitalization and digital transformation 

(Verhoef et al., 2021). Even more so when it relates to how small- and medium-sized enterprises 

(SMEs) in their early stages adopt and use these modern digital technologies, such as digital 

marketing (Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018a).  

 

With the increasing awareness of the enormous importance of digitalization and e-commerce in 

the last few years (Parviainen et al., 2017; Reis et al., 2018), it is impossible to overlook the 

impact that emerging innovations have on our daily lifestyles and our world’s economy. There 

is no doubt that innovative technologies are reshaping the business world and that organizations 

must innovate their practices if they want to be successful, this is especially crucial for those 

companies in their early stages.  

 

This study explores this phenomenon by studying early-stage SMEs located in Finland, that are 

currently adopting and creating their digital marketing strategies. The main purpose of the study 

is to bring awareness to the understudied but very important topic of the adoption of digital 

marketing by early-stage SMEs, which has become particularly relevant now that the global 

COVID-19 pandemic has further pushed humanity and businesses to transition towards a digital 

world. 
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1.2. Literature Review 

Digital marketing is an essential component of the digital transformation modern businesses are 

undergoing, hence its vital importance for companies today. Digital marketing is defined by 

Heidi Taylor (2018, p. 27) as: “the marketing of products or services through the use of digital 

technologies”. Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick (2019, p. 9) define digital marketing as “achieving 

marketing objectives through applying digital media, data, and technology”. Although in a very 

simplistic way digital marketing can simply be thought of as just promoting products and 

services through digital channels, in actuality, digital marketing has become much more than 

that (Kannan & Li, 2017). Digital marketing has become a constantly evolving concept, and it 

comprises a myriad of marketing practices and strategies that are of vital importance for 

businesses today (Kannan & Li, 2017; Kotler et al., 2017; Lusch, 2007; Royle & Liang, 2014; 

Sokolova & Titova, 2019; Tiago and Veríssimo, 2014; Wymbs, 2011).  

 

There has been considerable attention in academia towards digital marketing and its adoption 

and usage by large organizations, however, little is known about the adoption and usage of digital 

by SMEs, especially those in their early stages (Alford & Page, 2015; AlSharji et al., 2018; 

Dahnil et al., 2014; Ritz et al., 2019). SMEs differ from big organizations in multiple aspects, 

the marketing reality of these small companies is completely different from that of larger 

organizations, and thus, digitalization is a greater challenge for them (AlSharji et al., 2018; Kraus 

et al., 2019; Räisänen & Tuovinen, 2020; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). In fact, the literature 

suggests that the traditional marketing theory is often not even appropriate for small companies 

(Reijonen, 2010; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). 

 

Marketing techniques employed by early-stage SMEs tend to be informal and impromptu, and 

oftentimes they are not even aligned with marketing theory’s best practices (Parrott et al., 2010; 

Reijonen, 2010; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). Additionally, marketing in early-stage SMEs is 

characterized by having a strong focus on sales with the main goal of creating awareness of the 

firm and increasing the sales of its products or services, hence, the difference between marketing 

and sales is usually quite vague for these small companies (Reijonen, 2010; Taiminen & 

Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018a). Ritz and colleagues (2019) argue that compared to 
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larger organizations, SMEs have different technology adoption rates and speeds, which calls for 

academic research that is specific to SMEs and their digital marketing adoption processes. 

 

SMEs are an extremely important part of our world’s economy (Bocconcelli et al., 2018). The 

European Commission (2020a) states that 99% of all European companies are SMEs —of which 

93% are micro-enterprises. The more than 25 million SMEs are the foundation that supports the 

entire European economy; these companies employ around 100 million people, providing two 

out of three jobs, and supplying Europe with more than half of its total gross domestic product 

(GDP) (European Commission, 2020a). SMEs not only provide value to the economy, but they 

also bring innovative solutions to important social and environmental challenges. SMEs are thus, 

essential to the development, prosperity, and welfare of society, and their importance should not 

be neglected (Ibid, 2020a). For these reasons, this study is focused on SMEs, particularly those 

in their early stages. 

 

Even though digital marketing can be considered of the utmost significance in the survival, 

growth, and sustainable success of SMEs, it seems that most small companies do not take full 

advantage of it (Alford & Page, 2015; AlSharji et al., 2018, Gilmore et al., 2007; Taiminen & 

Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018a; Wilson & Makau, 2018). SMEs are faced with countless 

challenges, especially in their early years when they must have the ability to recognize and hunt 

opportunities in the market, adapt to fast-paced and uncertain environments, and outperform 

competitors; all of this with limited financial and human resources, and little market share due 

to their small customer base (AlSharji et al., 2018; Teixeira et al., 2018a; Ritz et al., 2019).  

 

Digital tools are particularly important for early-stage SMEs to be able to prosper in such 

unfavorable circumstances, gaining recognition, market share, and ultimately competitive 

advantage (Teixeira et al., 2018a, Ritz et al., 2019). According to the existing academic literature, 

this is what digital marketing embodies for SMEs, an innovative and crucial technology to boost 

their development and improve their performance by allowing them to reach new and more 

markets across borders that would otherwise be out of reach without the Internet and a globalized 

world (Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018a).  
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However, with the limited resources SMEs possess in their early years, these small companies 

often appear to have a lack of knowledge and understanding of digital marketing. Consequently, 

SMEs also tend to lack technical skills and expertise, which impedes them to fully take advantage 

of the potential benefits of using digital marketing. (AlSharji et al., 2018; Kraus et al., 2019; 

Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018a.) This situation is worsened due to the 

limited financial backing of SMEs, which makes them particularly wary and even reluctant to 

invest in technological innovations as they might not have the resources nor expertise required 

to manage any problems that might arise afterward (AlSharji et al., 2018; Woschke et al., 2017). 

 

Digital marketing gives SMEs the ability to promote their brands and products or services 

globally at a very reduced cost and in an extremely fast amount of time (Teixeira et al., 2018a, 

Ritz et al., 2019), this is especially beneficial for early-stage SMEs which, as already stated, have 

a very small margin for error (Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018a).  Although 

it is undeniable that digital marketing promises great benefits for the competitiveness, growth, 

and accelerated success of early-stage SMEs, they struggle to keep up with digital developments 

and exploit the full potential of innovations and new digital tools, consequently missing lots of 

the benefits (Ritz et al., 2019; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018a).  

 

The huge importance of digital marketing is obvious both in the academic and managerial 

worlds, yet the academic research on digital marketing adoption and usage in early-stage SMEs 

is still in its infancy (Alford & Page, 2015; Pradhan et al., 2018; Ritz et al., 2019; Taiminen & 

Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018a). There are previous studies on SMEs and their adoption 

of similar technologies (Teixeira et al., 2018a), or research on digital marketing usage but by 

larger firms (AlSharji et al., 2018; Ritz et al., 2019). However, this study seeks to contribute to 

the development of knowledge that specifically concerns the adoption process of digital 

marketing by early-stage SMEs, since not enough is known about the usage and challenges 

SMEs face when adopting digital innovations and technologies —such as digital marketing. 

Several studies recognize a knowledge gap on the adoption and usage of digital channels in the 

marketing of SMEs (Alford & Page, 2015; AlSharji et al., 2018; Pradhan et al., 2018; Ritz et al., 

2019; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018a). Building more in-depth knowledge 

on how early-stage SMEs adopt digital marketing is indeed much needed and valuable. 
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1.3. Objectives and Research Questions 

The main objective of this study is to help in filling the knowledge gap concerning the adoption 

of digital marketing by early-stage SMEs. To do so, the study examines the adoption of digital 

marketing by early-stage SMEs located in Finland. Since early-stage SMEs often have limited 

resources, another goal of this study is to provide these firms with valuable knowledge on the 

most relevant elements of their adoption process, with hopes that this helps them have a better 

understanding and consequently a more fruitful use of their resources regarding their technology 

adoption processes, and more precisely that of digital marketing. Finally, this study also aims to 

gain a better understanding of how the recent events in the world have affected the adoption of 

digital marketing by these companies, as well as their future plans. 

 

To achieve the objectives of this study, the main research question has been formed as: 

 

RQ: How do early-stage Finnish SMEs adopt digital marketing?  

 

Four additional research sub-questions were designed to support the main research question. The 

research sub-questions provide crucial knowledge regarding the adoption process of digital 

marketing by the case companies. These additional questions are set forth as: 

 

SRQ1: How is digital marketing perceived by the CEO of an early-stage SME?  

 

SRQ2: What is the purpose and usage of digital marketing in early-stage SMEs?  

 

SRQ3: What are the main challenges faced by the CEO of an early-stage SME when 

adopting digital marketing?  

 

SRQ4: What has the impact of COVID-19 been for early-stage SMEs and their future 

plans? 
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1.4. Concept Definitions 

In this section, the most relevant concepts used throughout the study are explained to the reader. 

Given that there are no official and globally established definitions for these concepts, the 

objective of describing them is to establish the definition under which these concepts will be 

used in this study. The following definitions are based on current academic literature, which has 

also been used in the literature review and theoretical chapters of this study.   

 

Innovation 

The concept of innovation has been used widely and in many diverse ways (Damanpour & 

Aravind, 2012; King, 1992). Given this diversity, it is important to clarify the exact meaning of 

the concept in this study. Since the focus is on the process of adopting digital marketing as an 

innovation, this study uses a definition in which innovation is regarded not as an object but rather 

as an idea, that of reinventing processes and adopting new technologies and tools within an 

organization to improve its current situation.  

 

Thus, innovation in this study, as defined by Nigel King (1992, p. 90) is “the sequence of 

activities through which a new element is introduced into a social unit with the intention of 

benefiting the unit, some part of it, or the wider society. The element does not need to be entirely 

novel or unfamiliar to the members of the unit, but it must involve some discernible change or 

challenge to the status quo”. 

 

Adoption 

Frambach and Schillewaert (2002, p. 163) define adoption in a straightforward manner such as 

“the decision of an individual or organization to make use of an innovation”. This study uses this 

definition and further builds upon it by incorporating the perspective of Straub (2009, p. 626). 

Adoption, therefore, is the series of decisions and actions individuals or organizations go through 

when they first start using an innovation and subsequently accept or reject said innovation. 
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Digital Marketing 

In this study, digital marketing will be defined in a holistic manner with a definition such as the 

one given by Kannan and Li (2017, p. 23): digital marketing is “an adaptive, technology-enabled, 

process by which firms collaborate with customers and partners to jointly create, communicate, 

deliver, and sustain value for all stakeholders”. 

 

Inbound Marketing 

Inbound marketing is a business approach in which businesses attract customers by providing 

tailored content and experiences that are valuable to them, creating connections that customers 

themselves are seeking in order to solve their current problems (Hubspot, 2021). As defined by 

Hubspot (2021), inbound marketing is a methodology or a way to grow an organization by 

building meaningful, long-lasting relationships with customers by adding value to their lives and 

empowering them to reach their goals at any stage of their journey. 

 

Outbound Marketing 

Outbound marketing is a type of marketing that is intrusive and interruptive by nature, which 

advertises products irrespective of the needs and interests of the customers (Jamil & Almunawar, 

2021). It is a strategy through which products or services are presented and advertised to 

customers even if they are not looking for them (Dakouan et al., 2019, p. 1). In this study, 

outbound marketing is defined as done by Rancati and colleagues (2015, p. 235): “outbound 

marketing is interruption-based marketing, perceived as the traditional model of product 

promotion in which people have to stop what they are doing to pay attention to the marketing 

message or deal with it in some other way”.   

 

Small- and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) 

While no universally accepted definition of small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) exists, 

for this study which researches SMEs located in Finland, the definition given by the European 

Commission will be used. The European Commission (2020b) classifies SMEs into three 

different categories: medium-sized, small, and micro. This study is focused on companies with 

fewer than 10 employees and an annual turnover or balance sheet that does not surpass €2 

million, these are defined by the European Commission as micro-enterprises (Ibid, 2020b). 
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The research focused only on micro-enterprises is rather limited (Alford & Page, 2015; Faherty 

& Stephens, 2016; Gherhes et al., 2016), therefore the literature review and theoretical chapters 

in this study are based on academic literature on SMEs. Besides SMEs, literature on new 

ventures and startups was also gathered and used throughout this research, since the focus is on 

early-stage small companies. Thus, in this study, unless a distinction is made, references to SMEs 

will allude to the EU’s definition of micro-enterprises and those that are in their early stages.  

 

Early-stage 

The term “early-stage” is usually used to describe a startup business venture (Bachher & Guild, 

1996), more specifically, the startup development phase that generally precedes the rapid growth 

phase in a company’s lifecycle (Gordon, 2021). Early-stage companies can be characterized as 

having limited resources, revenue, sales, and market share (Ibid, 2021). Companies in this early 

stage tend to face high levels of uncertainty (Dodge & Robbins, 1992).  

 

In 2019, the median age of startups in an early stage seeking funding was three and a half years 

(PitchBook, 2020). Although early-stage companies are not defined by their age but rather by 

the stage in which they are in their lifecycle, since there is no official definition of an early-stage 

company, in this study, early-stage SMEs refer to companies no older than five years since their 

foundation.  

 

Chief Executive Officer (CEO) 

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary (n.d.) defines Chief Executive Officer (CEO) as “the executive 

with the chief decision-making authority in an organization or business”. The CEO plays an 

extremely important role in any company, but her/his importance is even more noticeable in 

early-stage SMEs (Galasso & Simcoe, 2011). For this study, it is particularly important to note 

this fact, as research shows that in these early-stage companies, the CEO is usually the main 

decision-maker (Thong & Yap, 1995). Therefore, in this study, the CEO denotes the main 

decision-maker within a company. 
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1.5. Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework provides clarity on the overall structure of the theory chapters of this 

study. Its goal is to present the different theoretical perspectives used by the researcher and to 

serve as the foundation that describes the phenomenon of the study, its related concepts, and the 

areas that require additional research.  

 

Since this research studies the process of the adoption of digital marketing in the context of early-

stage SMEs, and the main objective is to understand the processes of innovation-decision making 

and the adoption of new technologies, the study relies on two theories: The Innovation Diffusion 

Theory (IDT) by Everett Rogers (1995) and the Technology Adoption Model (TAM) model by 

Viswanath Venkatesh and Fred Davis (1996). The former theory, IDT, will serve the purpose of 

explaining the different stages that take place when adopting innovations, it will also help to 

identify the elements that might affect this adoption process. The latter theory, TAM, will be 

used to complement the literature on innovation adoption. This theory serves the objective of 

helping understand the user’s —in this case, the CEOs— perception, intention, and actual usage 

when adopting a new technology, —in this case, digital marketing. 

 

The usage of the IDT and the TAM together is extensive across studies in many different fields, 

as they are complementary theories that help understand the technology adoption phenomenon 

more deeply (Zhou, 2008). Along with Roger’s (1995) IDT five stages, the theoretical 

framework of this study combines Venkatesh and Davis’ (1996) TAM to dig deeper into the 

user’s perception and intention to use digital marketing. Finally, in order to holistically combine 

both aforementioned theories, the theoretical framework created in this study uses Zaltman and 

colleagues' (1973) stages to unify and simplify the theoretical framework.  

 

The aforementioned theories have been combined and serve as the basis and inspiration for the 

final theoretical framework of this study, which consists of four main themes: Conceptualization, 

Adoption Process, Challenges, and Anticipated Future. Please refer to Figure 1 for a visualization 

of the theoretical framework of this study. 
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DIGITAL MARKETING 
                             

In the context of early-stage SMEs from the perspective of the CEO 
 

 

Figure 1. Theoretical framework of the study. 

 

1.6. Research Methodology 

This study aims to shed light on the phenomenon of digital marketing adoption by early-stage 

SMEs. For this, the methodology used in the study is qualitative research. Qualitative research 

is particularly suitable when exploring an unfamiliar topic as this research method allows 

researchers to unleash creativity in the formation of new research ideas, especially when trying 

to comprehend and explain complex phenomena that have not yet been thoroughly studied 

(Creswell & Poth, 2016; Saunders et al., 2016). As the literature on digital marketing and SMEs 

is just commencing (Alford & Page, 2015; Pradhan et al., 2018; Ritz et al., 2019; Taiminen & 

Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018a), this research methodology is suitable for this study as 

it allows to build and test different theories (Creswell, 2013; Saunders et al., 2016).  

 

According to Saunders et al. (2016) using interviews to gather data is one of the primary ways 

to conduct qualitative research, as this data collection method enables the researcher to obtain 

legitimate and reliable data that are relevant to the research objectives and questions. Thus, 

interviews have been chosen as the data collection method for this study as these allowed me to 

gain valuable and deep insights on an understudied topic, while still leaving room for creativity 

and flexibility throughout the research (Creswell, 2013; Saunders et al., 2016).  
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The primary data were collected by interviewing several CEOs of early-stage SMEs through 

semi-structured interviews that covered different themes in accordance with the theoretical 

framework and research questions of this study. Due to the study being focused on the CEO’s 

perspective as the main decision-maker, all the interviewees hold the position of CEO in their 

respective companies. Furthermore, the research can be regarded as a multiple-case study, with 

each of the interviewees from the case companies acting as an individual case. This approach is 

both useful and effective in revealing similarities and differences among the participants of the 

research while diminishing the risk of arriving at conclusions and generalizing the results based 

on a single case study (Yin, 2018), hence the decision to use this method. 

 

Finally, since the objective is to gain a better understanding of an understudied topic by 

identifying and explaining patterns and themes arising from the academic literature and collected 

data, an abductive approach has been followed (Saunders et al., 2016). Due to the exploratory 

nature of the study, a combination of different analytical approaches was deemed necessary, in 

this case, the abductive approach combines both inductive and deductive analytical approaches. 

 

1.7. Delimitations 

Although the research design has been constructed in such a way as to maximize quality and 

reliability, due to the scope and context of the study, there are still delimitations to the findings 

of the study which in turn restrict the generalization of the results. First, the study is exploratory 

in nature. The conclusions derived from the study come from a single study, conducted in a 

specific location, and with a narrow sample of only seven case companies. Since the study has a 

very specific context, that is early-stage SMEs in Finland, the analysis and findings exclude other 

contexts such as different regions, industries, and companies at different stages or with unique 

business models. Therefore, the results of this study do not allow generalization on a larger scale. 

To be able to generalize the conclusions with confidence, more research across more diverse 

contexts and with larger samples is required.  

 

In addition to this, no specific criteria were used when selecting the case companies participating 

in the study other than the companies being Finnish SMEs in their early stages and having 



13 
 

recently begun their digital marketing operations. No further classification or analysis has been 

done regarding the industry, offering, business model, and operations of each of the companies. 

Although the sample consists of companies from diverse backgrounds, industries, and at 

different stages, there still is a limitation impeding the generalization of the conclusions for all 

early-stage SMEs across industries and geographical locations. Furthermore, the company 

sample used in this study is defined by the EU as micro-enterprises, consequently, the results 

may not be representative of the reality of more established small and medium-sized companies.  

 

The unique characteristics and specific needs of a given company may play a role in the digital 

marketing adoption process, that, however, is out of the scope of this study and requires plenty 

of further research. The main objective is merely to identify similarities and differences among 

early-stages SMEs and their digital marketing adoption processes from the CEO’s perspective, 

and so, contribute to shaping a path for future academic research in this area. 

 

1.8. Structure of the Study 

This research is carried out in three parts, the theoretical part, the empirical part, and the 

conclusion part. To ensure a clear structure that can be easily followed, the study is further 

divided into five different chapters. The structure of the study is illustrated in Figure 2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Structure of the study. 
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The first chapter of the study begins by introducing the research topic and the background of the 

study. Next, a preliminary literature review provides the existing knowledge on the topic and 

presents the research gap. The objectives of the study and its research questions are then posed, 

followed by the theoretical framework used throughout the research. Finally, the chapter 

concludes by describing the research methodology, the delimitations, and the structure of the 

study. 

 

The second chapter consists of the theoretical part of the study. Academic literature on the 

conceptualization of digital marketing is introduced, this includes the history, definition, and 

components of digital marketing. Then, the current literature on the technology adoption process 

is explained in-depth along with its application to the adoption of digital marketing by early-

stage SMEs. Following, the challenges faced by the CEOs of early-stage SMEs throughout their 

adoption process of digital marketing are presented. Finally, the anticipated future of early-stage 

SMEs amidst the COVID-19 pandemic is discussed. 

 

The third and fourth chapters build the empirical part of the study. The third chapter summarizes 

how the study was carried out by describing the context and design of the research, the research 

methods employed, and the data handling including its collection and subsequent analysis. The 

chapter concludes by explaining how the quality of the study was ensured through the reliability 

and validity measures.  The fourth chapter is comprised of the empirical analysis and presents 

the findings of the study. 

 

Finally, the fifth and last chapter provides the conclusions of the study by giving a summary of 

the findings and describing in detail the study’s theoretical and managerial contributions. This 

closing chapter concludes by explaining the limitations of this study and based on these, 

providing directions for future research. 
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2. DIGITAL MARKETING 

This chapter provides an in-depth review of the existent literature on digital marketing and its 

adoption by early-stage SMEs. This chapter is divided into four main sections according to the 

themes of the theoretical framework of this study: Conceptualization, Technology Adoption 

Process, Challenges Regarding Digital Marketing, and Anticipated Future. First, digital 

marketing is conceptualized, explaining in detail its meaning in this study. Following, the process 

of technology adoption, the theoretical framework used in this study, and the adoption process 

of digital marketing are thoroughly described. Then, the literature on the challenges faced by 

early-stage SMEs when adopting innovative technologies is presented. Finally, Chapter 2 

concludes with the most recent literature on COVID-19 and its effect on SMEs. 

 

2.1. Conceptualization 

We have transitioned into a digital world, the question is no longer if people are using digital 

tools and platforms; the question is what are they using and why are they using certain platforms 

(Tiago & Veríssimo, 2014). This transition is particularly important in the business world, hence 

today’s aphorism “if a company cannot be found in Google, it does not exist” (Taiminen & 

Karjaluoto, 2015, p. 633). Digital marketing has now become indispensable for most companies, 

regardless of their nature, size, or industry (Kaur, 2017; Patrutiu-Baltes, 2015; Taiminen & 

Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018a). Those companies that are not able to adapt to change 

quickly enough, end up being left behind by dynamic companies that can quickly grasp the 

changes and opportunities around them (Chaffey & Smith, 2017; Leboff, 2011).  

 

2.1.1. History of Marketing 

The exchange of goods and services has existed since the beginning of civilization, businesses 

have been trying to understand and influence customers for ages. The concept of marketing and 

the attempt of companies to gain new customers by promoting and selling their products also 

dates back many centuries. (Lusch, 2007; Ryan, 2017.) In 1937, the American Marketing 

Association (AMA) defined marketing as “business activities involved in the flow of goods and 

services from production to consumption” (Gundlach, 2007, p. 243). In the past, the main 
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purpose for companies has been to obtain new customers and persuade them to increase their 

purchasing as much as possible (Ahmad & Buttle, 2002; Parkin, 2009; Ryan, 2017). The idea of 

doing business was merely to make financial profits by attracting potential customers and selling 

products to them (Ahmad & Buttle, 2002; Parkin, 2009). The initial definition of marketing given 

by the AMA stood for half a century and was revised only until 1985 when a new definition was 

introduced as “the process of planning and executing the conception, pricing, promotion, and 

distribution of ideas, goods, and services to create exchanges that satisfy individual and 

organizational goals” (Gundlach, 2007, p. 243).  

 

Under this traditional product-centric approach, customers are thought of as homogeneous 

groups of potential buyers with similar needs (Ahmad & Buttle, 2002, Kotler et al., 2017). The 

job of marketing has been to predict and manipulate consumers’ perceptions of their needs, 

create products or services to fulfill them, and push innovations to customers bombarding them 

with interruptive and repetitive advertising through as many channels as possible (Ahmad & 

Buttle, 2002; Parkin, 2009). Research brought to light that this transactional approach fails to 

tackle an emerging need: forming long-lasting relationships with customers by creating value 

with and for them, putting them and their needs at the heart of business (Ahmad & Buttle, 2002; 

Chaffey & Smith, 2017; Gummerus, 2013; Lusch, 2007; Parkin, 2009; Terho et al., 2012).  

 

In 2004, the AMA modified its definition of marketing as “an organizational function and a set 

of processes for creating, communicating, and delivering value to customers and for managing 

customer relationships in ways that benefit the organization and its stakeholders” (Gundlach, 

2007, p. 243). The distinguishing transformation from the definitions provided by the AMA in 

1937 and 1985 to the ones presented in 2004 and later in 2007 and 2017, is replacing the focus 

on the exchange of goods for that of creating and delivering value by nurturing relationships 

with stakeholders (Sheth & Uslay, 2007). Under the traditional goods-dominant marketing logic, 

the value creation process has been placed within the firm, where the firm is the creator of value 

by transforming resources into finished products (Bettencourt et al., 2014; Gummerus, 2013). 

Recently, firms and marketers have attempted to step away from this firm-centric approach and 

redirect towards a customer-centric one, where the focus is on the customers and their capability 

to obtain value out of products and services (Grönroos & Voima, 2013; Gummerus, 2013).  
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Exact knowledge on what precisely value is and how it is created is still under research 

(Grönroos, 2017; Grönroos & Ravald, 2011; Grönroos & Voima, 2013). When attempting to 

conceptualize value creation and understanding what value is, along with how, by whom and for 

whom, the complexity of the value concept becomes unavoidably apparent (Grönroos & Ravald, 

2011; Grönroos & Voima, 2013). Especially when considering that what might be valuable for 

one individual is not necessarily the same for another (Ibid, 2011; Ibid, 2013). The literature on 

the topic states that despite the lack of a unified and consistent understanding of value creation 

(Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2018), its fundamental nature appears to be associated with how and 

why customers use an object or service. The value of an object itself is only pondered when 

contemplating what individuals expect objects to be and do for them (Grönroos & Ravald, 2011; 

Grönroos & Voima, 2013; Gummerus, 2013). A product or service thus only gains value for and 

from the customer as an individual (Ibid, 2011; Ibid, 2013; Ibid, 2013).  

 

Research suggests that there are two sides to value creation, “value for the customer and value 

for the supplier, value for the supplier requires that value for the customer is created first” 

(Grönroos & Ravald, 2011, p. 13). Focusing on value creation should be a primary outcome for 

companies, for it is what consumers think and do with what suppliers produce that ultimately 

brings value to these products or services (Grönroos & Ravald, 2011; Grönroos & Voima, 2013; 

Gummerus, 2013). Under this view, the role of marketing should be to support customers in their 

value creation process, and since the literature emphasizes creating superior customer value as 

an ultimate goal for businesses, consequently this should be a final goal for marketing as well. 

(Ibid, 2011; Ibid 2013; Ibid, 2013.) 

 

The evolution of the definition of marketing arises from the underlying need of businesses to 

move away from their traditional, firm-centric approach towards a modern approach that 

involves all stakeholders and places them at the core; a customer-centric approach where 

customers are at the top of the priority list (Bettencourt et al., 2014; Chaffey & Smith, 2017; 

Grönroos & Ravald, 2011; Grönroos & Voima, 2013; Gummerus, 2013; Lusch, 2007). 

Marketing has not only evolved in its fundamental purpose, but also in the way it is carried out. 

One of the many ways in which technology and digitalization have rebuilt business practices is 

through marketing, which nowadays is most commonly known as digital marketing.  
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2.1.2. Definition of Digital Marketing 

When discussing digital marketing it is important to note the distinction between inbound and 

outbound marketing. The latter is considered to be push marketing since it promotes products 

and services by pushing them to potential customers (Halligan & Shah, 2014; Opreana & 

Vinerean, 2015), some experts claim that outbound is justifiably compared to the pre-Internet 

marketing practices (Hawlk, 2018). Paid publicity and ads, direct mail, and cold calling are a 

few examples of traditional outbound marketing (Halligan & Shah, 2014; Hawlk, 2018). On the 

other hand, inbound marketing can be considered as pull marketing as it naturally draws potential 

customers towards the company —and its products or services— by earning their attention and 

attracting them with content they find valuable (Dakouan et al., 2019; Halligan & Shah, 2014; 

Hawlk, 2018; Opreana & Vinerean, 2015; Patrutiu-Baltes, 2016).  

 

Hubspot (2021) describes inbound marketing as a strategy that attracts customers by creating 

valuable content and experiences that empower customers to reach their goals at every stage of 

their journey. Some examples of inbound marketing are search engine optimization (SEO), 

content marketing, social media marketing (SMM), and permission email marketing (Dakouan 

et al., 2019; Opreana & Vinerean, 2015).  Although both inbound and outbound marketing are 

similar in the sense that both share the same end goal which is to attract customers, they differ 

significantly in the methods used to achieve this goal (Ancin, 2018; Bleoju et al., 2016).  

 

Inbound marketing is a marketing strategy aimed at attracting and building connections with 

potential customers through the creation of memorable and useful content that is appealing to 

them (Bleoju et al., 2016; Dakouan et al., 2019). This type of marketing places its focus on 

consumers and their needs and interests. Inbound marketing is all about naturally drawing 

customers to the company rather than hunting them down, and it thus requires very precise 

targeting of audience and customized communications through high quality and timely content 

(Bleoju et al., 2016; Dakouan et al., 2019; Patrutiu-Baltes, 2016). Inbound marketing usually 

employs a multi-channel approach to content sharing and mostly does so by developing blogs 

and other kinds of content and creating an interactive digital presence through social media 

(Bleoju et al., 2016; Halligan & Shah, 2014; Opreana & Vinerean, 2015; Rancati et al., 2015).  
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Digital outbound marketing strategies, on the other hand, give more emphasis to reaching a 

broader audience and trying to obtain high conversion rates (Bleoju et al., 2016; Dakouan et al., 

2019). This type of marketing focuses on brand exposure through paid publicity and widespread 

diffusion of advertising messages and not necessarily on building a deep connection with the 

target audience. Outbound marketing focuses on getting to as many people as possible and 

generate more responses and therefore sales (Ibid, 2016; Ibid, 2019). A more in-depth analysis 

of the differences between inbound and outbound marketing is presented in Table 1.  

 

Table 1. Inbound vs. outbound marketing. Adapted from Opreana & Vinerean (2015, p. 30) and 
Rancati et al. (2015, p. 236). 

Marketing Approach Inbound Marketing Outbound Marketing 
Nature Organic Interruption-based 

Focus Getting found by existing & 
potential customers Finding customers directly 

Objective Creating long-lasting 
relationships  Increased sales 

Target Relevant & qualified leads Mass reach 

Techniques  Search Engine Optimization 
 Content Marketing 
 Social Media Marketing 
 Permission Email Marketing 

 Search Engine Advertising 
 Intrusive Online Ads (Display Ads) 
 Affiliate Programs 
 Direct Mailings 

 

Despite the clear differences between inbound and outbound strategies, digital marketing experts 

believe that at times the distinction between inbound and outbound marketing can become fuzzy 

(Bleoju et al., 2016, Dakouan et al., 2019; Rancati et al., 2015). This cross among strategies 

where inbound and outbound marketing overlap is referred to as the gray zone (Ibid, 2016; Ibid, 

2019; Ibid, 2015). The gray zone can be visualized in Figure 3.  
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Figure 3. The inbound-outbound marketing gray zone. 

Depending on how they are utilized, certain digital marketing techniques can be considered both 

inbound and outbound. Said techniques are considered to be in the inbound-outbound marketing 

gray zone (Bleoju et al., 2016; Dakouan et al., 2019; Rancati et al., 2015). For example, email 

marketing may be used to provide customers with valuable information or even interesting free 

content —inbound marketing— or it may also be used to directly attempt to sell products or 

services through mass emails —outbound marketing. The same applies to SMM and SEM (Ibid, 

2016; Ibid, 2019; Ibid, 2015). Details about the different techniques between inbound and 

outbound marketing, and the overlap of these in the gray zone, in Table 2. 

 

Table 2. Inbound-outbound marketing and the gray zone. Adapted from Dakouan et al. (2019, 
p. 5) and Rancati et al. (2015, p. 236). 

INBOUND MARKETING OUTBOUND MARKETING GRAY ZONE 

 Search Engine Optimization 
 Free & Engaging Content 
 Videos & Podcasts 
 Blogs & Infographics  
 Webinars & Workshops 
 Social Media Marketing 
 Influencer Marketing 
 Viral Marketing 

 Search Engine Advertising 
 Display Advertising 
 In-stream Advertising 
 Direct Mailings 
 Cold Emailing 
 Cold Calling 
 TV & Radio Advertising 
 Printed Ads 

 Search Engine Marketing 
 Display Advertising 
 Email Marketing 
 Social Media 
(if used as a broadcasting channel) 
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Inbound marketing and outbound marketing have different roles for both companies and 

consumers, and there are advantages and benefits to each approach. The decision on how to 

allocate marketing efforts to the inbound and outbound approaches depends on the company and 

the extent of its resources (Bleoju et al., 2016). Bleoju and colleagues (2016) suggest that pure 

players, or businesses that only operate on the Internet and focus exclusively on a particular 

product or service in order to achieve a greater market share, are more likely to take advantage 

of inbound marketing opportunities due to their growth-hacking capabilities. On the other hand, 

they argue that click and mortar firms, which are companies with a more traditional business 

model that have both online and offline operations that typically include a web and a physical 

store, tend to prefer outbound marketing methods (Ibid, 2016).  

 

In terms of strategic versus tactical perspectives, firms with greater resources should not 

overlook the advantages of using outbound marketing to reach broader audiences (Bleoju et al., 

2016). In a perfect scenario, companies would have enough financial solvency to benefit from 

both marketing styles, for the most part, though, this is not the case in SMEs. As previously 

mentioned in the literature review, early-stage SMEs are overly cautious with their expenses due 

to their constrained resources (AlSharji et al., 2018; Teixeira et al., 2018a; Teixeira et al., 2018b).  

 

Despite the growing interest in digital marketing (Chaffey & Smith, 2017; Chaffey & Ellis-

Chadwick, 2019; Kannan & Li, 2017; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018a), 

academic literature on digital inbound and outbound marketing is still in its infancy (Rancati et 

al., 2015; Jamil & Almunawar, 2021), especially when it comes to the adoption and usage of 

these marketing methods by SMEs. From the scarce academic literature on digital inbound and 

outbound marketing, and how modern marketing methods are adopted and utilized by early-

stage SMEs, it can be inferred and argued that inbound marketing is a suitable approach for most 

early-stage SMEs in terms of financial costs and long-term benefit as this marketing approach is 

effective and inexpensive (Ritz et al., 2019; Teixeira et al., 2018b). The inbound marketing 

methodology seems to be a reasonable and logical choice due to the tight human, time, and 

financial resources that early-stage usually SMEs possess (Ibid, 2019, Ibid, 2018b). 
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Since this study is focused on early-stage SMEs, this study will explain inbound marketing 

techniques or tactics which will be referred to as components. Although outbound marketing is 

still relevant and widely used, recent research suggests that this marketing strategy is losing 

effectiveness (Dakouan & Benabdelouahed, 2019; Dakouan et al., 2019; Rancati et al., 2015). 

People have grown tired of aggressive and intrusive marketing practices, and thus, due to its 

interruptive nature, traditional outbound marketing tactics are not as widely successful as they 

once were (Bezovski, 2015; Dakouan et al., 2019; Constantinides, 2014; Halligan & Shah, 2014; 

Jain & Yadav, 2017; Opreana & Vinerean, 2015; Patrutiu-Baltes, 2016; Rancati et al., 2015). In 

this sense, with the increased usage of the Internet and social media, inbound marketing has 

become very effective in yielding results (Opreana & Vinerean, 2015; Patrutiu-Baltes, 2016). 

Inbound marketing can be considered an essential element of digital marketing nowadays, as it 

is one of the main methods through which companies form and nurture strong relationships with 

customers (Hubspot, 2021; Opreana & Vinerean, 2015; Patrutiu-Baltes, 2016). 

 

2.1.3. Components of Digital Marketing 

There are important prerequisites that must be met before a company starts any digital marketing 

operations. Dakouan and Benabdelouahed (2019) suggest that since the inbound marketing 

approach is a systematic one, it is vital that marketers define their strategy first. To do so, some 

of the first requirements that companies must consider are their value proposition and branding, 

and subsequently reflect this in their positioning and differentiation (Ibid, 2019).  

 

When these initial requirements are met, the next step for the firm is to narrow down its target 

market and clearly define customer personas. This is crucial because inbound marketing aims to 

attract the right target audience and make sure that they come to the company voluntarily. Hence 

the importance of getting to know these ideal customers deeply and truly understand their likes, 

dislikes, and the problems they are trying to solve. (Dakouan & Benabdelouahed, 2019; Patrutiu-

Baltes, 2016.) Companies should then set strategic, clear objectives, and create action plans to 

achieve them. Finally, the firm can focus on their user experience and content creation, making 

sure that customers have an enjoyable experience when searching for the company and receiving 
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the content they are seeking (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2019; Dakouan & Benabdelouahed, 

2019; Patrutiu-Baltes, 2016).  

 

Assuming the company has already established all these requisites, marketers can start to develop 

their digital marketing strategy. The goal setting, key performance indicators (KPIs) to measure 

the progress towards these goals, and the channels used to achieve them, depend heavily on the 

company and their needs at their specific growth stage. Next, some of the digital inbound 

marketing components mentioned will be analyzed more in-depth.  

 

Search Engine Marketing 

A search engine is a computer software or program that is used to search for data on the Internet 

(Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Search engines are designed to carry out web searches and identify 

items in databases that match the specific keywords or characters entered by the user, these 

keywords are used to find specific sites on the World Wide Web (Oxford English Dictionary, 

2021). Engines are a multibillion-dollar industry around the world (Aswani et al., 2018; Li et al., 

2014), it is projected that global search advertising spending will reach more than €172.5 billion 

this year (Statista, 2020b). Examples of search engines include Google, Bing, and Yahoo!.  

 

Search engines can be thought of as the intermediary between internet users and websites on the 

Internet, search engines are vital since they frequently are the first point of contact for users 

(Baye et al., 2016).  In an organic or non-paid context, a search engine's primary function is to 

direct users to the best website, the one with the highest quality. In a context of profit-making, 

search engines create money by auctioning sponsored links with the best positions on their search 

pages (Aswani et al., 2018; Abou Nabout & Skiera, 2012; Berman & Katona, 2013; Li et al., 

2014; Olbrich & Schultz, 2014; Shih et al., 2013). The organic or free approach is known as 

search engine optimization (SEO), whereas the paid one as search engine advertising (SEA).  

 

The sets of activities encompassed both in SEO and SEA are part of a larger marketing method 

known as search engine marketing (SEM). SEM refers to the processes used to create and 

maintain brands, as well as in the particular case of SEA, the attempt to directly promote products 
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or services through web queries in a search engine. (Aswani et al., 2018; Abou Nabout et al., 

2014; Charlesworth, 2018; Karjaluoto & Leinonen, 2009; Olbrich & Schultz, 2014; Shih et al., 

2013; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015.) Visualization of SEM and its approaches in Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4. Search Engine Marketing and its approaches. 

 

Search engine optimization (SEO) can be defined as the set of techniques used to improve a 

firm’s website ranking in search engines, consequently increasing the number of desirable 

visitors that arrive at the website via web searches (Gandour & Regolini, 2011; Grappone & 

Couzin, 2011). This kind of marketing technique focuses on designing or modifying a website 

in a way in which it appears to the search engine to be more important than other sites, especially 

those from other competitors (Shih et al., 2013). Some of the SEO techniques include updates to 

the website itself, such as changes in the HTML and URL codes; or improvements to the site’s 

content to make it more appealing to both humans and search engines by modifying the pages 

within the site, directing them to chosen themes and keywords (Gandour & Regolini, 2011; 

Grappone & Couzin, 2011). The final goal of using SEO is to organically increase a firm’s site 

visibility and for it to be better indexed by the targeted search engines, resulting in higher 

rankings in the results lists for specific queries and consequently attracting more visitors 

(Gandour & Regolini, 2011; Shih et al., 2013). 
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Searching is an extremely important activity to internet users. A great majority of users conduct 

searches for data and information daily, and more than half of all traffic on the Internet originates 

from search engines (Dou et al., 2010; Shih et al., 2013). According to Baye and colleagues 

(2016), not appearing in the first five pages of search results causes a 90% drop in organic clicks. 

About 80% of Google’s users access only the sites listed on the first page of search results, hence 

the great importance for firms to position their websites on the first page of search engines 

(Patrutiu-Baltes, 2016).  

 

Without a high rank in search engines, firms will struggle to be found even with the best and 

most relevant content (Killoran 2013, 50). If firms want to get more visitors through search 

engines, their websites must have a high ranking in the search results (Patrutiu-Baltes, 2016). 

Although both SEO and SEA share a common goal, the main difference between these two SEM 

techniques is that with SEA, a company can choose whether to be placed at the top of a page by 

allocating sufficient budget to be in the ad section, while with SEO, it is the search engine that 

selects which websites are ranked higher in the organic listings (Charlesworth, 2018).  

 

Search Engine Marketing and early-stage SMEs 

Large organizations possess enough resources and financial solvency to use SEO and also afford 

SEA. Although both SEO and SEA are widely employed by large corporations, their potential 

among SMEs has not been completely understood yet and has only recently started to be studied 

(Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). 

 

SEO is a crucial component of digital marketing. The online ranking of a company on search 

engines has many benefits, SEO determines the firm’s online popularity and helps increase 

website visits, this, in turn, helps to increase qualified leads often resulting in higher conversion 

rates. (Kaur, 2017; Patrutiu-Baltes, 2016; Opreana & Vinerean, 2015.) Many of the significant 

large firms have a well-known brand and a high reputation, this is the reason why SEO is 

particularly important for SMEs, which often lack reputation and struggle to compete against 

large companies. SEO allows SMEs to try to achieve name recognition (Dou et al., 2010). 
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There are many benefits —both direct and indirect— for firms that stem from a high SEO rank, 

some of these include increased visibility, traffic, and popularity (e.g., more social media 

followers, newsletter subscribers, website referrals), increased brand awareness, and equity, 

continuous promotion, higher conversion rates, increased leads and sales, a high return on 

investment, better-informed customers, an overall better customer experience and higher 

customer satisfaction, and of course, the payoff of a high-quality website (Berman & Katona, 

2013; Broekemier et al., 2015; Jain, 2013; Khraim, 2015).  

 

In addition to all that, SEO gives SMEs, especially those in their initial stages, the opportunity 

to compete and stand out from the tough competition. This is of extreme importance because a 

well-implemented SEO can help a firm to grow (Khraim, 2015). However, despite the 

advantages that SMEs can reap from the adoption and proper usage of SEO, in a study performed 

by Taiminen and Karjaluoto (2015) although SEO and SEA seem to be some of the most 

commonly used digital marketing techniques, close to half of the sample of SMEs did not use 

SEO at all and only 12% used it actively.  

 

Even though the use of SEO and SEA among Taiminen and Karjaluoto’s (2015) respondents 

was rather low, it seems that SMEs are becoming more aware of SEO and SEA because both 

techniques are inexpensive and rather simple to use, and they also have a visible impact on the 

website visitors. In a survey carried out among SMEs in Finland regarding their use of digital 

marketing, a majority of 44% of respondents had habitually keyword-optimized their websites, 

while only 17% did not implement keyword-optimization in their websites at all, and just 12% 

did not consider it relevant for their business whatsoever (Statista, 2019b). This is consistent 

with the academic literature, which reveals that SMEs are more willing to adopt digital marketing 

technologies when the company is able to recognize tangible benefits and the new channels are 

simple to use (Chong & Pervan, 2007; Kaynak et al., 2005; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). 

 

Although the fact that a well-designed and user-friendly website has not been mentioned yet, 

this is the first and most important prerequisite for any firm before adopting SEM and any other 

digital marketing techniques for that matter (Kaur, 2017). Once a website is built, firms can begin 

to build and maintain their online presence and implement SEM to stand out from competitors.  
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Content Marketing 

Content is the essence of digital marketing and the cornerstone of inbound marketing (Kaur, 

2017; Opreana & Vinerean, 2015; Patrutiu-Baltes, 2015). By utilizing content as a digital 

marketing strategy, companies can not only attract new potential customers but also retain 

current ones and even convert them into advocates of the brand (Patrutiu-Baltes, 2015). More 

organizations all over the world are starting to adopt content marketing (Kee & Yazdanifard, 

2015), as they realize the limitations of traditional marketing as well as the huge opportunities 

and benefits provided by digital marketing (Patrutiu-Baltes, 2015). Recent statistics from a 

survey conducted in mid-2019 among marketers worldwide revealed that for over 90% of the 

participants, content marketing was being used as part of their marketing efforts (Statista, 2019c). 

Today, content marketing is being utilized not only by large corporations but SMEs are also 

gradually increasing its adoption (Patrutiu-Baltes, 2015).  

 

Although no universally recognized definition for content marketing exists (Patrutiu-Baltes, 

2015), many agree with the one given by the Content Marketing Institute: “a marketing technique 

of creating and distributing relevant and valuable content to attract, acquire, and engage a clearly 

defined and understood target audience – with the objective of driving profitable customer 

action” (Charlesworth, 2018, p. 40-41). Kotler and colleagues (2017, p. 121) define it as “a 

marketing approach that involves creating, curating, distributing, and amplifying content that is 

interesting, relevant, and useful to a clearly defined audience group in order to create 

conversations about the content”. They further build on this definition and argue that content 

creation is a form of branding which creates deeper relationships between companies and 

consumers, “content marketing shifts the role of marketers from brand promoters to storytellers” 

(Kotler et al., 2017, p. 121). Content marketing is thus, the art of storytelling, the talent of 

communicating human to human with potential and existing customers without just selling to 

them (Dakouan et al., 2019; Chapman & Handley, 2012). Instead of pitching solutions, 

companies get to provide value through information that makes the customer more intelligent 

(Patrutiu-Baltes, 2015). 
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At its core, content as a strategy is the belief that when companies provide consistent, timely, 

and valuable information to buyers, they will ultimately reward these companies with their 

business and loyalty (Patrutiu-Baltes, 2015). This marketing technique focuses on delivering 

content to a specific audience that is seeking it, in all the places they are searching for, and when 

they need it the most with the final goal of attracting, retaining, and reinforcing trust in the 

relationships with customers. (Ibid, 2015). As stated by Dakouan and colleagues (2019, p. 3) 

“ultimately, content marketing is about planning, creating, promoting, and monitoring the 

performance for a targeted audience, always with the goal of customer satisfaction”. With the 

customer as the main goal, consequently, revenue will be generated (Kotler et al., 2017). 

 

To employ content marketing properly, understanding the target audience is necessary (Patrutiu-

Baltes, 2015). Information is integral to marketing in general, but even more so for content 

marketing. Companies should collect information about the market and customers, both potential 

and existing ones. By understanding consumer behavior, companies can increase value for both 

customers and the organization itself through targeted and personalized high-quality content. 

(Kee & Yazdanifard, 2015; Kotler et al., 2017; Rahimnia & Hassanzadeh, 2013.)  

 

High-quality content is paramount because it attracts people to a company’s site and retains their 

interest whilst inciting their visits to repeat in the future (Dakouan et al., 2019). Content 

marketing should focus on creating non-product-related content and providing customers with 

educational, entertaining, and engaging content, which adds value to their everyday lives and is 

available in the most relevant touchpoints and channels when they need it (Kaur, 2017; Patrutiu-

Baltes, 2015). Customers that are consuming the provided content will be pulled closer and learn 

more about the company and its solutions (Patrutiu-Baltes, 2015). Kaur (2017, p. 74) argues that 

sharing content on several online platforms increases engagement rates, hence why firms need 

to make sure to provide content that is relevant on several and diverse platforms at the right time.  

 

There are numerous types of content, ranging from the most basic type such as text, image, or 

video to the more specialized like blogs, articles, newsletters, ebooks, infographics, webinars, 

workshops, interactive content, podcasts, and so on (Laudon and Traver 2019; Opreana & 

Vinerean, 2015). The idea of sharing this information is not to promote the company’s own 
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products or services directly, but rather to inform the target audience and prospective customers 

about key industry issues that might sometimes involve the company’s solutions (Patrutiu-

Baltes, 2015). This approach to content based on educating consumers, results in brand 

recognition for companies, positioning them as market leaders and industry experts (Ibid, 2015). 

 

According to Patrutiu-Baltes (2015, p. 114), the strategy used for content marketing is dependent 

on each company, but in general, it must include the following elements: content marketing goals 

and objectives, target audience analysis, suitable types of content, the right promotion channels, 

a content marketing timetable, as well as a set of suitable metrics for analyzing the impact of the 

strategy. Effective content marketing strategies should be localized, personalized, appeal to the 

emotions of the target audience, co-create along with customers, and gain customer trust and 

loyalty by being authentic, ethical, and honest (Kee & Yazdanifard, 2015). 

 

Content Marketing and early-stage SMEs 

In an essay written in March 1996, Bill Gates stated that “content is king”. He predicted that for 

the majority of companies most opportunities would involve supplying information and 

entertainment, he also added that “no company is too small to participate” (Kraus et al., 2019, p. 

415). There is no doubt that he was right, and SMEs can benefit from using content marketing. 

Some of the more noticeable benefits of content marketing are increased brand awareness and 

visibility, improvement in brand health and popularity, attention from target audiences, attraction 

and retention of customers, customer trust and loyalty, and overall customer satisfaction (Ahmad 

et al., 2016; Holliman & Rowley, 2014; Patrutiu-Baltes, 2015; Vinerean, 2017).  

 

Although current studies indicate that creating deep and rich content is of extreme importance 

for companies, as with digital marketing in general, academic literature on content creation in 

early-stage SMEs is an unexplored area (Kraus et al., 2019). Creating rich content is a significant 

challenge for SMEs (Broekemier et al., 2015; Kraus et al., 2019). Despite the several studies 

highlighting the importance of content, very few of them consider the time, effort, and resources 

required in the creation process, or any other alternative tactics that are more suitable and could 

be employed by SMEs (Kraus et al., 2019).  
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Patrutiu-Baltes (2015, p. 114) states that some of the most common objectives of content 

marketing, in general, are: testing a business product or idea, creating a need for a specific 

solution, increasing brand awareness, creating an audience, building a trust-based relationship 

with the target audience, attracting new leads, and developing customer satisfaction and loyalty. 

These are things that many SMEs are trying to achieve with their marketing efforts, therefore, 

content marketing has great potential to aid with the growth of early-stage SMEs (Broekemier 

et al., 2015). More specific and thorough research into content creation for SMEs is required. 

The insights from these kinds of studies would contribute significantly to the SME environment 

(Kraus et al., 2019).  Particularly for early-stage SMEs, which already lack resources and have 

to experiment through trial and error to identify which are the most efficient and effective ways 

to create and share interesting content that supports the company in its growth process. 

 

Social Media Marketing 

The Internet and related technologies such as social media have enabled connection and 

communication as we know it today (Tuten, 2020). Information does not flow only from big 

organizations down to people anymore; in this modern age, people can communicate with each 

other in huge numbers (Evans & McKee, 2010; McCann & Barlow, 2015; Tuten, 2020). This 

horizontal revolution, as Tuten (2020) names it, is the massive flow of information across people 

and has fundamentally changed the way in which we work, study, and communicate in general 

(Alalwan et al., 2017; Tuten, 2020). The influence and power of online platforms keep growing 

as more people join these communities in social media. As of January 2021, social media 

platforms have around 4.2 billion active users (Statista, 2021a; Tuten, 2020). Some of the most 

used social media networks worldwide are Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, YouTube, Twitter, 

Pinterest, TikTok, Snapchat, and Reddit, to name a few (Alalwan et al., 2017; Chaffey & Ellis-

Chadwick, 2019; Chaffey & Smith, 2017; Kietzmann et al., 2011; Statista, 2021d). 

 

As with other digital marketing components, there is no single universally accepted definition 

for social media (Chaffey & Smith, 2017; Charlesworth, 2018). Social media exists in an 

environment that is complex, dynamic, and quickly evolving, hence its definition is not a simple 

one (Tuten, 2020). Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick (2019, p. 451), and Chaffey and Smith (2017, p. 
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225) all agree that the CIPR Social Media Panel has defined social media adequately: “Social 

media is the term commonly given to Internet and mobile-based channels and tools that allow 

users to interact with each other and share opinions and content. As the name implies, social 

media involves the building of communities or networks and encouraging participation and 

engagement”.  

 

It is worthy to clarify that social media and social media marketing are not the same thing 

(Charlesworth, 2018). It is crucial for academics and managers alike to understanding the role 

of social media in a marketing context (Felix et al., 2017). Social media is all about sharing, 

cultivating relationships, and engaging in online communities (Charlesworth, 2018). Social 

media marketing (SMM) as defined by Felix and peers (2017, p. 123) “is an interdisciplinary 

and cross-functional concept that uses social media (often in combination with other 

communications channels) to achieve organizational goals by creating value for stakeholders”.  

 

Felix and colleagues (2017) argue that on a strategic level, SMM involves organizational 

decisions that relate to governance, structure, culture, and actual SMM strategies which range 

from defenders to explorers. The latter strategy presents companies the opportunity to utilize 

social media to create and reinforce relationships not only with customers, but also with 

employees, their community, and other stakeholders —explorers. The former strategy opts to 

regard social media as just another communication channel via which companies can push 

information to customers —defenders (Ibid, 2017).  

 

The defender strategy, while potentially providing value to customers, does not take full 

advantage of the opportunity to create and develop real, strong, and loyal relationships across 

the company’s network of customers, employees, communities, and other stakeholders that 

modern relationship marketing promotes (Felix et al., 2017). Charlesworth (2018) argues that 

this is the main reason for the confusion and even misunderstanding surrounding SMM, as more 

companies are starting to act as defenders by utilizing SMM to push and broadcast content, 

presenting SMM in such a way that is not aligned with the ethos of social media which is sharing 

and developing relationships by engaging in communities. The explorer strategy on the other 

hand, although slightly more complex and for some companies even difficult to attain, puts not 
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only customers but all stakeholders at its core. This strategy aligns with modern relationship 

marketing approaches that focus on co-creating value along with customers and other 

stakeholders. Implementing an explorer strategy on SMM, however, may require redefining the 

roles of various stakeholders in the organization. (Felix et al., 2017.) 

 

Social Media Marketing and early-stage SMEs 

SMM is one of the digital marketing components that has received more attention in academia 

when it relates to SMEs (Dahnil et al., 2014; Kraus et al., 2019). While plenty of existing studies 

on SMM do without a doubt advance our knowledge in specific areas of social media in the 

context of marketing and management (Alalwan et al., 2017; Felix et al., 2017), the existing 

literature does not provide a comprehensive framework for SMM adoption at a strategic level, 

especially for SMEs (Dahnil et al., 2014; Felix et al., 2017). This gap is unexpected because both 

academics and practitioners recognize the increased complexities that come with these media 

and agree that research on SMM must be reconceptualized (Felix et al., 2017). Strategic SMM 

is still an unproven user interaction paradigm with insufficient academic data (Ibid, 2017). This 

makes it particularly difficult for SMEs to adopt and implement an SMM strategy that is effective 

and efficient. Due to the lack of resources and research focused on practical and strategic 

frameworks (Dahnil et al., 2014; Felix et al., 2017), SMEs and particularly those in their early 

stages, need to learn and adjust their SMM strategies by trial and error. 

 

SMM has become an integral aspect of an organization's marketing and branding strategies due 

to its many benefits. Facebook, for example, has grown in importance as a tool for interacting 

with customers and spreading brand recognition (Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; Dahnil et al., 

2014). A study by Ainin and colleagues (2015) unveiled that the usage of Facebook had a strong 

positive impact on the performance of SMEs, both financial and non-financial. Research and 

advances in digitalization and social media indicate that these online social characteristics can 

enhance the performance, efficiency, and communications in SMEs (Chatterjee & Kar, 2020; 

Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). These studies also confirm the existence of a positive relationship 

between the utilization of SMM and its outcomes (Ibid, 2020; Ibid, 2015). Interactivity on social 

media has a positive impact on a firm’s online performance by attracting more customers, 

fostering deeper relationships, and enhancing overall satisfaction (Ainin et al., 2015; Taiminen 



33 
 

& Karjaluoto, 2015).  SMM seems to be very successful for brand building, traffic increase, 

consumer engagement, lead generation, and the development of unique customer relationships; 

furthermore, adopting SMM does not require a big financial investment from SMEs, it actually 

is quite low cost (Ainin et al., 2015; Dahnil et al., 2014; Li et al., 2021; Rugova & Prenaj, 2016; 

Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). In addition to these softer outcomes, the use of SMM can also 

produce direct sales-related results as customers who are devoted to a company through social 

media are more profitable than those who are not (Ainin et al., 2015; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 

2015). SMM has become an important factor in the success and growth of a business, especially 

in SMEs (Rugova & Prenaj, 2016). 

 

However, studies have shown that many SMEs have a hard time with the increased workload 

brought by SMM such as the study by Taiminen and Karjaluoto (2015) in which half of the 

sample of companies researched did not use social media at all and just about 13% used them 

actively. In this study, none of the companies used social media with the purpose of dialogical 

communication but rather just to share news, from this defender approach, social media is seen 

as an informal communication channel instead of a powerful marketing tool to build brand 

awareness and increase customer engagement (Ibid, 2015).  

 

Due to the inherent nature of social media, to be effective SMM requires that communication 

with customers is interactive instead of monologues broadcasted by companies. Audiences on 

social media do not want promotional messages nor sales pitches; instead, they expect authentic 

stories and genuine information created by dialogue about the brand (Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 

2015). As social media evolves from being used as a simple marketing tool to a source of 

marketing intelligence —one that allows companies to observe, analyze, and predict consumer 

behavior— marketers now need to strategically utilize and leverage SMM to attain competitive 

advantage and superior performance in the market (Li et al., 2021). It is important for SMEs to 

not only adopt and implement SMM but to do so effectively and efficiently (Broekemier et al., 

2015; Dahnil et al., 2014). It is worth examining the benefits that SMEs across different 

industries can gain from utilizing SMM as a two-way communication channel and as a tool for 

company growth (Ainin et al., 2015; Broekemier et al., 2015; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). 
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Email Marketing 

Email marketing is one of the digital marketing components found in the inbound-outbound 

marketing gray zone (Bleoju et al., 2016; Dakouan et al., 2019; Rancati et al., 2015). On one 

hand, email marketing can be used to directly sell products or services to customers. This 

outbound marketing technique is usually performed through cold emailing —an unsolicited 

email sent to the receiver without prior permission and sometimes not even any kind of prior 

contact— if done through a mass mailing tactic, that is most commonly referred to as spam 

(Reimers et al., 2016). On the other hand, email marketing can also be utilized to add value to 

customers by providing them with interesting information and free content via email which they 

sign up for (Zhang et al., 2017), this is known as permission email marketing (PEM) and is a 

part of the inbound marketing techniques. 

 

Spam as a marketing tactic is perceived by users as highly intrusive (Chang et al., 2013; Reimers 

et al., 2016), this in turn can result in lowered trust from users in both advertising and the 

organization’s reputation (Hartemo, 2016). Research has revealed that a great majority of 

customers deeply dislike receiving spam and find it intrusive and irritating (Kumar & Sharma, 

2014). Spam has such a negative reputation that some governments have even set up legislation 

to counteract it (Reimers et al., 2016). Customers have also shown a greater level of acceptance 

towards PEM in contrast to spam (Chang et al., 2013; Reimers et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2017). 

Proof of this is that in the last few years the share of spam in total e-mail traffic worldwide has 

decreased significantly from almost 60% in 2016 to under 29% in 2019 (Statista, 2020c). 

 

Reimers and colleagues (2016, p. 3) define permission email marketing as “a promotional email 

sent to consumers who have given consent to receive such messages from the sender”. The 

possibility to opt-in or -out of receiving such emails is not only a distinguishing feature of PEM, 

but it is also a critical factor in anti-spam regulation (Kumar et al., 2014; Reimers et al., 2016). 

The purpose of PEM according to Reimers and colleagues (2016), is to create, develop, and 

maintain communication with the recipient over time, and while doing so, develop a more loyal 

and profitable customer. Research shows that PEM has a positive effect on customer loyalty, this 
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is valuable to firms as it incites customers to recommend the email messages to their close ones 

if they believe the message to be interesting and useful (Zhang et al., 2017). 

 

Email Marketing and early-stage SMEs 

PEM is an effective marketing tool, and it is a widely used technology in marketing strategies 

(Hartemo, 2016; Zhang et al., 2017). In fact, PEM is a very profitable communication channel 

and has experienced a continuous increase in return on investment (ROI) in recent years, making 

it one of the most cost-effective marketing techniques (Ibid, 2016; Ibid, 2017). PEM can bring 

many benefits to a company, one aspect in which it is quite useful is in the creation of brand 

loyalty, PEM has the ability to boost and strengthen the reputation of a company and demonstrate 

that it cares for its customers (Hartemo, 2016; Merisavo & Raulas, 2004; Zhang et al., 2017). 

This ultimately increases the amount of traffic to a website through the links within the emails, 

the purchases made by customers, as well as recommendations from said customers to others 

(Hartemo, 2016; Zhang et al., 2017).  

 

On top of the already mentioned benefits, another reason that is especially relevant for SMEs is 

that PEM is cost- and time-effective, it does not require complex skills, and the results are easily 

noticeable and measurable. Unfortunately, as with the other components of digital marketing, 

SMEs adopting and actively utilizing PEM are rather few (Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). 

According to a survey regarding the use of digital marketing in SMEs in Finland, only 15% of 

respondents used PEM regularly and almost 40% did not use it at all (Statista, 2019b). This is 

no surprise since there are multiple reasons for which many firms find it difficult to effectively 

launch and manage email marketing strategies (Zhang et al., 2017). 

 

Despite the popularity and high profitability of email marketing by marketers, email marketing 

has garnered little attention in the marketing literature (Zhang et al., 2017), literature is extremely 

scarce when it comes to how SMEs in their early stages adopt and implement this digital 

marketing technology. PEM demands more research when it comes to its usage by SMEs and 

especially those in their early stages. 
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2.2. Technology Adoption Process 

In this section, this study dives deep into the theories that lay the foundation and serve as an 

inspiration for the theoretical framework of this study. The theoretical framework of the study is 

of extreme importance as it provides clarity on the overall structure of the whole theory chapter. 

This section is divided into two main subsections: Theories on Technology Adoption and Digital 

Marketing Adoption Process. In the first subsection, the chosen theories and models on 

innovation and technology adoption used in this study are introduced along with the existing 

literature on each of them. Then, the second subsection provides the application of the 

aforementioned theories to this study, the theories are directly applied to the adoption process of 

digital marketing, explaining the adoption process by early-stage SMEs at both the initiation and 

implementation stages. 

 

2.2.1. Theories on Technology Adoption 

As mentioned in the introduction chapter, the theories and models used in this study are the 

Innovation Diffusion Theory (IDT) by Everett Rogers (1995) and the Technology Adoption 

Model (TAM) model by Viswanath Venkatesh and Fred Davis (1996). The theoretical 

framework of this study has been inspired and created by combining these theories, and its 

purpose is to shed light on the adoption process of new technologies at both the individual and 

organizational levels within early-stage SMEs. The choice of understanding innovations from 

both perspectives arises due to the fact that although SMEs are indeed organizations, the CEO, 

an individual, is the main decision-maker within the organization.   

 

Innovation Diffusion Theory 

The innovation diffusion theory (IDT) has been fundamental to understand the processes that are 

involved in the dissemination of innovations (King, 1992). This model explains the various 

stages in time that innovations go through before being accepted or rejected by individuals 

(Rogers, 1995).  
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The innovation diffusion theory covers both individual and organizational levels (King, 1992; 

Rogers, 1995; Zaltman et al., 1973). Through a better understanding of how new technologies 

are adopted among individuals and organizations, the IDT tries to explain how constant 

technological change threatens established business models and offers new opportunities to those 

firms willing to seek the adoption of innovations and take advantage of them through 

implementation (Rogers, 1995). In this section, the IDT will be first introduced at the individual 

level by using Roger’s (1995) model, and later at the organizational level using the model 

presented by Zaltman and colleagues (1973). 

 

Before talking about the adoption and diffusion of technologies and innovations, these terms 

must be first defined. Adoption refers to the decision of an individual or organization to make 

use of an innovation; diffusion, on the other hand, refers to the accumulated level of users that a 

given innovation possesses in the market (Frambach & Schillewaert, 2002; Rogers, 1995). 

Innovation adoption describes the series of decisions and actions individuals take when they first 

start to use an innovation (Hall & Rosenberg, 2010). Innovation can be defined as an object, an 

idea, or a practice that is perceived as new by any given individual or unit (Rogers, 1995, p. 12). 

 

Whether something is an innovation or not is dependent on the context and perspective of that 

person. In other words, the extent of how innovative a novel idea, object, or process is, is largely 

defined by the user as what might be known and familiar to an individual might be completely 

new and unknown to another (Drucker, 2002; King, 1992; Rogers & Shoemaker, 1971). 

Innovation can also denote the characteristics of an individual or organization and the particular 

kinds of changes in their processes and outcomes (King, 1992). The outcomes of adopting an 

innovation can result in a service, technology, or practice that is at least new to the organizational 

population (Damanpour & Aravind, 2012). Although digital marketing has been around for some 

years (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2019), the spread and growth of new digital marketing 

techniques such as inbound marketing are still unknown in both academic and managerial 

contexts. It is especially unfamiliar to SMEs, and those in their initial stages with fewer resources 

available to learn about it. Digital marketing is then, both at the individual and at the 

organizational levels, a new tool, technology, service, or practice that is new to the individuals 

of the adopting unit or SMEs.  
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The current popularized IDT was proposed by Rogers in 1962, expanding greatly on previous 

literature he proposed his theory of diffusion of innovations that establishes the foundation to 

understand the processes involved in innovations becoming popular through their acceptance or 

rejection over time (Lundblad, 2003). At the individual level, Rogers (1995) proposed that the 

diffusion process was made up of five stages. According to him, innovations go through several 

stages before arriving at their subsequent adoption or rejection, this is known as the innovation-

decision process. The five stages in this decision-making process are comprised of knowledge, 

persuasion, decision, implementation, and confirmation, as shown in Figure 5. 

 

Figure 5. The innovation-decision process. Adapted from Rogers (1995, p. 163). 

 

Rogers (1995) defines the different stages of the innovation-decision process as a series of 

actions and decisions over time through which individuals evaluate and determine whether to 

adopt an innovation. He explains these behaviors consist of dealing with the uncertainty that is 

inherent to deciding whether or not to adopt an innovation. Newness always comes along with 

an innovation and the uncertainty that is associated with the unknown is an important aspect of 

innovation decision-making (Rogers, 1995; Rogers, 2003). During the first stage, defined as 

knowledge, the individual is exposed to the innovation and becomes aware of its existence. In 

the second stage, persuasion, the individual becomes psychologically involved and an interest in 

finding more information about the innovation arises. The third stage, the decision stage, is 

where the individual ponders the various benefits and risks that the innovation entails before 

deciding whether to adopt it or reject it. The implementation stage serves as the fourth stage, in 

which the individual puts the innovation into use and can prove the usefulness of the innovation 

through her/his own adoption experience. Finally, in the fifth stage, the individual can confirm 

whether the innovation-decision is the right choice or not. It is worthy to note that the innovation 

can be rejected at any of these five stages and the innovation-decision process can be resumed 

at any point later on. (King, 1992; Rahi & Ghani, 2018; Rogers, 1995; Rogers, 2003.)  

1. Knowledge 2. Persuasion 3. Decision 4. Implementation 5. Confirmation
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This study relies on Zaltman’s stages which were built based on Roger’s stages and further 

simplified them. Zaltman and colleagues (1973) studied the different aspects of innovations that 

take place in organizations. At the organizational level, the innovation processes are grouped 

into two general stages of activity: initiation and implementation. Each of these stages can be 

divided into further substages that are consistent with Roger’s (1995) innovation-decision 

process stages (King, 1992). The initiation stage consists of the three substages: awareness, the 

formation of attitudes, and the decision; the implementation stage is comprised of the initial- and 

continued-sustained implementation substages (King, 1992). At an organizational level, 

adoption refers to whenever an organization decides to obtain and implement an innovation 

(Zhou, 2008). The initiation stage consists of gathering information and planning for the 

adoption of an innovation, the decision of adopting the innovation follows after the initiation 

stage and this, in turn, is followed by the implementation stage (Rogers, 1995). See Figure 6. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Stages in the innovation-decision process in organizations. Adapted from Zaltman et 
al. (1973). 
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Technology Acceptance Model 

Given that both the Innovation Diffusion Theory (IDT) and the Technology Acceptance Model 

(TAM) have been widely applied to examine the acceptance and adoption of innovations and 

new technologies, several authors have used these theories in combination in their studies 

(Giovanis et al., 2012; Plewa et al., 2012; Zhou, 2008). TAM can be thought of as a 

complementary theory to IDT, integrating common ideas (Plewa et al., 2012). TAM is usually 

employed to explain the willingness of a user to accept and adopt a new technology by 

understanding the individual’s perception towards the usefulness and effort in using said 

technology (Alford & Page, 2015; Zhou, 2008). TAM is one of the dominant theories in the 

research of technology adoption (Davis, 1989). Davis’ (1989) TAM has been widely applied to 

studies across many industries, recently, however, the number of studies in the literature relating 

to the adoption of technology by small businesses has been increasing (Alford & Page, 2015; 

AlSharji et al., 2018; Dahnil et al., 2014; Durkin et al., 2013; Ritz et al., 2019). 

 

The technology acceptance model first introduced by Fred Davis (1985) in his doctoral 

dissertation, is designed to understand the acceptance of information systems or technologies by 

users. This original model and its first modified version (Davis et al., 1989) suggested that an 

individual’s belief determined her/his attitude towards things. The model proposed the following 

two specific beliefs: Perceived Usefulness (PU) and Perceived Ease of Use (PEOU). 

 

Perceived Usefulness can be defined as the probability that the use of a certain system or 

technology will improve the potential user’s current circumstance, and Perceived Ease of Use 

refers to the potential user’s degree of expectation regarding how effortless to use the system or 

technology will be (Davis, 1989). According to David (1989), external variables are factors that 

influence a potential user’s beliefs towards a system or technology. The external variables 

directly affect PU and PEOU, which in turn, affect the attitude towards using the technology, the 

attitude directly influences the intention to use the technology which ends up shaping the actual 

usage of the technology. The 1996 version of TAM has been used in several technology adoption 

studies and has consistently performed well in predicting the intentions of individuals (Giovanis 

et al., 2012; Venkatesh & Davis, 2000; Venkatesh & Morris, 2000). Legris and colleagues (2003) 
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show with the results of their meta‐analysis of prior studies using TAM that out of 22 studies 

only three included attitude. Therefore, in this study, Venkatesh and Davis’ (1996) version of 

the TAM will be used to gain a better understanding of the perception, intention, and actual usage 

of digital marketing in SMEs. The TAM is visually represented in Figure 7.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Final version of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM). Adapted from Venkatesh 
and Davis (1996). 

 

Application of the Theories 

The purpose of this study is to explore the perception of digital marketing by the CEOs of early-

stage SMEs, and the subsequent adoption process and usage of digital marketing by these small 

companies. Hence, the theoretical framework is inspired and created by combining Roger’s 

(1995) IDT five stages and Venkatesh and Davis’ (1996) TAM, with both theories finally coming 

together through Zaltman’s (1973) stages. These theories are suitable when investigating the 

adoption process of new technologies at both the individual and organizational levels. As 

mentioned, the reason behind understanding technology adoptions from both perspectives is that 

although SMEs are organizations, the CEO is usually the individual making the decisions in the 

organization. The creation process behind the theoretical framework of this study is visualized 

in Appendix 1. 
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2.2.2. Digital Marketing Adoption Process 

The adoption process of an innovation is a sequence of stages through which a potential adopter 

goes before accepting a new product, service, or idea (Frambach & Schillewaert, 2002). As 

defined by Rogers (1995, p. 20) adoption process refers to “the process through which an 

individual or other decision-making unit passes from first knowledge of an innovation, to 

forming an attitude toward the innovation, to a decision to adopt or reject, to implementation of 

the new idea, and to confirmation of this decision”. As previously mentioned, when speaking of 

organizational adoption, the two major stages distinguished are initiation and implementation, 

and the adoption decision is made between these two (Frambach & Schillewaert, 2002; Rogers, 

1995; Zaltman et al., 1973; Zhou, 2008). It is during the initiation stage that the organization first 

becomes aware of the innovation, forms an attitude towards it, and finally evaluates the new 

technology. In the implementation stage, the organization makes the decision to purchase and 

utilize the innovation (Frambach & Schillewaert, 2002). This is merely the beginning of the 

implementation stage though, since the actual acceptance or assimilation of the innovation within 

the organization is the most crucial part, as adopters commit to the continued use of the 

technology over time (Ibid, 2002). It is important to remark that organizational innovation 

adoption implies that the adoption takes place within the organization, in other words, the 

innovation adoption in an organization also occurs at the individual level, with each of the people 

involved. This is known as intra-organizational acceptance (Frambach & Schillewaert, 2002). 

 

Several different variables can influence the adoption of an innovation within an organization 

(Waarts et al., 2002). Jeyaraj and peers (2006) present examples of the kinds of variables that 

affect innovation adoption, the best predictors of IT adoption at an individual level include 

perceived usefulness, top management support, technical experience, behavioral intention 

(intention to use), and user support. Equally, the best predictors of IT adoption in organizations 

were top management support, external pressure, and information sources (Ibid, 2006). 

Independently, top management support is the main variable that connects individual and 

organizational IT adoption. At an aggregate level, the characteristics of the innovation and 

characteristics of the organization were the strongest predictors of IT adoption both individually 

and organizationally. (Jeyaraj et al., 2006.) These results are consistent with the literature on 
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digital marketing adoption and can be used as a reference to better understand the predictors of 

digital marketing adoption in SMEs. As revealed by Taiminen and Karjaluoto (2015), one major 

reason for SMEs to not adopt social media in their marketing efforts is management opposition. 

A company’s adoption decision is typically based on a comparison of the expected situation after 

adoption to the current situation or other alternatives. In this sense, when making the adoption 

decision, the value of an innovation —that is, the overall added functionality or performance of 

the invention for the firm in terms of increased revenue— will be weighed alongside the costs of 

adopting said innovation (Waarts et al., 2002). Although this seems straightforward, it is more 

complex in practice as it can become quite difficult to formally assess the value of an innovation 

in terms of increased revenue (Ibid, 2002). On top of that, there are several different variables 

affecting and contributing to the adoption decision at each stage of the adoption process.  

 

Initiation stage 

During this stage, an individual or organization gains awareness of an innovation (Frambach & 

Schillewaert, 2002). In this study’s theoretical framework, the initiation stage is composed of 

external variables that influence the knowledge and perception that the individual has regarding 

a new technology, in turn, the Perceived Usefulness (PU), Perceived Ease of Use (PEOU), and 

the Intention to Use or behavioral intention (BI) that the individual has on the innovation directly 

affect the decision to adopt and the actual usage of a new technology. 

 

When it comes to SMEs adopting digital marketing —or at least some of its components— 

literature shows that some of the most salient factors prompting the adoption decision are PU, 

PEOU, expectable performance, management support, knowledge, technical skills, cost-

effectiveness, facilitating conditions within and outside the organization, and compatibility 

(Ainin et al., 2015; Broekemier et al., 2015; Chatterjee & Kar, 2020; Dahnil et al., 2014; 

Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018b). One major variable that affects the 

adoption decision, and one that is especially important for early-stage SMEs is whether digital 

marketing can provide significant and relevant results that can be translated as tangible benefits 

for the company (Ainin et al., 2015; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018b). 
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Implementation stage 

During this stage, the individual or organization does the purchase decision and makes actual 

use of the new technology. After the innovation has been in use, it can be confirmed whether the 

individuals in an organization assimilate the new technology and subsequently accept or reject 

it (Frambach & Schillewaert, 2002). 

 

Some of the main uses of digital marketing within SMEs are speed of communication, cost 

savings, understanding and modifying customer behavior, customer acquisition and retention, 

building brand awareness, enhancing targeted audience and messages, enhancing customer 

service, and facilitating communication and interactions with customers (Taiminen & 

Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018b). In Taiminen and Karjaluoto’s study (2015), many 

SMEs did not use digital marketing channels to initiate dialogic communication with customers 

very often. Furthermore, despite respondents being sales-focused SMEs, surprisingly 

“increasing sales to existing customers” was regarded as the second least important reason to 

adopt digital tools (Ibid, 2015). This just proves that SMEs, especially smaller ones, are most 

likely not aware of the opportunities that digital platforms present for growth and sales increase. 

 

2.3. Challenges Regarding Digital Marketing 

Entrepreneurs, investors, and researchers agree that the early growth stage is the riskiest in the 

lifecycle of SMEs. It is usually in this stage that the fate of small companies is decided with the 

probability of success depending heavily on the actions taken during this stage (Gordon, 2021). 

Early-stage SMEs face several challenges (Simpson & Taylor, 2002), they must stand out against 

larger competitors that possess far more and better resources, in an increasingly crowded market. 

Additionally, the literature confirms that SMEs are less likely to use emerging technologies 

properly than bigger corporations, as larger companies are more likely to have acquired the 

required resources and knowledge to adopt digital technologies successfully (Broekemier et al., 

2015; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; Wamba & Carter, 2016). In fact, early-stage SMEs and 

micro-enterprises are the slowest adopters (Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). Even though more 

SMEs are attempting to adopt digital marketing, the figures are not entirely reassuring. In 2017, 
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a study measuring the state of digitalization in Finnish SMEs exposed that only 17% of SMEs 

believe digital marketing to be very present in their organization, a high contrast to the 28% that 

indicated that digital marketing is only somewhat present, and the largest share of 29% that does 

not use digital marketing at all or does so very poorly (Statista, 2018). Many factors determine 

if and how SMEs adopt and implement digital marketing, each of them can either aid or hinder 

a particular firm in its adoption process. These factors can vary depending on the firm and its 

specific characteristics, but they tend to be present at both the initiation and implementation 

stages (Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). The challenges early-stage SMEs face at each of the 

stages of their digital marketing adoption process are summarized in Appendix 2. 

 

2.3.1. Initiation stage 

It is conventional for marketing to be troublesome for SMEs, especially when new technologies 

are involved. Not only does their business environment play a direct role, but so do the CEO's 

capabilities and their availability of resources (Kraus et al., 2019). Furthermore, CEOs with no 

business background have a limited understanding of marketing and its different applications. 

 

A lack of financial capital is considered a barrier to the growth of SMEs in general, but it also 

presents a barrier for these companies to adopt and use digital tools such as digital marketing 

(Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). Along with limited financial limitations, SMEs’ limited 

resources include time, human, and marketing knowledge and skills. These are some of the most 

common and biggest barriers in the initiation stage of digital marketing adoption for these 

companies (Kraus et al., 2019; Wilson & Makau, 2018). These limitations make it difficult to 

overcome the initial challenges when beginning the adoption process of new technologies. 

Another important barrier to take into account when early-stage SMEs start to adopt digital 

marketing is that due to their evolutionary nature caused by external factors that pose continuous 

uncertainty, these companies do not plan formally and tend to have an ad hoc management style 

(Bocconcelli et al., 2018; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; Wilson & Makau, 2018). This means 

that, more often than not, early-stage SMEs do not have a marketing strategy, and the lack of 

clear strategic objectives makes it very difficult for them to adopt digital marketing properly in 

their marketing efforts (Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). 
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2.3.2. Implementation stage 

Even if SMEs realize the potential impact and benefits of digital marketing, many still struggle 

to overcome the challenges to effectively exploit them (Kraus et al., 2019). Besides the obvious 

barrier of limited resource access that SMEs face, as mentioned in the initiation stage, the lack 

of a clear strategy and systematic marketing efforts is a major barrier for SMEs when it comes 

to effective and efficient implementation of digital marketing (Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). 

SMEs struggle to create rich content and effective processes in their SMM (Broekemier et al., 

2015; Kraus et al., 2019), this is mainly due to the challenge of insufficient or complete lack of 

marketing knowledge and technical skills, combined with the usual scant appreciation of the 

benefits of digital marketing (Dahnil et al., 2014). Overcoming the challenge of having a suitable 

and skillful marketing person in the company is quite difficult for early-stage SMEs (Kraus et 

al., 2019; Ritz et al., 2019), as the CEO is most likely not a marketer herself/himself and might 

not have the financial means to hire an expert (Ibid, 2019; Ibid, 2019). This is consistent with 

the literature, which shows that the biggest obstacles for SMEs when adopting digital marketing 

are uncertainty on how to use the new technologies and getting a suitable team member to handle 

digital marketing within the firm, especially when problems arise (AlSharji et al., 2018; 

Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). Secondary but also important challenges are scarcity of 

resources, including knowledge, human, and financial (Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015). 

 

2.4. Anticipated Future 

The ability of SMEs to remain competitive is based on their capacity to be innovative. However, 

these companies normally struggle with profitability and liquidity because of their size and 

ownership structure, which makes them especially vulnerable to shocks in their external 

environment (Juergensen et al., 2020). As a matter of fact, global crises such as the outbreak of 

the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) global epidemic are expected to have a massive impact on 

SMEs, especially when comparing their limited resources to those of larger firms (Ibid, 2020). 

On the other hand, due to the same reasons of a smaller size, private ownership, and relatively 

flat hierarchical structures, SMEs tend to be more adaptive and have more flexibility than their 

larger counterparts, which can be advantageous during a crisis (Juergensen et al., 2020).  
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The outbreak of COVID-19 has driven significant changes in purchasing and consumption 

patterns (Park et al., 2020; Watanabe & Omori, 2020). While demand for face-to-face services 

has dropped dramatically, the online consumption of products and services is on the rise thanks 

to e-commerce (Watanabe & Omori, 2020). Because in general SMEs are more vulnerable than 

larger companies, which means it takes them longer to return to normal operations after a crisis, 

it is thus crucial to think about how SMEs have been impacted and how may they recover from 

the financial crisis derived by the COVID-19 outbreak (Juergensen et al., 2020). 

 

2.4.1. Impact of COVID-19 

COVID-19 has been an external shock with unparalleled implications, it has impacted SMEs on 

many different aspects, including demand and supply (Juergensen et al., 2020). According to 

survey data from May 2020, 41% of SMEs in the UK had ceased operations, and 35% worried 

about not being able to reopen in the future (FSB, 2020). In Germany, half of SMEs predicted a 

negative impact from the crisis, with over one-third expecting a revenue drop of more than 10% 

(DIHK, 2020). In Italy, more than 70% of SMEs expressed that they had been directly affected 

by the crisis (CNA, 2020). While SMEs in other European nations have shown similar worries, 

these businesses are also extremely diverse (Juergensen et al., 2020). For instance, during the 

global financial crisis in 2008, Cowling and colleagues (2018) discovered that in the UK well-

established, larger SMEs were more affected than their younger and smaller counterparts. Small 

and young SMEs were more agile and quick to respond and adapt to the crisis, whereas the older 

SMEs were not (Ibid, 2018). Even though external shocks affect all SMEs to a degree, it is 

worthy to ponder how different kinds of SMEs are affected by them (Juergensen et al., 2020).  

 

All types of SMEs have experienced at least some kind of effect on their activities derived from 

the lockdowns caused by the pandemic (Juergensen et al., 2020). While businesses and 

entrepreneurs have shown high levels of business resilience, economic disruptions resulting from 

the lockdowns have impacted SMEs more harshly, causing a diversity of effects varying by 

industry and sector (Bullough & Renko, 2013; Pedauga et al., 2021). While the drastic measures 

—lockdowns— taken by some governments helped to restrict the spread of the coronavirus, they 

also put the existence of businesses in all sectors and industries in jeopardy, with potentially 
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disastrous individual, societal, and economic consequences such as massive job losses and social 

vulnerability (Lu et al., 2020). While these strict epidemic control measures slowed the spread 

of the disease, they also made it difficult for people to return to work and disrupted the flow of 

the economy (Lu et al., 2020; Pedauga et al., 2021).  

 

During this crisis, SMEs have experienced isolation, labor shortages, human mobility 

restrictions, major reductions in capacity utilization, a shrinking market demand, supply chain 

disruptions, and confidence loss (Juergensen et al., 2020; Lu et al., 2020; Pedauga et al., 2021). 

On the demand side, income flows have been disrupted by the interruption of wage payments, 

as well as lower demand for consumption and investments (Coibion et al., 2020; Pedauga et al., 

2021). In Russia, because of the preventive restrictions imposed to impede the propagation of 

infections, demand dropped significantly and business activities slowed down dramatically 

(Razumovskaia et al., 2020). In April 2020, Russian SMEs reached an “anti-record in sales” with 

the SME business activity index decreasing to its lowest value since the year 2014. According 

to the study, revenue decreased for 78% of respondents and about 60% of entrepreneurs expected 

a further decrease in their revenue in the near future (Razumovskaia et al., 2020). For the 

knowledge-based SMEs, the crisis might have had a lower impact, although some SMEs 

requiring special equipment or laboratories might have made little progress with engineers and 

scientists working from home (Juergensen et al., 2020).  

 

There are other economic ramifications related to the COVID-19 epidemic besides the 

lockdowns with short-term implications applicable to all kinds of SMEs, as well as medium- and 

long-term repercussions that vary by company (Juergensen et al., 2020). In the short term, the 

majority of SMEs have most likely faced financial difficulties and liquidity challenges. Many 

SMEs have also had logistic and demand challenges, although the severity of these issues varies 

by industry and firm (Juergensen et al., 2020; Lu et al., 2020). The negative effects that have 

affected and wreaked havoc among the financial markets, with many early-stage SMEs included, 

involve fear of contagion, increased uncertainty, deteriorating expectations, reduced revenue, 

lower consumption, and banking credit contraction (Baker et al. 2020; Pedauga et al., 2021; 

Zhang et al. 2020).  
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Similarly, SMEs' reduced earnings have resulted in serious liquidity constraints and solvency 

problems (Pedauga et al., 2021). Stand-alone SMEs, in particular, have seen a sharp decrease in 

demand as well as some supply chain challenges, making them particularly reliant on external 

financial support. Many of them were already operating on financial constraints and limited 

budgets before the crisis. As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, they have deteriorated, which 

makes their downfall more likely (Juergensen et al., 2020). Knowledge-based SMEs and 

specialty suppliers have also been affected, many of them have become more vulnerable and 

exposed to financial problems. Furthermore, many SMEs have had to make considerable 

adjustments to their physical operations in order to comply with continuous government 

regulations regarding social distance, requiring additional financial expenditure. 

 

Due to their unique performance characteristics, SMEs are particularly vulnerable to the adverse 

economic effects of the pandemic (Razumovskaia et al., 2020). There has been a drastic shift in 

consumer behavior as a consequence of the implemented social distancing measures which 

forced SMEs to quickly react and adapt. Fear of getting infected with the virus, reduced 

purchasing power as a consequence of a plunge in personal income which in turn has resulted in 

wage cuts or dismissals, and so on (Lu et al., 2020; Razumovskaia et al., 2020). Though the 

impact and effects of the COVID-19 outbreak differ significantly across industries and firms, 

clearly this pandemic has had significant universal short- and long-term impacts (Juergensen et 

al., 2020). To fully understand these requires extensive research and forecasting which analyzes 

diverse industries and sectors (Ibid, 2020). That, however, is outside the scope of this study. 

 

2.4.2. Future post-COVID-19 

It is still hard to predict and foretell what the long-term effects of the coronavirus pandemic are, 

but researchers anticipate that the post-COVID-19 opportunities and potential will be even better 

if companies are able to use digital tools throughout the pandemic (Priyono et al., 2020). In 

particular, the crisis has highlighted the need and value for SMEs to invest in digital technologies 

(Juergensen et al., 2020; Priyono et al., 2020). Digital technologies have become indispensable 

for SMEs, digital tools not just assist important downstream activities like marketing and sales, 

but also improve internal productivity and efficiency (Juergensen et al., 2020).  
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From a managerial point of view, digitalization opens up new opportunities for businesses 

(Cirillo & Zayas 2019; Juergensen et al., 2020), and the COVID-19 pandemic will enhance and 

speed up SMEs’ ability to identify and exploit them. For example, a study from Park and 

colleagues (2020) in Japan showed a significant rise in the amount of groceries purchased online 

before and during COVID-19, with 8.4% before to a staggering 21.1% during COVID-19, a 

151% total increase. One of the main barriers impeding the diffusion of online consumption has 

been the upfront costs required to shop online, but, if a huge amount of customers have been 

making upfront online purchases as a result of the COVID-19 outbreak, it is logical to assume 

that online customers would have no urgent motivation to go back to offline shopping after the 

pandemic is over, thus, continuing the high levels of online consumption (Watanabe & Omori, 

2020). However, there are many unforeseeable factors affecting consumer behavior and 

consumption, and due to the lingering financial concerns following the crisis, some SMEs may 

find it difficult to execute digital efforts (Juergensen et al., 2020). 

 

Though the full economic impact of the post-COVID-19 pandemic is difficult to predict, it is 

already evident that it poses an unprecedented external shock, and not only to SMEs (Juergensen 

et al., 2020). All companies, including SMEs, have suffered a significant drop in demand as a 

result of lockdown measures and a loss of customer confidence, and the closure of some global 

value chains has affected some industries. Depending on the type of company and its industry, 

the intensity of these demand and supply shocks is likely to vary (Ibid, 2020). These distinctions 

are critical for a better understanding of the medium- and long-term impacts on early-stage 

SMEs, as well as for future policymaking.  

 

Juergensen and colleagues (2020) argue that in the long term, depending on the type of SME, 

different sets of challenges will arise, but along with them, a diversity of opportunities will come 

too. The mix of policies to come will need a shift from a short-term focus on ensuring the survival 

of European SMEs to a more structural and long-term approach centered on encouraging their 

reinvention, development, and growth through innovation adoption, internationalization, and 

networking (Juergensen et al., 2020). 
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3. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

This chapter outlines the research context, design, and methods used for the empirical part of the 

study. The process for data collection and the data analysis techniques are also presented in this 

chapter. In addition, the reliability and validity of the study are discussed, as well as the relation 

of these measures to the overall credibility of the research findings. 

 

3.1. Research Context 

According to the European Commission’s (2020c) latest European innovation scoreboard, 

Finland is among the top five innovation leaders of the EU, occupying second place in the 

Innovation Leaders group whose innovation performance is 125% above the EU’s average. 

Finland also ranked second for countries within the EU with the highest rate of performance 

improvement for innovation-friendly environments with a growth of almost 54% from 2018 to 

2019, while simultaneously achieving the second-highest overall increase of performance 

observed between 2012 and 2019 with a development of over 162% (Ibid, 2020c). 

 

Despite Finland’s improvement in innovation adoption rates in recent years, it seems that the 

country is not immune to the worldwide phenomenon of under-adoption and -utilization of 

digital marketing in SMEs. In a survey performed in 2017 regarding the digitalization state of 

SMEs in Finland, only 25% of participants stated that digitalization is very present in their 

processes. Even worse, only 15% really understood their digital needs and business opportunities 

(Statista, 2018). When relating to digital marketing specifically, only 17% of respondents said 

that digital marketing is very present in their company activities (Ibid, 2018).  

 

Although the exact total number of SMEs using digital marketing in Finland at the moment is 

difficult to find, recent statistics on SMEs and digital marketing look promising in the sense that 

although not adopted yet, at least more SMEs are starting to recognize and understand the value 

of using digital marketing. In 2019, the most important digital transformation need for SMEs 

was the development of digital marketing and communications, with 69% of companies (with 

employees) and 65% of self-employed companies (without employees) recognizing digital 
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marketing as their number one and most urgent need (Statista, 2019d). This demonstrates that 

the future is promising for early-stage SMEs in Finland in terms of adoption and implementation 

of digital marketing in their marketing efforts. Finland provides a relevant research context to 

study and gain a better understanding of the adoption of digital marketing by early-stage SMEs.  

 

3.2. Research Design 

The purpose of research design is to provide a plan on how to conduct the study and give a 

detailed structure on how the data were collected and analyzed to answer the research questions 

(Creswell & Poth, 2016; Saunders et al., 2016). This study seeks to build a better understanding 

of the adoption process of digital marketing in early-stage SMEs. Since the research on this topic 

is still in a nascent stage (Alford & Page, 2015; Pradhan et al., 2018; Ritz et al., 2019; Teixeira 

et al., 2018a), the chosen research method for this study is a qualitative approach. Qualitative 

research methods are suitable for these kinds of studies since the aim is to understand and explain 

a phenomenon that has not yet been fully explored (Doz, 2011).  

 

Because this research is trying to identify themes and explain patterns found in the theory and 

the data collected throughout the study, an abductive approach is followed (Saunders et al., 

2016).  The research also follows an exploratory approach, which allows for flexibility to 

discover and gain insights on the topic of interest by asking open questions such as “what” and 

“how” (Ibid, 2016). There are several ways to conduct exploratory research, Saunders and 

colleagues (2016) point out four main different approaches, out of which this study includes the 

following: research on the current literature, interviewing specialists on the subject, and 

conducting in-depth individual interviews. The chosen approaches to carry the research out are 

appropriate to try to understand an unfamiliar topic by illustrating the key elements and 

relationships found in the theory and the collected data (Doz, 2011; Saunders et al., 2016).  

 

Due to the exploratory nature of the study, the interviews conducted to collect the data are semi-

structured (Saunders et al., 2016). Furthermore, this study can be considered a multiple-case 

study, with each of the companies or interviews serving as an individual case. A multiple-case 
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study is used to establish a deeper and more accurate understanding of whether the findings in 

one case occurred in the others, and if it is possible to generalize the findings in any way.  

 

3.2.1. Qualitative Research Method 

Qualitative research can be simply described as any data collection technique or data analysis 

procedure that generates or uses non-numerical data (Saunders et al., 2016, p.165). Creswell 

(2013, p. 44) states that “qualitative research begins with assumptions and the use of 

interpretive/theoretical frameworks” to address the research problem. Qualitative researchers 

employ a qualitative approach to investigation, which consists of data collection in a “natural 

setting sensitive to the people and places under study, and data analysis that is both inductive 

and deductive and establishes patterns or themes” (Creswell, 2013, p. 44). In this sense, since 

the data is gathered by observations, interviews or conversations, images, recordings, notes, or 

documents, qualitative data tend to be more complex, elastic, and diverse (Saunders et al., 2016, 

p.568). Due to the rich and holistic nature of qualitative data which are characterized by their 

different layers of meaning dependent on unique settings and contexts, qualitative data require 

some degree of processing prior to analysis and interpretation (Creswell, 2013; Creswell & Poth, 

2016; Saunders et al., 2016). The results of qualitative research include “the voices of the 

participants, the reflexivity of the researcher, a complex description and interpretation of the 

problem, and its contribution to the literature or a call for change” (Creswell, 2013, p. 44). 

 

Qualitative research is beneficial for developing and testing theories in areas where there is a 

scarcity of information (Creswell, 2013; Creswell & Poth, 2016). The exploratory nature of this 

approach to research allows for the development of new conceptualizations, and especially in 

fields such as marketing, it also gives credibility to such conceptions (Kapoulas & Mitic, 2012). 

This kind of research allows the study of how the environment influences business, marketing, 

and consumer behavior, as well as understanding the intricate processes that surround a topic 

(Andriopoulos & Slater, 2013). Since the literature on the adoption of digital marketing by early-

stage SMEs is only emerging (Alford & Page, 2015; Pradhan et al., 2018; Ritz et al., 2019; 

Teixeira et al., 2018a), a qualitative research method is the most suitable choice for this study as 

it allows to develop theory on this subject and build on a path for future research. 
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3.2.2. Multiple Case Study 

Yin (2018) suggests that case study research is the preferred method when addressing “why” or 

“how” questions, it is an empirical method to research that is useful when thoroughly studying a 

real-world, contemporary phenomenon —the case. A case study is especially helpful when the 

distinction between phenomena and context is not evidently obvious, as this method deals with 

the peculiar situation of having many more variables of interest than data points (Yin, 2018). As 

a result, a case study is benefitted from previous development of theoretical propositions that 

guide the research design, and the data collection and analysis; it could be said that case study 

research depends on multiple sources of evidence, with data converging together (Ibid, 2018). 

 

Case study research is used to explore authentic phenomena in a real-life context. The main 

purpose of a case study or multiple-case study research is to examine the relationship of the 

contemporary bounded system or multiple bounded systems with different contexts —such as 

social, economic, and technological— while simultaneously creating, gathering, and exploring 

multiple sources of data (Creswell, 2013). By building patterns and finding explanations from 

the multiple sources of data, the researcher can derive conclusions from the case(s) (Yin, 2014). 

 

The multiple-case study method was chosen for this study, with data collected through interviews 

with the CEOs of seven different Finnish SMEs in their early stages. The reason to use this 

method is that multiple-case research allows for more objectivity in the study, by analyzing 

several viewpoints on a topic and finding commonalities or discrepancies across the cases (Yin, 

2014). This method allowed me to observe similarities and differences when evaluating several 

and diverse perspectives of CEOs on their digital marketing adoption, which is especially useful 

because it avoids the risk of reaching conclusions based on a single point of view. 

 

3.3. Data Collection 

The data of this study were collected through semi-structured interviews. The main purpose of 

the interviews was to discover similarities and differences between the case companies in their 

process of digital marketing adoption.  
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The sampling method utilized in this study is purposive or purposeful sampling, which is one of 

the most common sampling methods in qualitative research (Guest et al., 2013; Saunders et al., 

2016). In this sampling method, the researcher decides the purpose that the participants serve, 

and the sample is selected according to the objective of the study, the purpose of the participants, 

and the knowledge that the researcher has on that specific group of participants (Bernard, 2013; 

Patton, 2002; Guest et al., 2013). Since the context of this research is based in Finland, the first 

criterion is for the sample of case companies to be founded and located in Finland. Additionally, 

since the explored phenomenon concerns early-stage SMEs, the companies were chosen 

according to their size, age, and growth stage. Finally, the last criterion for the chosen SMEs is 

that they must have adopted digital marketing or have just begun their digital marketing journey. 

Based on these criteria, the sample for this study consists of seven early-stage Finnish SMEs. 

 

3.3.1. Case Companies 

The sample of the study is comprised of a cohort of seven early-stage Finnish SMEs, which act 

as the case companies. The interviewees taking part in this study consist of the CEOs of said 

case companies. To protect the privacy of the participating CEOs who have acted as 

interviewees, and their respective companies, both the CEOs and the case companies have been 

given a new identifier in the study. 

 

Company Arcturus is a small Finnish company trying to revolutionize the gardening world by 

making it simple for everyone through its IT portal. Its solution consists of providing customers 

with a ready-made garden box with seedlings already planted and ready to grow, through the app 

customers are guided on how to take proper care of their plants. The company was founded at 

the beginning of 2020 and started its digital marketing operations almost immediately after. The 

digital marketing operations of the company are a combination of in-house and outsourced 

efforts. CEO A, the interviewee from Arcturus, has been directly involved in planning, 

managing, and carrying out the company’s digital marketing operations. 
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Company Betelgeuse is an early-stage company that began operations at the beginning of 2018 

in Finland and has since then focused on building its solution. Betelgeuse is a pioneer in the 

Mobility as a Service (MaaS) industry with its platform for water transportation. The service 

consists of a marketplace where people can search, find, and book boat trips. The company has 

already established a social media presence; however, they are just beginning to build their 

digital marketing operations. CEO B, the interviewee from Betelgeuse, is not directly in charge 

of this business area but is involved in the general ideation of the company’s digital marketing. 

 

Company Canopus is a Finnish company in the recycling industry. The company is a C2C 

marketplace that offers a door-to-door collection of empty bottles. Canopus was founded in late 

2017 but began its operations in late 2018, the company has had in-house digital marketing 

operations in place since then. Along with co-workers, CEO C, the interviewee from Canopus, 

has been actively involved in the planning and execution of digital marketing efforts. 

 

Company Gacrux, founded in Finland in early 2018, is an online interior design platform. 

Gacrux has had digital marketing operations since the beginning of its operations. CEO G, the 

interviewee from Gacrux, is heavily involved in the planning and creation of the company’s 

digital marketing strategies, but another colleague takes care of the implementation.  

 

Company Pollux, a Finnish company founded in early 2020, is committed to tackling the big 

problems humankind faces all around the world. Pollux develops digital tools so that 

organizations can fight climate change, engage with the community, and make better 

environmental and societal decisions. The company has begun its digital marketing operations 

through social media presence. CEO P, the interviewee from Pollux, along with the Chief Design 

Officer, has been in charge of initiating the company’s digital marketing efforts. 

 

Company Sirius is an early-stage company founded in Finland in late 2018. Sirius is offering 

an easy-to-use platform to access data and information about different industries and topics. All 

the marketing efforts of the company have been digital since the beginning of its operations. 

CEO S, the interviewee from Sirius, is in charge of the digital marketing operations. The digital 

marketing strategies are planned and created by CEO S and executed by colleagues. 
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Company Thuban is a Finnish health and wellness company that provides wellbeing apps for 

individuals and organizations to be more productive and achieve work-life balance. The 

company was founded in early 2017 and has had digital marketing operations in place since then. 

CEO T, the interviewee from Thuban, is aware of the general status of the digital marketing 

operations but is not directly involved in the creation and execution.   

 

Detailed summaries of the case companies and the interviewees can be found in Table 3. 

 

Table 3. Summary of the case companies in this study.  

Company Industry Years in 
Operation 

No. of 
Employees 

Served 
Market 

Digital 
Marketing 
Operations 

Arcturus Farming & Food Industry 1 yr. 4 mo. 8 Domestic Yes 

Betelgeuse MaaS & Maritime Industry 3 yr. 5 mo. 5 Domestic & 
International Initiating 

Canopus Recycling Industry 3 yr. 9 mo. 3 Domestic Yes 

Gacrux Interior Design Industry 3 yr. 3 mo. 4 Domestic & 
International Yes 

Pollux Information Services & 
Software Industry 1 yr. 2 mo. 5 Domestic  Yes 

Sirius Market Research & 
Software Industry 2 yr. 9 mo. 5 International Yes 

Thuban Health & Wellness 
Industry 4 yr. 3 mo. 4 Domestic & 

International Yes 

 

3.3.2. Semi-structured Interviews 

Interviews or purposeful discussions can be regarded as one of the most important types of case 

study evidence due to their practicality and versatility (Saunders et al., 2016; Yin, 2018). Non-

standardized qualitative interviews are efficient and adaptable, which makes them a popular 
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qualitative data collection technique among business and management academics who want to 

describe and investigate a specific organizational issue from a variety of angles (Cassell, 2015).  

By designing customized interview questions around certain themes, researchers are able to 

obtain targeted primary data that is precise and insightful by analyzing the explicit and implicit 

responses from the interviewees (Yin, 2018). Hence why interviews are an excellent way for 

researchers to gather data, as qualitative interviews not only provide access to information that 

is nonexistent in written or published form, but they support in simplifying and validating data 

obtained from other sources as well (Cassell, 2015). 

 

In most cases, interviews are classified based on the research objectives and questions (Saunders 

et al., 2016; Cassell, 2015). Among other academics, Saunders and colleagues (2016) suggest 

using semi-structured interview questions in the research design, since this kind of interview 

questions address the “what” and “how” questions while at the same time giving freedom to 

direct the course of the interview as needed. Due to the exploratory nature of this study, thus, 

this study employs semi-structured interviews which are comprised of open-ended questions that 

prompt the participants to think aloud, clarify, and build on their own responses and comments. 

These kinds of interviews produce detailed, useful, and rich data through fluid, natural, and 

interactive discussions between the researcher and the participants (Saunders et al., 2016). While 

semi-structured interviews can be considered as methodical and detailed in terms of 

predetermined planned themes, the order and wording of questions can differ and be adapted to 

each interview (Creswell, 2013). The questions used in the semi-structured interviews of this 

study were formulated in themes by following the study’s theoretical framework and research 

questions. However, even though the interviews followed a structure, each of them varied 

depending on the interviewee and the different follow-up questions arising for each specific case. 

 

The main topics of the interviews involved background information of the CEO and the case 

company; familiarity, understanding, role, importance, and benefits of digital marketing for the 

early-stage SME from the CEO’s perspective; challenges related to the initiation and 

implementation of digital marketing in the case company; and finally, the impact of the COVID-

19 pandemic for the early-stage company and the CEO’s future business plans. All the interview 

questions were based on the study’s theoretical framework and research questions, academic 
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literature, managerial articles, and preliminary discussions with the study’s supervisor. The main 

objective of the interviews was to find similarities and differences between the respondents 

regarding their adoption of digital marketing, obtaining first-hand information to not only answer 

all the research questions but also to conceive and validate nascent concepts arising in the 

process. Appendix 3 shows the general structure of the questions posed during the interviews. 

 

The data were collected through a total of seven interviews with the CEOs of seven different 

early-stage SMEs located in Finland. To protect the privacy of the participants, their names and 

the names of their companies are not disclosed in the study, and each case company is given a 

nickname instead. During the interviews, the themes of the theoretical framework of the study 

were not revealed to the interviewees with the purpose of allowing them to freely express their 

digital marketing perception and adoption process without any previous conceptions. A detailed 

summary of the interviewees and their backgrounds is shown in Table 4.  

 

Table 4. Summary of demographic information on the interviewees.  

Interviewee Gender Age 
Range 

Educational 
Background Working Experience  Experience 

as a CEO 

CEO A Male 40 - 44 Business Food Industry 15+ yr. 3 yr. 

CEO B Male 30 - 34 Business Insurance Sector 07 yr. 3 yr. 

CEO C Male 35 - 39 Engineering Automation Industry 15+ yr. 2 yr. 

CEO G Female 35 - 39 Social 
Services 

Clothing & Fashion 
Industry 10+ yr. 3 yr. 

CEO P Female 30 - 34 Engineering 
Environment & 
Resource 
Management 

10+ yr. 1 yr. 

CEO S Male 35 - 39 Business Market Research 
Industry 15+ yr. 6 yr. 

CEO T Male 40 - 44 Computer 
Science Computer Science 20+ yr. 23 yr. 
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The duration of each interview varied depending on the participant. Due to the COVID-19 

outbreak, the interviews were scheduled and conducted virtually through Zoom —an online 

platform used for holding and recording voice and videocalls— between April and May 2021. 

More details of the interviews are summarized in Table 5. 

 

Table 5. Summary of the interviews. 

Company Interviewee Interview Length (in minutes) 
Arcturus CEO A 28:00 
Betelgeuse CEO B 24:00 
Canopus CEO C 35:36 
Gacrux CEO G 32:50 
Pollux CEO P 57:25 
Sirius CEO S 36:00 
Thuban CEO T 46:50 

 

3.4. Data Analysis 

For the analysis of the qualitative data, this study uses a thematic analysis approach. According 

to Saunders and colleagues (2016), the thematic approach is very frequently used when analyzing 

qualitative data as it provides a systematic yet flexible approach in which the researcher can 

understand and interpret the qualitative data instead of just summarizing it. Furthermore, they 

add that thematic analysis can be used regardless of whether the researcher is adopting a 

deductive or inductive approach (Ibid, 2016). Since in this study I am using a combination of 

both inductive and deductive approaches, which is referred to as abductive approach, the 

thematic analysis is the most suitable method for the analysis of the collected qualitative data. 

 

To understand and identify the underlying ideas, concepts, and assumptions that are entwined in 

the data, a hierarchical coding procedure was carried out according to the predetermined themes 

of the theoretical framework and research questions. The thematic analysis process was 
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concurrent and iterative as it involved analyzing data as they were collected and going back to 

previous data and analyses as I refined the categorization and coding of new data while searching 

for analytical themes. The process of analyzing the data consist of four main steps as outlined 

by Saunders and colleagues (2016), these are: familiarizing with the data, coding the data, 

searching for themes and identifying relationships, refining themes and propositions. 

 

To simplify and accelerate the process of data collection and its subsequent analysis, the 

interviews conducted during the data collection were recorded through Zoom. The audio 

captured from the interviews was then transcribed into text with the help of Microsoft Word 

software. After all the interviews were transcribed into a text format, the gathered text from each 

of the interviews was reviewed and studied to get familiarized with the data and gain a deeper 

understanding of the content and any visible patterns.  

 

During the analysis of the qualitative data, the computer software NVivo was utilized to not only 

facilitate the process of categorizing and structuring the data but also make the analysis itself 

more accurate and reliable. The qualitative data analysis software NVivo works by processing 

and arranging data based on the coded categories specified by the researcher, which in this study 

were based on the research questions and main themes from the theoretical framework. The 

categories specified in NVivo consist of Case Companies, Conceptualization, Adoption Process, 

Challenges, and Anticipated Future. A detailed image of the nodes coded in NVivo, the 

references to each of the nodes, and the overall structure of the data analysis in this study can be 

found in Appendix 4. 

 

3.5. Reliability and Validity 

In this section, the reliability and validity of the study’s research design and methodology will 

be discussed. Reliability and validity are standard and widely used measures to judge the quality 

of a study, its overall consistency, and the accuracy of its conclusions.  

 

The reliability of a study refers to its consistency and replicability. In other words, if a study can 

be repeated several times and yield the same results, then the research is considered reliable. The 
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validity concerns whether the measures and techniques used in the research are appropriate and 

if the analysis and results are accurate enough to generalize the findings. (Saunders et al., 2016.) 

In qualitative research, however, the context of the study and the researcher both play critical 

roles and can easily compromise the reliability and validity of the study. This is particularly 

important when the research uses semi-structured interviews as a data collection method, it is 

crucial for the researcher to remain ethical and objective to not bias the interviewees and skew 

the findings of the study in any preferred direction. 

 

To avoid this, neither the interview themes nor research questions were revealed to the 

interviewees, so that they could express themselves freely and narrate their experiences from 

their own perspectives without any preconceived notions hinted from the study itself or the 

researcher. As a researcher, I have tried to be as objective and self-aware as possible to not steer 

the interviewees in any direction which might cause the interviewees’ answers to be biased by 

my questions. In addition, the analysis of the data and any related findings from it are based 

solely on the transcribed data. 

 

The validity concerns the accuracy of the data analysis and conclusions, and the generalizability 

of the results which is referred to as external validity (Saunders et al., 2016). In this study, 

however, the aim is to build on the limited knowledge of the adoption process of digital 

marketing in SMEs, since the literature is so limited. To accurately generalize the results from 

this study, there must be further research on this particular topic but testing different contexts 

and specific groups of categorized case companies.  The main purpose of the study is not to 

generalize the results but to increase the existing knowledge and reinforce a pathway for future 

study, the directions for future research are discussed later on in Chapter 5. 
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4. EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

This chapter presents the findings from the thematic analysis. The findings are divided into four 

main sections according to the research questions of the study and the themes of the theoretical 

framework. The first section of the chapter, which relates to SRQ1, examines the CEOs’ 

perception and understanding of digital marketing. The second and third sections which relate to 

SRQ2 and SRQ3 respectively, present the findings of the digital marketing adoption process in 

different stages and the challenges faced by the case companies in each of these stages. Finally, 

the fourth section, which relates to SRQ4, discusses the impact that COVID-19 has had on these 

early-stage SMEs and what their CEOs anticipate for the future.  

 

4.1. Digital Marketing Conceptualization 

This section provides the findings of the interviewees’ perception and understanding of digital 

marketing from their perspective as CEOs. The purpose of this section is to gather findings to 

answer SRQ1: “How is digital marketing perceived by the CEO of an early-stage SME?”. 

 

The history of marketing and the evolution of the definitions of what is now known as digital 

marketing have been covered in the theoretical part of this study. The aim of this section is to 

grasp the perception and understanding of CEOs towards digital marketing and find out if there 

is an alignment with the academic literature. By gaining an understanding of what the general 

perception is and the knowledge that CEOs have on digital marketing, patterns and trends can 

be analyzed in the attitudes and behavioral intentions that CEOs have towards digital marketing 

and whether there is any influence in their subsequent adoption decision.  

 

As previously explained in the conceptualization section of the theoretical part, in this study 

digital marketing is defined by two broadly different approaches: inbound marketing and 

outbound marketing. Furthermore, the different components of which inbound marketing is 

comprised were also discussed in detail. Even though marketing has evolved to be customer-

centric and undertaking a value-based approach, literature states that for most SMEs marketing 

is heavily sales-oriented and often the distinction between marketing and sales is non-existent 
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(Reijonen, 2010; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018a). For this reason, the 

interviewees were asked to define digital marketing and explain their familiarity with digital 

marketing and its different components or approaches.  

 

4.1.1. Perception of Digital Marketing 

To understand the perception that the interviewed CEOs have of digital marketing, they were 

asked to define digital marketing in their own words. The general sentiment displayed when 

analyzing the interviewees’ perception of digital marketing is that for the case companies in this 

study, digital marketing is indeed strongly related to the increase of sales, and therefore, their 

marketing efforts are not so customer-centric but rather sales-oriented. This aligns with literature 

which indicates that due to the limited financial backing, little revenue, and few resources, early-

stage companies often experience at the beginning of their operations, they expect quick results 

from marketing which often translates to an increase in sales (Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; 

Teixeira et al., 2018a). This alignment with literature is clearly noticed as CEO P describes her 

perception of digital marketing: 

 

“I think that in most cases, it [digital marketing] is to support sales, so I do not see value 

in marketing per se. I see it as a medium or as a means to boost sales or boost something 

else. … But I do not see it as something you would just do for the sake of it. I see its 

function as a means to an end, especially in a small company.” —CEO P 

 

Although CEO S gives a more holistic definition of digital marketing as a way to reach the 

company’s target audience and potential customers, he further builds on the previous opinion 

about marketing with his definition of digital marketing as a means to get more leads and 

ultimately generating more sales for the company.  

 
“Trying to increase awareness in any digital way and generate leads for our sales, to try 

to sell our products or services to those potential clients. This is the way to reach our 

potential audience.” —CEO S 
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The overall findings show that most interviewees equate digital marketing to social media. 

Although some responses coupled other digital marketing components and terms into their 

definitions, most of the interviewees defined digital marketing as social media first and foremost. 

 

“When I think of digital marketing, social media is the first thing that comes to my mind. 

If I heard digital marketing, then I would think of Facebook or Instagram.” —CEO B 

 

“Well, marketing that is happening in social media. Also, newsletters, and of course, 

paid ads on Facebook, Instagram, and LinkedIn. Everything that happens via the Internet 

so to say.” —CEO G 

 

“Somehow, I scope it to online marketing, including web pages, ads, and social media 

accounts and then the activities in these [social media] accounts.” —CEO T 

 

4.1.2. Understanding of Digital Marketing 

Regarding the CEOs’ understanding of digital marketing, although three out of the seven 

interviewees have an educational background in business, when asked how familiar they are with 

digital marketing, all the participants admitted to not be too familiar with digital marketing and 

just having some understanding of the basics of it.  

 

“I’m getting more familiar with it every day, but I would say I’m a novice.” —CEO A 

 

“I have to admit that I’m not that familiar, although I do know some basic stuff of course. 

But I am still on my learning path in this space, and that is something I need to do quickly 

since we are starting the digital marketing soon.” —CEO B 

 

“On a scale from one to ten, when ten is a professional, I’m about a four I would say, or 

even less.” —CEO P 
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While none of the interviewees has had a formal education in marketing, some of the 

interviewees have had some courses on marketing, although not specifically on digital 

marketing. Most of the interviewees have learned about digital marketing in a self-taught and 

hands-on manner, as CEO A stated: “I have just learned by doing”. CEO C echoed the same 

sentiment “I have to say I’m not that familiar. I’m learning by doing”. This is very common 

among entrepreneurs, who are often used to dynamic environments and learning about a wide 

array of different subjects in a short period of time.  

 

The most common methods of learning about digital marketing seem to be researching on the 

Internet, learning with the help of co-workers more knowledgeable in marketing, attending basic 

marketing courses or webinars, and hands-on learning during previous work experience.  

 

“I researched a lot and gathered information from the Internet. I also participated in 

digital marketing courses. Also, webinars are another thing, whenever I have the time, I 

try to participate in the free webinars in this field.” —CEO G 

 

“I did some communication courses at university and in my previous jobs I did some 

short courses, so I learned there as well. I have received some courses but not exactly on 

digital marketing. I did something related to social media, then in some of the courses 

there has been some digital marketing as a part, but it has been quite shallow. So, I 

definitely think it is mostly at work that I have been learning. … But I think it is also 

something that you can learn from on different occasions. Marketing and 

communications in general, I think are usually a part of going to university somehow, or 

I’m surprised if people go through university without having any courses.” —CEO P 

 

As previously analyzed in the perception subsection, most interviewees’ understanding of digital 

marketing seems to be reduced to actions happening in social media. To further grasp the 

understanding of what digital marketing means for these CEOs, the interviewees were asked 

which types or components of digital marketing they are familiar with. 
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“Social media marketing and ads. Google ads, and ads on Facebook and Instagram as 

well, but I count those as social media marketing as well.” —CEO A 

 

“Social media marketing mainly. And of course, some search engine optimization.”  

—CEO B 

 

Although most interviewees seem to have a fair understanding of the differences between 

organic and paid marketing, and different components or tactics that can be used in these two 

approaches, most interviewees focused on social media as the main medium to carry out their 

digital marketing operations. This is not unexpected since there have been huge changes to the 

digital marketing world since the advent of social media, many people think of digital marketing 

as publicity or advertising happening in social media channels. 

 

A deeper understanding of different marketing approaches is given by CEO P. In her definition, 

she clarified the distinction between the inbound and outbound marketing approaches. 

 

“I’m thinking that digital marketing is when you are trying to create useful content for 

people. It can be like advertising, then it just pops up when maybe it is not the right time 

for people to get it, so it can be like that outbound kind of pushing stuff to peoples’ faces. 

But of course, it can also be inbound, so that people find it valuable, and they can then 

get back to it later, and when they are actually looking for that kind of information, they 

find it easier. I think digital marketing can be both cases, inbound and outbound.”  

 

To summarize the findings presented in this section, the conceptualization of digital marketing 

among the interviewed CEOs uncovered that digital marketing is mainly perceived as marketing 

done through digital channels, and more specifically, social media channels. According to the 

CEOs’ perception and understanding of digital marketing, the main reason for early-stage SMEs 

to make use of digital marketing is to assist sales through an increase in brand awareness and 

lead generation that ultimately brings sales.  These findings are aligned with the academic 

literature, as previously stated in the literature review, there often is confusion and little 

understanding to what digital marketing entails, as well as all the possibilities that arise from its 
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different approaches and components (Dahnil et al., 2014; Charlesworth, 2018; Ryan, 2017; 

Sokolova & Titova, 2019). It is understandable that the knowledge on digital marketing is rather 

limited since the interviewees do not have a formal education in marketing and they are just 

beginning to learn more deeply about it. A deeper understanding of the opportunities that digital 

marketing provides for companies and all the benefits it can bring when implemented properly 

is paramount in the adoption process though, as this directly influences the attitudes of adopters 

and their willingness to adopt a technology in the first place (Kraus et al., 2019; Ritz et al., 2019). 

 

4.2. Digital Marketing Adoption Process 

This section illustrates the findings of the adoption process of digital marketing by the case 

companies through the perspective of their respective CEOs. The objective of this section is to 

gather findings and provide answers for SRQ2: “What is the purpose and usage of digital 

marketing in early-stage SMEs?”.  

 

According to the theoretical framework of this study, the technology adoption process is divided 

into two main stages: initiation and implementation. As already mentioned, according to Davis’ 

(1989) framework, the adoption decision of an individual is influenced by her/his attitude and 

intention to use a given technology. The initiation subsection is then constructed in such a way 

so that the analysis allows me to get an idea of how the interviewees feel towards using digital 

marketing and what their intention to use digital marketing is. The interview questions revolved 

around the interviewees’ beliefs towards the Perceived Ease of Use (PEOU), the Perceived 

Usefulness (PU), and their Intention to Use (BI — Behavioral Intention) digital marketing. The 

interviewees’ intention to use digital marketing in the initiation stage, lead to the next subsection 

which is comprised of the adoption decision in the implementation stage. These two main stages 

—initiation and implementation— complete the analysis of the adoption process of digital 

marketing in the early-stage case companies. 
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4.2.1. Initiation stage 

Perceived Ease of Use (PEOU) refers to the belief a user has regarding a given technology, in 

which adopting a technology is not complex, but can be easily implemented instead. Under such 

circumstances, the user will not hesitate to use the technology if it proves to be beneficial 

(Chatterjee & Kar, 2020). In the context of this study, if CEOs believe that adopting digital 

marketing in their organizations does not require too much effort and that it can be used with 

ease, then the SME would adopt digital marketing.  

 

The overall findings from the interviewees’ PEOU towards digital marketing are that digital 

marketing is perceived by the interviewees as a somewhat complex technology to use in general. 

The majority of them stated that it is the initiation phase that tends to be quite difficult. There 

are several reasons for this, but the ones that stood out the most is that since the interviewees are 

not too familiar with digital marketing and do not have much experience with it, trying to plan 

good digital marketing strategies and executing them takes too much time and can very easily 

lead to wasted resources. Plenty of the interviewees pointed out that especially in the beginning 

of adopting digital marketing, they would require some guidance or help from marketing 

professionals to plan the marketing strategies and set everything up before the actual 

implementation. Most interviewees agreed that after the initiation or planning phase, which 

seems to be the most difficult, digital marketing gets easier and becomes simple to use. 

 

“I wouldn’t say that it [digital marketing] is complex. … You can lose a lot of money 

doing the wrong things so that makes it complicated, but otherwise, I think it is fun and 

easy.” —CEO G 

 

“I have to say that it [digital marketing] is quite complex. It is not easy to set everything 

up, or it is not that easy for me at least. But once that is done, I think it [digital marketing] 

might be quite easy and it will be really useful.” —CEO C 

 

“I would say it [digital marketing] is rather complex. It is difficult to get into it. We 

needed special assistance with this, so that is why we had a couple of people from outside 
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the company to set up all the things, and to check out that things are working. … So, 

setting it up is the difficult part, and once it is rolling it gets easier. —CEO A 

 

Aligned with the academic literature, most interviewees suggested that time and a person with 

digital marketing skills and expertise are some of the resources their SMEs are lacking the most 

(AlSharji et al., 2018; Kraus et al., 2019; Ritz et al., 2019). Surprisingly, money was not 

mentioned as often as expected, although it is clear that if these SMEs had more financial 

resources, they would be able to hire a person with digital marketing skills and expertise which 

in turn, would save the CEOs time.  

 

“It [digital marketing] is really, really hard to do it yourself for the first time. So, it saves 

a lot of time and effort if someone is doing it with you. I was trying to do it, but it did not 

completely work out because it was proving to be over my skills. [Digital marketing] is 

not expensive, it does not cost that much. I mean, the money spending is quite little 

compared to the knowledge that you need for it and the time input for it.”  —CEO A 

 

“It [digital marketing] is requiring our time mostly, it is not expensive. We can do a lot 

of free stuff and the Google Ads we have been doing, we have paid a couple of hundred 

euros per month, and it is starting to work quite okay already. But mostly it is taking our 

time to write interesting content or doing the free reports that we are trying to share.” 

—CEO S 

 

“Well, I think it [digital marketing] is one person's full day job, definitely. You have to 

be so awake all the time because the money that we spend on paid campaigns is so 

limited. So, we really need to know what is happening and whether it brings results to 

us. … I think it [lacking resource] is mainly human resources. You can do a lot of things 

without money, but of course, money is also a good thing. … So, I would say that the 

problem is more about human resources.”  —CEO G 

 

It seems that the interviewees’ PEOU towards digital marketing is not the most prominent belief 

affecting the adoption decision. Even though the perceived simplicity of using digital marketing 
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is rather low in the initiation phase —meaning that there is high complexity in its use— this does 

not deter early-stage SMEs to attempt its adoption. Even though the PEOU of digital marketing 

is low at the beginning, the level of complexity in its use decreases over time, causing the PEOU 

of digital marketing to rise when moving forward into the implementation stage. Visualization 

in Figure 8. 

 

Figure 8. Perceived Ease of Use (PEOU) towards digital marketing by the CEOs of early-stage 
SMEs. 

 

Perceived Usefulness (PU) can be considered as an intangible measure that enables to better 

understand the belief that a user —SME— has in regards that the use of a technology —digital 

marketing— will help to improve the user’s overall performance (Davis, 1989). In the context 

of this study, if the SME’s upper management perceives that the adoption and usage of digital 

marketing would significantly increase the SME’s productivity and performance, that SME 

would not hesitate to adopt and use the technology (Chatterjee & Kar, 2020).  

 

One of the main findings from the interviewees’ PU towards digital marketing is that all the 

CEOs believe that the proper use of digital marketing would have a big impact on their 

organizations in the long run, especially when it comes to the growth of the company. As CEO 
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S puts it, “it [digital marketing] can have a really big impact. … I see it as an investment for the 

long term”. Overall, digital marketing seems to have a considerable role in these early-stage 

SMEs. This is obviously context-dependent, and the role of digital marketing seems to be 

perceived as more important in those SMEs whose solution is digital or with at least some digital 

elements, especially those that are heavily involved in the use of apps or other digital platforms. 

 

“I would say it [digital marketing] has a huge impact, obviously depending on what kind 

of business you are running, but if you are doing something which is mostly online, then 

it has a huge impact.” —CEO A 

 

For these kinds of companies with online offerings, digital marketing is already proving its 

usefulness, as CEO A explains “it [digital marketing] brings people into our website and 

converts them into buyers. I would say it accounts for 40% of our sales, maybe. That is the way 

people find us, at least for the first time”. However, for companies in a more traditional industry, 

digital marketing’s usefulness is still perceived with more skepticism, as suggested by CEO P, 

“I think our customers are kind of conservative in the sense that, I feel they want to be contacted. 

… They might not be really proactive and contact us. So, I’m not even convinced that for our 

customers posting lots of content would even reach them, and even if it did, that it would lead to 

sales. In the ideal case, it would be so that we do not need to call them, but they would call us”.  

This is the case with company Pollux which serves an industry with more traditional customers, 

and therefore, does not prioritize digital marketing so highly in comparison to some of the other 

case companies. This is mainly because for the CEO, the PU of digital marketing for Pollux is 

not too high and the perceived benefits of employing digital marketing do not seem to exceed 

the investment and resources it requires to implement. Whereas for other companies the PU is 

of digital marketing is quite obvious and, in some cases, even necessary for the company to grow. 

 

This is an interesting finding that although rather obvious, was not thoroughly discussed during 

the literature review. Depending on the industry of the business, some SMEs can benefit greatly 

from digital marketing, whereas companies in more conservative industries might benefit more 

from traditional approaches to marketing and sales. On the other hand, many of the interviewees 

believe that the importance of digital marketing is increasing as the world changes towards more 
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advanced technology, and some interviewees stated that in their opinion, even the more 

traditional industries are starting to realize that they need to transition to the digital world.  As 

CEO G suggests, “I think it is becoming more and more important for also those traditional 

companies in that they also need to be more active and involved in digital platforms”. 

 

The Intention to Use, also known as behavioral intent (BI) refers to the purpose the adopters 

have in mind for a given technology and what they expect from it. This will help in understanding 

what CEOs believe that digital marketing can do for them, what their goals and expectations are, 

and the main purpose for their organization to adopt digital marketing. For this purpose, the 

interviewees were asked their reasons to use digital marketing: why they use it and what for. 

 

“It [digital marketing] is quite easy and scalable to do, and we can do it everywhere, 

from any place. I also think that it can be really cheap and effective. Those are the main 

reasons [to use it], I think. … As for the results, I’d like to see how we could target the 

right people and what do we need to say in our digital marketing ads so that we would 

find those people who would think ‘this is the service for me’. That is what I’d like to see, 

it would save us a lot of money if we knew the profile of our customer.” —CEO C 

 

“It [digital marketing] is much more efficient, faster, and easier than the traditional ways 

of doing marketing. It is cost-effective, and it is much easier to see the results and count 

conversions. … We are building an audience in LinkedIn, so it [digital marketing] is an 

investment in which if we are able to offer them [customers] interesting stuff and value, 

they will stay following us, I hope.” —CEO S 

 

“Well, it [digital marketing] is the cheapest, fastest method of reaching out to people. 

That is the main reason [to use it]. … I expect to see our followers grow on social media 

and I also expect them to convert to sales eventually.” —CEO A 

 

As already seen during the conceptualization, this section confirms that the interviewees perceive 

digital marketing as a medium to support and boost their sales. In addition, most of them 

understand digital marketing as marketing that is happening in digital platforms and more 
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specifically, in social media. Although each company has different goals and expectations, it is 

blatantly evident that the main goal and intention shared among these early-stage SMEs to use 

digital marketing is to increase sales. Some of the most common intentions to use digital 

marketing that followed after sales are an increase in lead generation, brand awareness, 

discovering and refining the target audience, understanding customer behavior and the customer 

journey, and tuning the company’s branding, tone of voice, and messaging. 

 

In conclusion, from the findings from the initiation stage of the adoption process, it can be noted 

that the most prominent factors affecting the digital marketing adoption decision of the 

interviewees are aligned with literature, these factors are PU, expected performance, knowledge 

and technical skills, cost-effectiveness, and whether digital marketing can provide significant 

results that can be seen as tangible benefits for the company.  

 

4.2.2. Implementation stage 

In the implementation stage, interviewees were asked to describe their company’s digital 

marketing operations, including which components of digital marketing they are utilizing, the 

effectiveness of their digital marketing strategy and its subsequent implementation, and any 

benefits or developments they have witnessed since the implementation. 

 

According to the findings, the most used digital marketing components among the case 

companies are social media marketing, paid ads, SEO, and content marketing including blog 

posts, newsletters, case studies, and free content such as reports and webinars. 

 

Although in the theory chapter of the study it was assumed that early-stage SMEs would benefit 

by using an inbound marketing approach because of their constrained financial resources 

(AlSharji et al., 2018; Teixeira et al., 2018a), the case companies have proven to use a 

combination of both inbound and outbound marketing. This finding is particularly interesting 

because as Bleoju and peers (2016) suggested, this is usually expected from larger firms with 

more resources and not from early-stage SMEs. A visual representation of the digital marketing 

approaches and components used by the case companies can be visualized in Figure 9. 
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Figure 9. Most used digital marketing components in the implementation stage of the adoption 
process, categorized by inbound marketing, outbound marketing, and the gray zone. 

 

All interviewees admitted that their company’s digital marketing strategy planning and 

implementation are not too effective. Many interviewees stated that they lack formal planning 

and structured and consistent execution. The main reason for this is that they are lacking a 

marketing expert. When learning more about what kind of marketing strategies work for their 

company, due to their limited time and marketing expertise and skills, most of the interviewees 

mentioned that the ‘learn by doing’ approach often leads to a waste of resources, especially time 

and money. Furthermore, this is not a sustainable way to learn, since the learning curve is steep, 

and it takes a longer time to see results from the marketing efforts. Out of the different 

components of digital marketing the case companies are using, social media marketing and 

content marketing have been the most effective. 

 

The most common benefit or development the case companies experienced after implementing 

digital marketing is an increase in brand awareness which was visible through more followers 

SEO 
SMM 

EMAIL MARKETING 
CONTENT MARKETING: 

BLOG POSTS 
NEWSLETTERS 

FREE REPORTS 
FREE WEBINARS 

CASE STUDIES 
 

SEA: 
DISPLAY ADS 
BANNER ADS 
APP INSTALL ADS 
STREAM ADS 
SMM: 
PAID ADS 

EMAIL MARKETING: 
SPAM 

 

SEM 
SMM 

EMAIL  
MARKETING 

 



76 
 

on social media and more incoming visitors to their websites. It has also helped some of the 

SMEs to refine their target audience and understand what is interesting and valuable for that 

audience, this was observed only in the companies that are at a more advanced stage in their 

digital marketing operations with constant content creation and regular customer engagement. 

 

“Brand awareness has increased and of course it is just the beginning for us. I think if 

people are sharing our findings or posts, and we have our company branding in the data 

people are sharing, that is for sure increasing our [brand] awareness. I have had people 

from the industry coming to me and willing to connect with me in LinkedIn, so I think 

that's telling that we have been able to offer some interesting content and they want to 

hear more of that.” —CEO S 

 

To summarize the findings from the adoption process, which is comprised of the initiation and 

implementation stages, the most influencing factors in the initiation stage that lead to the 

adoption decision for the case companies are perceived usefulness, knowledge and technical 

skills, cost-effectiveness, and whether digital marketing can deliver substantial results that can 

be perceived as tangible benefits. Although digital marketing is quite challenging in the initiation 

stage, it gets easier later on during the implementation stage after gaining some familiarity with 

it. Digital marketing is a long-term investment and as such, it requires some initial effort. In 

order to minimize losses in wasted resources, it is recommendable that early-stage SMEs look 

for some guidance from marketing professionals when starting their marketing efforts.  

 

During the implementation, the case companies still require some guidance to track, measure, 

and analyze the results of their digital marketing efforts. The interviewees admitted that their 

digital marketing strategies have room for improvement as well as their implementation, as it 

could be more systematic. Most case companies relied on content and social media marketing as 

the core of their digital marketing efforts, in a combination of organic and paid advertising. An 

interesting finding when comparing the adoption process among the different case companies is 

that the SMEs that followed a customer-centric approach seemed to receive better results and 

higher engagement from their audience. This is no surprise and aligns with literature, as heavily 

sales-oriented marketing is often not as well-received as a value-based approach marketing. 
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4.3. Digital Marketing Challenges 

This section analyzes the challenges faced by the CEOs of the case companies during their 

adoption process of digital marketing. The aim is to gather findings for SRQ3: “What are the 

main challenges faced by the CEO of an early-stage SME when adopting digital marketing?”.  

 

4.3.1. Initiation stage 

Some of the findings regarding the challenges that early-stage SMEs face when initiating their 

digital marketing adoption have already been discovered in the previous adoption process 

section. The main and biggest challenge for all the companies arises from a lack of knowledge 

and professional skills in marketing, many of the interviewees stated that knowing what to do 

and how to do it is the hardest part at the beginning.  

 

Lack of time, expertise, and personnel were some of the resources most often mentioned, this 

aligns with the academic literature (Kraus et al., 2019; Wilson & Makau, 2018). Although the 

literature made special emphasis on the lack of financial resources, this was perceived as the 

biggest challenge just by one of the interviewees. Whereas the majority agreed that a lot can be 

done in digital marketing with little to no money. This points out an interesting fact of whether 

it is possible that lack of knowledge on digital marketing is the main culprit in the challenges 

faced by early-stage SMEs since it is possible to do marketing with a low budget, but this may 

be something that entrepreneurs might not be aware of, or even if aware, they might not have 

enough skills to do it. In any case, all interviewees agreed that having more financial stability 

would indeed be a good thing, as this might allow them to buy skills and time through a 

marketing expert. In that sense, although indirect, money could also be attributed as a challenge, 

since limited financial backing impedes companies from hiring additional workforce. 

 

Another big challenge at the initiation stage for the case companies is that since they are at a 

quite early stage, many of them are still figuring out their target audience. This becomes a big 

problem as they do not yet know who they are talking to, and how they should approach their 

message. For many of the companies, learning more about the target customer is a main goal. 
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4.3.2. Implementation stage 

Most companies are still dealing with the same issues from the initiation stage in the 

implementation stage, most interviewees said that they are still trying to figure out the challenges 

mentioned during the initiation. Some additional challenges are finding the right metrics, KPIs, 

measuring and analyzing results, and learning how to perform quick A/B testing. 

 

The challenge of having a clear understanding of the right target audience is an important one, 

as CEO G commented, it was a challenge in the beginning and still is “I think the first challenge 

which still is a problem, is to find the right audience. Because if we check the data, for example, 

who is following us on social media and who is going to our sites, they might not be those who 

are actually buying our product. So, our buying customer is a little bit different than for example 

our audience on social media, I think”. This is not only an important challenge but also a 

recurrent one across the case companies. Trying to find the right target audience is of extreme 

importance because when the target audience is not properly identified or it is not targeted 

accurately enough, the digital marketing efforts become less effective and beneficial. A lack of 

visible results caused by targeting the wrong audience can lead the CEO to deem digital 

marketing as not good enough or even as a useless investment of resources.  

 

In this sense, the expectation of fast results that translate to immediate sales can also cause this 

dissatisfaction with the technology. This leads to another important issue in the implementation 

stage, which is the mismatch between CEOs’ expectations and beliefs of what digital marketing 

can do for the early-stage company and the actual results. Sometimes, even if the expectations 

match the possible outcomes from digital marketing, the issue arises from the underutilization 

of the different digital marketing approaches and tactics. 

 

In conclusion, digital marketing might not prove to be completely useful for those companies 

whose goals and expectations are to increase sales if they have not yet found the right target 

audience. However, if the expectation is to help in finding the right target audience, digital 

marketing can prove to be an excellent tool to support early-stage companies to actually find and 

refine their ideal customers. 
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4.4. Anticipated Future 

This last section analyzes the impact of COVID-19 on the case companies and what their CEOs 

anticipate for the future. This section gathers findings that support and answer SRQ4: “What has 

the impact of COVID-19 been for early-stage SMEs and their future plans?”. 

 

4.4.1. Impact of COVID-19 

Despite the hard times brought by the COVID-19 crisis worldwide, most of the case companies 

were not gravely affected. The main findings from the impact of the coronavirus pandemic over 

the early-stage SMEs are that although in general, the companies were not extremely hit by the 

crisis, a few difficulties arose, mainly regarding the team dynamics, the ability to reach clients, 

and an overall slowdown in processes. Some companies faced some more serious issues such as 

delays in product launch and closing deals, and for a few companies even securing funding. 

 

Most of the interviewees agreed that the team dynamics were put to test due to the pandemic, 

most of the teams were not able to meet in person. Although all the interviewees commented that 

they were already used to working remotely, for the recently established companies, this was a 

bigger issue since they were not used to working together before as a team, much less remotely. 

However, the interviewees stated that this issue was solved rather quickly when the team got 

used to the new pace and way of working.  

 

“It became a lot more difficult. I mean, compared to how it would be normally, being 

that we met with the team members every week, but now it was just calling over the phone 

and having a weekly meeting online. Things just do not progress like they usually do. So, 

it did slow us down, but I think it did with everyone. Especially since we did not have any 

previous experience on how to work together with the team. We knew each other but we 

had not been doing real work together and we had not been achieving goals together, so 

it was kind of hard in the beginning, but then it started rolling.” —CEO A 
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To cope with slower progress, CEO A stated that Arcturus decided to lower their expectations, 

scale down their goals, not stress, and overall, just take things slower. 

 

The case companies experienced the impact of the pandemic differently, depending on the nature 

of their solution, industry, and target customers. Betelgeuse and Thuban witnessed a delay in the 

launching of their solutions, Arcturus and Pollux had a small pivot in their solutions and 

offerings. Sirius experienced a slowdown from the customer’s side and was not able to 

participate in on-site networking events that they would have attended otherwise, but other than 

that, the pandemic did not cause major issues for the company. As CEO S explains: “It has not 

affected our plans that much. Of course, one year ago, when all this started the there were some 

slowdowns from our client's side, but that came back to normal quite soon. Of course, people 

are working remotely, and some companies have said that that is affecting their timelines but for 

our business not that much”. 

 

Regarding funding, there were opposite experiences between the case companies. Canopus and 

Gacrux experienced a negative impact on funding opportunities due to COVID-19, as CEO G 

explains “the investors were a little bit more cautious on investing”. It seems that the crisis 

brought by COVID-19 caused not only customers but investors to be more wary and refrain from 

investing. On the other hand, for solutions that pivoted towards something COVID-related such 

as in the case of Pollux and Thuban, the COVID-19 granted them the opportunity to get special 

funding that would have not been possible for them to receive otherwise.  

 

Although the impact of the pandemic was different for each of the case companies with some 

companies facing more challenging issues than others, the overall negative impact of the 

pandemic was not too high on any of them. This is in line with the academic literature, which 

states that younger and smaller SMEs are more versatile and tend to be quicker to react and adapt 

to crises or dangerous circumstances in their environments (Cowling et al., 2018; Juergensen et 

al., 2020). 
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4.4.2. Future post-COVID-19 

This last subsection covers the findings from the final theme of the theoretical framework of the 

study: anticipated future. The interviewees were asked to explain how they foresee the future of 

their early-stage companies after the global coronavirus pandemic. They also commented on the 

next steps to take and their future plans for the company. 

 

Overall, all the interviewees are very hopeful about the future of their companies and do not fear 

many challenges arising from the pandemic. All the interviewees remarked that they do not 

expect any major changes in their operations after the pandemic has ended, and some of them 

even remain optimistic about being able to travel and expand their business geographically. 

Many of the companies are already on their way to internationalization and expect that after the 

travel restrictions imposed due to COVID-19 subside, they can grow exponentially. As CEO B 

stated, “Well, hopefully, we can scale up the business to different countries. Open in some new 

cities and countries, it makes it easier when you can travel to the place you want to expand”. 

  

Most online companies or the ones offering an online solution feel that COVID-19 has opened 

a new realm of possibilities since customers are more used to online shopping now and trust 

online products and services more than before. CEO G commented, “We see it like we now have 

even more potential and that somehow we also benefit from the pandemic because we are an 

online service and people are now more ready to use it”. To this, CEO C adds, “I think that 

more and more people are changing. The culture is changing in that we use apps for everything 

and even more here in Finland”. For Gacrux, the changes brought by COVID-19 were rather 

insignificant and if anything, it just helped them by preparing the market for their solution. 

 

“Well, not that much [has changed] in our case because we are an online service. I see 

that it [COVID-19] has opened for us a whole world of new opportunities and people 

are now maybe more open to online services than they were before. And so, we see that 

as a benefit from COVID if we could say it like this. But I don't think that it [COVID-19] 

has made those drastic changes for us.” —CEO G 
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This is a different case for the companies in more traditional industries. CEO P fears that in order 

to close important deals with customers, she might have to go back to the old ways and meeting 

clients in person. She further explains, “I think a lot depends on how much our customers want 

to meet face to face. If they want to go back to meeting face to face, then we will need to start 

thinking about where to travel every weekend or every week. That is going to be something that 

I think will be very difficult for us, as we would like to go there. So that depends on the culture, 

if people want to go back to business meetings face to face, or if they are okay to do it remotely, 

at least like most of the time”. 

 

Overall, all companies seem quite confident and optimistic about the future. Most case 

companies believe that if they have been able to survive an ongoing crisis and lasted this long, 

they will be able to overcome any other challenges that might arise in the future. CEO A explains, 

“I think that if we are being able to get it up and running even during these times, we are going 

to be much stronger in the future. So, I have a very bright vision of the future”.  

 

Regarding any changes in digital marketing, most interviewees seemed to agree that more people 

and companies have transitioned to the digital world, especially after COVID-19. Many believe 

that digital marketing is growing and that soon, traditional marketing will no longer be able to 

compete on an equal level.  

 

“I think that there will be quite a few things happening in digital marketing because of 

COVID. I think it is becoming more and more important, also for those traditional 

companies, they also need to be more active and involved in digital platforms. I think 

that is the future, and that is definitely also affecting digital marketing.” —CEO G 

 

Despite this prediction on their part, the CEOs also indicated that they have not experienced any 

immediate or noticeable changes in their digital marketing efforts nor results, and for some of 

the case companies these changes are not even applicable since they were founded amidst the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 
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5. DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter begins by summarizing the main findings of the study according to each of the 

themes from the theoretical framework and each research sub-question. The most important 

findings of each research sub-question and their relation to the academic literature will be 

presented in order to answer the main research question and present the final conclusions of this 

study. Next, the theoretical contributions and managerial implications are presented. Finally, the 

limitations and suggestions for future research conclude this study. 

 

5.1. Summary of the Findings 

The conclusion to the main research question, “How do early-stage Finnish SMEs adopt digital 

marketing?”, is presented through the findings of the four research sub-questions which 

correspond to each theme of this study’s theoretical framework. 

 

Digital Marketing Conceptualization 

The main findings of this section answer research sub-question one, “How is digital marketing 

perceived by the CEO of an early-stage SME?”. 

 

This study has found that for the early-stage SMEs acting as case companies, marketing still 

performs under the traditional transactional approach which is heavily focused on sales. The 

interviewed CEOs perceive digital marketing as a technology or a tool whose main objective is 

to drive sales to the company. Furthermore, this study also found that there is limited 

understanding and at times even unawareness about what digital marketing really means, its 

components, and its multiple approaches and applications. This is in line with previous studies 

which have discovered that the line between marketing and sales is often blurred in young and 

small companies (Reijonen, 2010; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018a), and that 

managers of SMEs tend to have limited knowledge on digital marketing (Dahnil et al., 2014; 

Kraus et al., 2019). In this study, the findings show that most of the participating CEOs equate 

digital marketing to social media and activities happening on these platforms. This also aligns 

with academic literature, which states that due to the rapid evolution of digital marketing and the 
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introduction of new components and concepts to it (Sokolova & Titova, 2019), there frequently 

is confusion or misunderstanding about what digital marketing really is and how it can be used 

in a variety of ways (Dahnil et al., 2014; Kraus et al., 2019). 

 

Digital Marketing Adoption Process 

The main findings of this section answer research sub-question two, “What is the purpose and 

usage of digital marketing in early-stage SMEs?”. 

 

This study found that the most salient factors considered at the initiation stage of digital 

marketing adoption are perceived usefulness (PU), knowledge and technical skills, cost-

effectiveness, and significant results or tangible benefits for the company. This is in line with the 

academic literature which states that the above factors are decisive when an SME decides to 

adopt digital marketing (Ainin et al., 2015; Chatterjee & Kar, 2020; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 

2015; Teixeira et al., 2018b). The study also discovered two new factors that were not touched 

upon in the literature review of the study, these factors are lack of prioritization and lack of 

attitude or willingness to adopt digital marketing. These two factors heavily affect the adoption 

decision in the sample. Even if the user —CEO— recognizes the PU of digital marketing, its 

cost-effectiveness, and the significant results and benefits that can come from adopting it, the 

user might still not be willing to adopt digital marketing because she/he does not deem it 

necessary or might not know how to allocate the company’s efforts in order to do so.  

 

The interviewed CEOs also explained that there is a high degree of difficulty when initiating the 

adoption of digital marketing, meaning that the perceived ease of use (PEOU) for most CEOs 

was rather low at the initiation stage but it increased when transitioning into the implementation 

stage.  

 

For the early-stage SMEs participating in this study, the main purpose to use digital marketing 

is primarily to increase sales. Some of the other most popular uses of digital marketing among 

the case companies after sales are an increase in brand awareness and lead generation, 

discovering the target audience, understanding customers and their journeys, and adjusting the 
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overall branding and messaging, these are all common purposes for SMEs to adopt digital 

marketing according to literature (Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2018b).  

 

The case companies use a mix of organic and paid advertisement as a digital marketing strategy 

with the most common components being content marketing and social media marketing. The 

literature states that pure players are more likely to take advantage of inbound marketing because 

they are tech-savvy (Bleoju et al., 2016), however, this is not the case for the companies within 

this sample. The case companies are not using only inbound marketing but a combination of both 

inbound and outbound marketing. A plausible reason for this is that inbound marketing requires 

a careful and precise target audience (Bleoju et al., 2016; Dakouan et al., 2019; Patrutiu-Baltes, 

2016), and since most of the case companies are still figuring out their target audiences, they 

cannot fully take advantage of inbound marketing. On the other hand, since outbound marketing 

targets a larger, broader audience and its purpose is mass reach (Opreana & Vinerean, 2015; 

Rancati et al., 2015), it is logical that early-stage SMEs can benefit from using outbound 

marketing to refine the right target audiences. 

 

Finally, few of the companies use digital marketing in a value-based approach, the majority uses 

digital marketing in a sales-oriented, transactional approach. Regarding this aspect, this study 

confirms the literature when comparing the different approaches to marketing adopted by the 

case companies, with those who followed a customer-centric approach managing to get more 

engagement from their customers and better results from their marketing efforts (Bezovski, 

2015; Gummerus, 2013, Lusch, 2007). 

 

Digital Marketing Challenges 

The main findings of this section answer research sub-question three, “What are the main 

challenges faced by the CEO of an early-stage SME when adopting digital marketing?”. 

 

The greatest challenge for all the case companies is a lack of marketing knowledge and technical 

skills, many of the interviewed CEOs expressed that figuring out what to do and how to do it 

were daunting tasks, especially during the initiation stage. This finding is consistent with the 
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literature, which suggests that in SMEs, the CEO’s own expertise and abilities play an essential 

role since overcoming the challenge of hiring a highly skilled marketing professional is quite 

difficult for early-stage SMEs due to limited financial backing (Dahnil et al., 2014; Kraus et al., 

2019). Besides the lack of the CEOs’ own expertise, the two other most frequently reported 

challenges were lack of time and lack of personnel, these findings also confirm the academic 

literature (AlSharji et al., 2018; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015).  

 

Despite the fact that the literature placed a strong emphasis on a lack of financial resources, only 

one of the interviewed CEOs saw this as the greatest challenge to adopting digital marketing. On 

the contrary, the majority of CEOs agreed that digital marketing may be done with very little 

financial investment. This finding defies the academic literature (AlSharji et al., 2018; Ritz et 

al., 2019; Teixeira et al., 2018b; Wilson & Makau, 2018) and raises an intriguing question, is the 

lack of sufficient knowledge on digital marketing the primary cause of all the other challenges 

early-stage SMEs face? Given that marketing can be done inexpensively, but entrepreneurs may 

be unaware of this, or even if aware, may lack the necessary skills to do so.  

 

A new finding from the study, which was not discussed in the literature review, is that many of 

the early-stage companies have not figured out their target audience. This is a big challenge for 

some companies as they cannot start executing their marketing efforts if they do not know who 

their customers are. This can be tied to Taiminen and Karjaluoto’s (2015) suggestion that a lack 

of strategic objectives makes it challenging for early-stage SMEs to implement digital marketing. 

 

Finally, the last new finding from the study is that when digital marketing is thought of as a tool 

to boost sales, it is often also expected to have visible results in a short amount of time. When 

there is a misalignment on the beliefs and expectations of the CEO towards digital marketing 

and the actual results, feelings of frustration and disappointment might arise towards adopting 

the technology. This, in turn, can lead to SMEs ceasing to use the technology and therefore 

missing out on the benefits that digital marketing can bring in the long term.  
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Anticipated Future 

The main findings of this section answer research sub-question four, “What has the impact of 

COVID-19 been for early-stage SMEs and their future plans?”. 

 

The academic literature states that although SMEs are expected to be more heavily affected by 

international crises than their larger counterparts due to their limited resources, in actuality SMEs 

can also be very agile, adaptable, and quick to respond to adversities in their environments 

(Cowling et al., 2018; Juergensen et al., 2020). This study confirms the academic literature 

(Juergensen et al., 2020) in that due to their small size, flexible management style, and non-

hierarchical structures, the case companies did not suffer much of an impact from the outbreak 

of the COVID-19 pandemic. The type of adversities faced by the SMEs during COVID-19 are 

also aligned with the literature. 

 

Although there definitely has been some impact from the pandemic, the main difficulties faced 

by the case companies are not extreme and differ depending on the company and its industry. 

These difficulties are mainly related to not being able to meet in person, with some of the most 

commonly mentioned issues among the interviewed CEOs being team dynamics, a slowdown in 

the company’s operations, and accessibility to reach customers. Some other byproducts of these 

issues for some of the case companies are delays in product launch, deal closures, and obtaining 

funding. However, despite the inconveniences provoked by COVID-19, as suggested by the 

literature (Cowling et al., 2018; Juergensen et al., 2020), all the case companies confirmed that 

they adapted to the new circumstances in their environment and bounced back quickly.  

 

This study also confirms the academic literature regarding the future of SMEs after the COVID-

19 pandemic (Juergensen et al., 2020; Priyono et al., 2020). The interviewed CEOs are optimistic 

about the future of their respective companies and do not anticipate many obstacles as a result 

of the pandemic. After the COVID-19 crisis is over, all of the respondents stated that they do not 

expect any big alterations in their plans for the company nor its operations, and several even 

expressed hopefulness about growing and going international. The case companies offering 

online solutions feel that the COVID-19 pandemic has even brought benefits and new 
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possibilities for them, as customers are now more accustomed to online shopping and their trust 

in online companies is only increasing. The companies agreed that this experience has only made 

them more resilient and if they were able to survive this crisis, they can handle any challenges 

coming their way. 

 

Conclusions 

The summary of the findings from the research sub-questions, which were formulated and 

researched in order to support the main research question, leads to the final conclusions of this 

study which answer the main research question, “How do early-stage Finnish SMEs adopt 

digital marketing?”.  

 

For the most part, the Finnish early-stage SMEs that acted as case companies in this study 

confirm the current academic literature regarding their digital marketing adoption process. In 

line with Taiminen and Karjaluoto (2015), this study has found that early-stage SMEs adopt 

digital marketing in an unstructured and ad hoc manner, in general, most of the case companies 

do not think of digital marketing as a strategic tool but rather as a way to support sales. 

Furthermore, digital marketing is not used for dialogical communication with customers but 

rather more as a broadcasting medium with the final goal of increasing sales.  

 

The literature argues that it is usual for marketing to be challenging for SMEs, their business 

environment, their resource availability, and the CEOs’ own knowledge and technical skills play 

an important role in their digital marketing adoption process (Kraus et al., 2019). This study 

confirms not only that but also that it is not unusual for CEOs to understand marketing from a 

sales perspective, merely as a tool to boost sales and increase revenue. This is completely 

understandable since the CEO’s expertise is most likely not in the marketing field (Kraus et al., 

2019; Teixeira et al., 2018a). Furthermore, there is confusion as to what digital marketing really 

means for non-marketing experts, digital marketing tends to be reduced to social media and 

activities happening in these channels.  
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The study found that for the CEOs, the initiation stage is the most difficult part of adopting 

digital marketing. This finding is confirmed by the academic literature which considers the 

nature of early-stage SMEs as a barrier to initiate their adoption of digital marketing because 

their environment is uncertain and constantly evolving, making it difficult for them to adopt new 

technologies and master them at such a rapid pace (Bocconcelli et al., 2018; Wilson & Makau, 

2018). The digital marketing operations from the case companies are not planned formally and 

its implementation tends to be ad hoc. Most of the companies did not have a clear and structured 

digital marketing strategy, and the lack of defined strategic objectives made it even harder for 

them to properly adopt digital marketing and harness its benefits, as correctly observed by 

Taiminen and Karjaluoto (2015). 

 

It is reasonable that SMEs, especially those in their early stages, struggle with the proper 

implementation of digital marketing. The study confirmed that coupled to the insufficient 

knowledge, limited technical skills, and only a partial awareness of the benefits that digital 

marketing can bring, CEOs also face the challenge of lacking time and financial resources to 

hire a marketing expert (AlSharji et al., 2018; Dahnil et al., 2014; Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015; 

Teixeira et al., 2018a; Teixeira et al., 2018b). However, a new finding from the study that does 

not align with the literature is that a lack of financial resources is not as relevant for CEOs when 

compared to a lack of time, marketing skills, and human resources. In addition, the study also 

found two new important factors that influence the adoption decision, these are the lack of 

prioritization and lack of attitude or willingness to adopt it despite having a basic understanding 

of digital marketing and its potential benefits. 

 

Finally, the study also confirmed that early-stage SMEs are resilient, flexible, and very 

responsive to risky changes in their environment (Cowling et al., 2018; Juergensen et al., 2020). 

The recent global crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has not heavily affected the case 

companies. Not only that, but the case companies have shown resilience and agility by quickly 

adapting to the new circumstances they were facing. The CEOs remain optimistic about the 

future and believe that the COVID-19 crisis has strengthened their team, their solution, and has 

even positively impacted the market, preparing customers for what they have to offer. 
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5.2. Theoretical Contributions 

This study has made theoretical contributions by adding to the current and limited literature on 

the adoption of digital marketing by SMEs, especially those in their early stages. Despite the 

huge importance of SMEs in the global economy and our society, a gap still exists in academic 

literature when it comes to early-stage SMEs and their adoption of new technologies. The 

adoption process and the challenges faced by the CEOs of early-stage SMEs is not something 

that has been thoroughly researched before, less alone along in the context of the impact of a 

global crisis such as the coronavirus pandemic.  

 

In this sense, there are three main theoretical contributions from this study, some of the 

contributions support existing academic literature on SMEs and their usage of different 

components of digital marketing; however, the study also presents new contributions to theory, 

some of which challenge existing literature and some that discover new findings that have not 

yet been explored.  

 

The first and most important contribution from this study is the opening of a new pathway in the 

research of technology adoption theory in the context of SMEs and particularly those in their 

early stages. This study sheds light on the adoption process of digital marketing in early-stage 

SMEs in Finland, revealing how digital marketing is adopted in these organizations and the 

different factors involved in the adoption decision. The second one is that the study provides 

new insights regarding the important factors that affect affecting the adoption decision which 

relate to the CEOs’ perception and understanding of digital marketing adoption while also 

bringing to light some of the most relevant challenges faced by the early-stage SMEs along the 

way. The third and last contribution from this study relates to new discoveries regarding the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on these Finnish early-stage companies and what their CEOs 

anticipate for the future. All the theoretical contributions are summarized in Table 6. 
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Table 6. Summary of the theoretical contributions of this study. 

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 
Themes & 
Research  
Questions 

Findings from the study Related literature Contribution 

Digital Marketing 
Conceptualization 

 
SRQ 1 

Limited perception and understanding of what digital 
marketing is. Teixeira et al., 2018a Confirmed 

Early-stage SMEs are heavily sales-oriented, the distinction 
between marketing and sales is often blurred. 

Reijonen, 2010 
Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015 
Teixeira et al., 2018a 

Confirmed 

Digital marketing is equated to social media. - New finding 

Digital Marketing 
Adoption Process 

 
SRQ 2 

Some of the most significant factors influencing digital 
marketing adoption in SMEs are PU, perceived benefits and 
tangible results, cost-effectiveness, and possession of 
enough technical skills. 

Ainin et al., 2015 
Chatterjee & Kar, 2020 
Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015 
Teixeira et al., 2018a & 2018b 

Confirmed 

PEOU is low at the initiation stage and increases over time, 
indicating that the initiation is the most difficult stage in the 
adoption process. However, digital marketing gets easier at 
the implementation stage. 

- New finding 

Other important factors influencing the adoption decision are 
lack of prioritization and lack of attitude/willingness to adopt. - New finding 

Early-stage SMEs do not have a clear and structured digital 
marketing strategy; they also lack defined strategic 
objectives. 

Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015 Confirmed 

Early-stage SMEs tend to follow a traditional sales-focused 
and transactional approach, not many companies follow a 
customer-centric, value-based approach. The few ones that 
do, tend to have better results from their marketing efforts. 

- New finding 

Digital Marketing 
Challenges 

 
SRQ 3 

Lack of knowledge and technical skills, time, and human 
resources are some of the main challenges for early-stage 
SMEs. 

AlSharji et al., 2018 
Ritz et al., 2019 
Taiminen & Karjaluoto, 2015 
Teixeira et al., 2018a & 2018b 
Wilson & Makau, 2018 

Confirmed 

Money was not regarded as one of the major challenges. 
AlSharji et al., 2018 
Ritz et al., 2019 
Teixeira et al., 2018b 
Wilson & Makau, 2018 

Challenged 

Many early-stage SMEs have not figured out their target 
audience. - New finding 

Anticipated Future 
 

SRQ 4 

Struggles with team dynamics, slowdown in operations, 
product launch delays, and difficulties reaching clients and 
obtaining funding are some of the issues SMEs faced as an 
impact of COVID-19. 

- New finding 

Young and small SMEs are more agile, flexible, adaptable, 
and quick to react against external adversities than older 
and larger firms. 

Cowling et al., 2018 
Juergensen et al., 2020 Confirmed 

CEOs remain optimistic about the future and anticipate new 
possibilities for their companies. They believe this crisis has 
made them more resilient and prepared. 

- New finding 
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5.3. Managerial Implications 

The managerial implications of this study are provided in eight steps. In this study, the 

managerial implications aim to help the CEOs of early-stage SMEs to navigate through their 

digital marketing adoption process more smoothly. Although the study itself was not created to 

formulate an actual digital marketing strategy step by step, the implications provided are overall 

a good foundation for CEOs and managers to understand more about digital marketing and to be 

able to adopt digital marketing more effectively and efficiently while avoiding common pitfalls.  

 

CEOs should think of digital marketing from a strategic point of view, as a tool for strategic 

planning and execution (Teixeira et al., 2018a). However, due to the dynamic and tough 

environment SMEs find themselves in during their early stages, coupled with the limited 

understanding of non-marketing experts regarding what digital marketing is and what it can do 

for early-stage companies, it appears many CEOs have a more product-centric approach which 

focuses more on short-term goals such as increased sales (Ibid, 2018a). The broader goal of the 

managerial implications of this study is to encourage CEOs to view digital marketing as a 

strategic tool and focus on the value created by digital marketing in the long term. To do this, 

CEOs must shift their perspective from sales towards value creation for the customer. 

 

Step 1: Learn more about digital marketing 

One of the major barriers to a smooth digital marketing adoption process is not having a deep 

understanding of what digital marketing really is, the different approaches and tactics to it, and 

the benefits it can bring. To avoid the underutilization of digital marketing and being able to use 

it effectively and efficiently without wasting many resources, which are very scarce during the 

early stages, CEOs should become more involved in actively learning about it. Especially if the 

CEO wants to perform the marketing role herself/himself or if the budget simply is not enough 

to hire a marketing expert. Nowadays, there is a lot of material on the Internet for free or with 

little financial investment. It would save a lot of time and money if the CEO takes some basic 

crash courses and learns the different approaches to marketing. As Kraus and colleagues (2019) 

have suggested, digital marketing in SMEs will be as good as the manager’s skills allow. 
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Step 2: Find a marketing expert 

One of the main findings from the study is that for non-marketing experts, digital marketing can 

prove to be quite challenging in the initiation stage. In order to minimize losses in precious 

resources, if the SME has available means, it is highly encouraged that they find a marketing 

expert. It does not necessarily mean that there should be a full-time marketing employee, it can 

also be part-time or even acting as an hourly consultant; but finding a marketing expert that can 

guide the CEO, teach the basics, and create a plan for the SME along with the CEO is extremely 

helpful. This would avoid the common pitfall among early-stage SMEs of not knowing where to 

start and how to do it.  

 

Finding guidance from an expert will ensure that the CEO does not waste too much time learning 

by trial and error and can also prove to be more cost-effective than a DIY approach, as in the 

long run, the CEO can avoid rookie mistakes and impractical investments. Finally, an important 

insight from the interviewees in this study is for the CEO to avoid trying to take everything upon 

herself/himself. It is obvious that the team is small, especially at the beginning, but more often 

than not, when CEOs do a little of everything, in reality, they end up doing not much of anything. 

It is important for entrepreneurs to learn their limits and ask for help when needed. 

 

Step 3: Define the company’s brand 

One of the first tasks to be done when adopting digital marketing is related to branding. When 

embarking on the digital marketing adoption journey, early-stage SMEs need to understand who 

they are as a company, their values, what do they do, and for whom. Figuring out what the 

company stands for and the kind of people they want to attract is crucial.  

 

Step 4: Understand and refine the target audience 

After first understanding who the company is, the SME can now focus on understanding who 

the customer is. One of the main challenges discovered in this study is that early-stage SMEs 

have a hard time understanding who the right target audience is. It is, therefore, of extreme 

importance for SMEs to spend time to discover, understand, and refine their target audience. 

Creating customer personas of the ideal customers for the company is a good way to have a 

better understanding of the right target audience. 
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Many CEOs focus on the number of followers on social media and website visitors. While having 

abundant followers is a good sign, CEOs must remember that the number of followers is not 

important if the followers are not the right audience, quality over quantity. To find the ideal 

audience and understand who they are, CEOs need to step into their shoes and think like them, 

find out who they are, what they do, what they like, and where they hang out.  

 

Step 5: Get organized and create a suitable strategy 

Once the target audience has been identified, the SMEs can then plan how to reach them, attract 

them with valuable and tailored content, and gain their trust. It is important for SMEs to avoid 

the common pitfall of being too flexible to the point of being unorganized. Many SMEs have an 

ad hoc digital marketing strategy which causes their efforts to be inefficient. To overcome this, 

it is recommended that CEOs take time to plan, be organized, and think about broad goals and 

specific tasks to be done in order to slowly achieve them. Some common goals among early-

stage SMEs are increased awareness, lead generation, and increased engagement. It is very 

important to remark that CEOs should think holistically and take into consideration all the 

different components of a good digital marketing strategy. SMEs need to understand and refine 

the right audience target, find the right channels to reach this audience, provide them with 

interesting and valuable content, and finally choose the right metrics and KPIs to measure their 

progress towards the goals and objectives. 

 

Step 6: Customer-centric content creation 

From the findings of the study, it seems that early-stage SMEs fail to remember to be customer-

centric, the customer is the key person, these are the people that the company has been built for 

in the first place. If SMEs get their target audience right and understand who they are, what they 

want, and how to provide them with value, sales will eventually come. Like so, CEOs need to 

set strategic goals that revolve around the customer, not only around the sales.  

 

If the company is on a tight budget, it can start by creating content that attracts the target 

audience. SMEs can use different kinds of content, one practical example is to create blog posts 

with interesting content that is not even necessarily about them or their solution, but something 

that the audience might find interesting and want to read.  
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SMEs should also find the channels where their target audience hangs at and try to engage with 

them. Whether it is in the most known social media platforms, such as Facebook, Instagram, 

LinkedIn, Twitter, and TikTok, or forums such as Reddit, SMEs must find the right channel for 

their company based on the target audience. SMEs can also use other types of content to attract 

more customers such as free reports, and case studies of previous clients. Other online forms of 

content like webinars, workshops, panel discussions, and podcasts are also great ways to reel the 

target audience in with a more informative approach.  

 

Finally, SMEs must not forget that they are not just supposed to just push content out, social 

media should not just be a broadcasting channel where the company only announces its news. 

Early-stage SMEs need to engage with their audience, be active, communicate with them to learn 

about them and understand them better. This will lead to earning the customers’ trust and start 

growing a loyal audience organically. Having a good online presence is not only necessary to 

give the company credibility, but it also gives a good image to investors and shows them that 

there is traction and a market for that kind of business. CEOs should not underestimate their 

company’s digital presence. 

 

Step 7: Measure and analyze results 

Coupled with organic efforts, SMEs can also use paid ads when their budget allows. To do this, 

first CEOs need to establish some strategic goals and metrics to evaluate the progress. There are 

different kinds of paid ads on different channels, which kind and which channel are best for a 

given SME depends on the company, its goals, and its audience. Good digital marketing metrics 

and key performance indicators (KPIs) vary from company to company, but some to keep in 

mind are impressions, visitors and traffic, time on page, engagement rate, active users, and 

qualified leads.  

 

Early-stage SMEs should start small, setting a small budget to start trying out what works 

according to the chosen KPIs. During that period, they can learn how to do quick A/B testing 

and build upon the things that are working. Once the SMEs has measurable results, they should 

start investing in more paid advertisement.  
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Step 8: Continue to learn and evolve 

The last recommendation for early-stage SMEs, and especially for the CEOs, is to remember 

that when they are in a dynamic environment and everything is changing, their marketing 

strategies must change along with them. SMEs are quickly evolving and adapting to uncertainty 

in their early stages, and their digital marketing strategies, goals, and metrics should too. 

 

The different steps encompassed in the managerial implications can be visualized in Figure 10. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Managerial implications of the study. 

STEP 1
• LEARN MORE ABOUT DIGITAL MARKETING

STEP 2
• FIND A MARKETING EXPERT

STEP 3
• DEFINE THE COMPANY’S BRAND

STEP 4
• UNDERSTAND AND REFINE THE TARGET AUDIENCE

STEP 5
• GET ORGANIZED AND CREATE A SUITABLE STRATEGY

STEP 6
• CUSTOMER-CENTRIC CONTENT CREATION

STEP 7
• MEASURE AND ANALYZE RESULTS

STEP 8
• CONTINUE TO LEARN AND EVOLVE
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5.4. Limitations and Future Research 

This study has made important theoretical and managerial contributions, however, there are still 

limitations to it. In research, the multiple case study is a good way to avoid drawing conclusions 

from a single perspective, and although the collected data were robust enough for the purpose of 

this study, there are limitations to the conclusions and their generalization. The conclusions have 

been drawn from a single study, in a specific geographical context which is Finland, and from a 

narrow sample. Since the findings are context-specific, in order to generalize the conclusions 

with certainty, more research in different contexts and with diverse samples must be conducted.  

 

The main limitation of the study is not being able to draw generalized conclusions for all early-

stage SMEs around the world, there are several reasons for this. First, the data were collected 

from a rather narrow sample, since only seven interviews were conducted. Besides the sample 

size, the other limitation is that the case companies were not selected under any specific criteria 

other than their early stage. The sample includes companies from very diverse backgrounds, at 

different stages, across various industries, and with unique business models, however, the case 

companies were not furthered classified or analyzed on any of these aspects.  

 

These limitations, nonetheless, show a pathway of important issues to be considered for future 

research. It is necessary to take the different aspects of SMEs into account in future studies, 

mapping any differences in the digital marketing adoption process and the challenges faced 

depending on the specific context and nature of the SME. Some noteworthy aspects to look into 

are the stages of SME growth cycles and identifying if any specific factors influence the adoption 

decision at a given stage. Furthermore, understanding how well digital marketing works for the 

specific needs of SMEs depending on their industry and business model is necessary, as digital 

marketing might not prove useful for traditional industries with conservative customers.  

 

Finally, another point that requires future research regards the specific approaches and 

components of digital marketing that are more useful for SMEs in their early stages, as some 

might be more appropriate and beneficial than others. This, however, is context-specific and 

requires further research on different kinds of companies and industries. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1. Creation process of the theoretical framework of the study. 

 

Appendix 2. Summary of the challenges faced by early-stage SMEs in their digital marketing 
adoption process. 

CHALLENGES 

THE ENTIRE ADOPTION PROCESS 
(BOTH STAGES) 

 Lack of knowledge and understanding on digital marketing 
 Lack of resources: 

- Financial  
- Human  
- Time 

INITIATION STAGE 
 CEO’s own capabilities  
 Lack of clear strategic objectives 

IMPLEMENTATION STAGE 

 Lack of clearly predefined strategy 
 Lack of appreciation of digital marketing benefits 
 Lack of technical skills 
 Lack of marketing expert 
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Appendix 3. Interview questions. 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

Individual level 

1. Could you please state your age? 

2. Can you tell me about your educational background? 

3. How many years of working experience do you have? 

4. In what industries do you have work experience? 

5. How many years of experience as a CEO do you have? 

Organizational level 

6. How long has the company been in operation? / When was the company founded? 

7. How many team members does the company have at the moment? 

8. What industry/sector do you operate in? 

9. How would you describe your company? 

10. What kind of products/services do you provide? 

11. How many customers do you currently have? 

12. Are your current operations domestic or international (or both)? 

13. Do you have any digital marketing operations in place? 

14. Who carries out the marketing role in the company? 

DIGITAL MARKETING CONCEPTUALIZATION 

Perception & Understanding 

15. How familiar would you say you are with digital marketing?  

16. How did you first gain knowledge or learn about digital marketing? 

17. How would you define digital marketing? 

18. Could you tell me what kinds/forms/types of digital marketing are you familiar with? 

DIGITAL MARKETING ADOPTION PROCESS 

Initiation 

19. Could you describe the role that digital marketing has in your company? 

20. In your opinion, what factors do you think push for the use of digital marketing in your 

company? 
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PEOU 

21. How complex to use do you believe digital marketing to be and why? 

22. How much effort do you think it requires to implement digital marketing in your 

business? 

23. How resource-consuming do you consider digital marketing to be in your company? 

PU 

24. How important do you consider digital marketing to be in your company?  

25. What kind of impact do you think the proper implementation of digital marketing could 

have in a small business like yours? 

BI 

26. What do you think are the main reasons for small businesses like yours to adopt digital 

marketing? 

27. What kind of expectations regarding the use and results of digital marketing in your 

company do you have? 

28. Are there any specific goals that your company is trying to achieve or has achieved 

through digital marketing? 

Implementation 

29. What components of digital marketing are currently in place in your company?  

30. What kind of digital marketing do you think is more effective for your business and 

why? 

31. What kind of benefits or developments if any have you experienced in your company 

since you started adopting digital marketing? 

32. How effective would you say your digital marketing strategy is?  

33. How effective would you say the implementation of your marketing strategy is? 

CHALLENGES DURING THE DIGITAL MARKETING ADOPTION PROCESS 

Initiation 

34. Could you tell me what kind of challenges did you face when you first started using 

digital marketing in your company? 

35. Have you overcome any of those challenges? If so, please tell me a bit more about it. 
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Implementation 

36. What kind of challenges are you currently facing in your digital marketing? 

37. How do you plan to overcome these challenges? 

COVID-19 AND ANTICIPATED FUTURE 

Pre-COVID / Amidst-COVID (for companies founded during COVID – only 2 out of 7) 

38. Could you describe how COVID-19 has affected the way you handle your work in 

general? 

39. Could you tell me how COVID-19 has influenced your plans for the company? 

40. Did you have any budget/personnel allocated for digital marketing before the 

pandemic? (if they were founded before the pandemic) 

41. What kind of challenges have you experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

Post-COVID 

42. How do you foresee the company’s operations in the near future? 

43. Do you think there have been any changes in the importance of digital marketing (pre- 

vs. post-pandemic)? 

44. How do you think COVID-19 has affected the importance of digital marketing for your 

business now?  

45. How has your budget/investment in digital marketing changed since the pandemic 

started? (if they were founded before the pandemic) 

46. What kind of challenges do you foresee in the future after the pandemic has ended? 

47. Is there anything else in your mind that you would like to share with me? 
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Appendix 4. Data analysis structure and coded nodes in NVivo. 
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