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Abstract: The article summarizes findings drawn form the research carried on within the European project “Best e-European
Practices” with a focus on digital SMEs only. Case studies are used to describe good practices. Cases studies are coded structurally
using a set of indicators for each success factor and thus provide for learning of the potential users. Synthesis and generalization
has been done on factors explaining motivations for introducing e-practices, the results firms seek to achieve and the benefits from
the adoption of digital technologies.

Key words: digital small and medium enterprises, critical success factors, case studies
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– Structural changes in SME organisation and manage-

ment related to the impact of digital economy
– Changes in the competitive scenario that may affect SME

evolution.
– Interventions and policy instruments that have contrib-

uted to fostering SME adaptation to the digital economy.
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Motivations: What led the SMEs to adopt digital tech-

nologies and applications
Methodology: How did the firms go about implementing

these technologies and applications:
which steps did they take to reach their
objectives.

Resources: Which human, financial and other resourc-
es did they use?

Results: What results and outcomes were ob-
tained?

Lessons: What are the lessons that can be useful
for other firms?
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– Increased market access: the ability to sell to global

markets. This has been particularly important for the
small niche operators (such as Roundstone, which hand-
makes Irish bodhrums; the graphics and illustration mi-
crofirm, Artbox Studios, which seeks to serve and
expand its transatlantic clientele from a non-metropoli-
tan US location; and Global Recycle, an online trader of
waste products to be recycled). Several cases indicate
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that the introduction of e-commerce has resulted in ex-
port sales accounting for significant shares of turnover,
though in some cases (Zooplus, the on-line pet supply
retailer; and Wollywood, a wool retailer) the expansion
was mainly in the domestic market.

– Improved relationship with customers: 24/7 services
and an increased ability to provide up-to-date informa-
tion, catalogues and pricing on-line. Furthermore, firms
were able to post related content on their sites that
helped to build customer interest and loyalty. Zooplus,
the German pet supply e-retailer, created an on-line com-
munity focusing on the interests of pet lovers and ani-
mal fans in general, while at the same time providing
quick and responsive service.

– Streamlined transactions: e-commerce can simplify the
ordering process and reduce transaction costs, and
the time required to process orders and ship out prod-
ucts can be significantly decreased. In cases where
the ordering process is integrated with stock holding,
control over inventory is much improved, while at the
same time customers can only order products that are
actually in stock, as seen in the case of Dubarry, the
Irish shoe manufacturer, which sells its specialised
boating and outdoor footwear on-line. The integra-
tion of transactions is also seen in the case of Benne-
witz, the East German optical e-retailer and micro-firm,
which have internally developed an e-commerce order
integration software that has been so successful that
it is now being marketed to other small businesses as
a sideline.

– Innovative marketplaces: several of the cases provide
examples of SMEs establishing B2B marketplaces, for
instance Pefa, the online fish auction, and Global Recy-
cle, thus employing mechanisms that were previously
not cost effective in linking potential suppliers and cus-
tomers.

– Clusters: an extension of the above occurs in a few of
the cases where complementary suppliers form consor-
tia to address customers’ needs that individually they
could not handle, as seen with the group of Finnish
auto parts manufacturers involved in Autolinkki and
with Koncraft Manufacturen, in which individual mi-
crofirms (joineries) work together electronically to bet-
ter meet the demands of the market;

– Mass customisation – this was a feature in the one case
(Bivolino, a firm that custom designs men’s shirts using
digital technologies) in which a mass-produced prod-
uct can be customised to the needs of individual cus-
tomers.

Within the digital SME domain, there are four important
results that firms seek to achieve through the imple-
mentation of digital technologies and applications:

– Networking: The objective is to improve networking:
ICTs are used to help firms work with each other and
with suppliers and distributors to integrate supply chains
as well as consumer networks. Intranets and extranets
have been particularly useful in achieving this objec-
tive. The good practice analysis focuses on how digital

technologies and infrastructures facilitate access to in-
formation and knowledge through networks (the key
factors are associated with ICT networks, supply chains,
customer networks and collaborative networks). The
highlighted key factor in the analysis is ‘to improve
networking’.

– Innovation: The objective is to improve innovation with-
in an organisation. ICTs allow firms to innovate their
products and services and integrate their business pro-
cesses to operate more efficiently and be more respon-
sive to customer needs as well as internal demands.
The good practice analysis covers innovation of cur-
rent products and services with the input of digital tech-
nologies or by introducing new and/or integrating
upgraded business processes. The key factor highlight-
ed in the analysis is ‘to improve innovation within an
organisation’, whereas the analysis also draws on some
of the key factors covered within the objective men-
tioned below: ‘to improve the effectiveness of human
and knowledge resources’.

– Resources: The objective is to improve the effective-
ness of human and knowledge resources. ICT can help
firms to improve their access to knowledge resources
as well as to use these resources effectively to improve
the capacities of human resources, for example in un-
dertaking financial transactions, engaging in business
management and formulating and implementing busi-
ness strategies. The analysis will show good practices
of innovation of current products and services with the
input of digital technologies or by introducing new or
improving existing business processes. The key fac-
tors covered in the analysis all pertain to the objective
‘to improve innovation within an organisation’ and also
draw upon some of the key factors in the objective ‘to
improve the effectiveness of human and knowledge re-
sources’. The key factors covered include ‘use of know-
ledge resources’, ‘matching of human resources to
business needs’, ‘use of financial transaction tools’,
‘business management’ and ‘business strategies’.

– Marketing: The objective is to improve the effective-
ness of B2B and B2C tools in marketing to customers/
clients. ICT broadens firms’ marketing reach and e-com-
merce applications allow them to sell their products and
services online. The analysis will describe the adoption
of e-commerce practices both in B2C and B2B transac-
tions. The key factors all contribute to the objective ‘to
improve the effectiveness of B2B and B2C tools’. The
analysis covers the key factor ‘improving marketing’,
whereas the key factor ‘use of e-transaction tools’ is
also described within the overall discussion.
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– Improved relationships throughout the supply chain –

the use of extranets, for example, gives suppliers and



AGRIC. ECON. – CZECH, 50, 2004 (1): 13–19 17

customers visibility along the supply chain and permits
making more informed sourcing decisions. Chasestead,
for example, a Prototype Engineering Company which
produces low volume sheet metal parts and their as-
sembly, and specialises in subframes and other auto-
motive understructure components, is now using
project-based extranets, job bar-coding and database-
linked telephone systems to revolutionise the way it
works with its suppliers and customers.

– Employee satisfaction – many cases show how time is
saved on routine administration such as dealing with
status queries and following up orders. This time sav-
ing allows them to concentrate on more interesting and
productive (value-added) activities. In particular the mi-
crofirms, such as Bennewitz and Wollywood, surveyed
showed this characteristic.

– Better market understanding – several cases discov-
ered real value in being able to conduct research on
line, including competitor research. This gives astute
companies an advance awareness of emerging trends.
The Irish shoe manufacturer Dubarry conducted a de-
tailed web-based competitor analysis as well as research
on other companies’ websites (not only those of com-
petitors) prior to setting up its upgraded website. Also,
especially in B2B marketplaces, online research identi-
fies new (and often cheaper) suppliers.

– Faster product development – quicker turn-around on
specifications and designs; also rapid prototyping us-
ing 3D CAD and broadband (as seen in the example of
Materialise, which provides rapid prototypes to order).
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– knowledge mobility within business networks
– organisational innovation according different integra-

tion models.
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– the intimate knowledge of own business and the ability

to translate this knowledge into an effective website
and related services that continue to be requested by
customers, or partners

– the use of ICT creates a positive loop of increased ICT
use, so that the increasing awareness of the benefits of
ICT within networks can occur through the joint imple-
mentation of key content, the promotion of business
growth, and economic regeneration

– the Internet has provided companies with an unlimited
number of access channels and communication possi-
bilities with intelligent systems, which in turn has led to
the emergence of new forms of intra-company organi-
sation as well as inter-company co-operation and com-
petition. Flexibility in the usage of both traditional and
modern practices and communication channels is also
needed in many cases, to ensure business inclusion or
prevent the exclusion from digital networks.
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– Need for good planning: many cases underestimated

the overall costs of implementation. It was not neces-
sarily the visible hardware and software costs, but the
costs of consultants and internal costs in implementing
and training. Things always take longer than planned.
Doing thorough research and developing a detailed im-
plementation plan featured in several ‘lessons learned’.

– Outsourcing: many cases benefited from outsourcing
the website development and other ICT activities to
external specialists (in particular, the SMEs that received
support from the Enterprise Ireland, including Round-
stone and Dubarry). On the other hand, some of the
SMEs had to set up effective websites on their own
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simply because outside specialists could not adequate-
ly incorporate the specificities of the particular niche
(as seen in the Bennewitz, Wollywood and Artbox Stu-
dios cases).

– Adding customer interest and interactivity – the most
appreciated websites – and those that attracted repeat-
ed visits and customers – generated pages directly from
databases, and allowed customer interaction. Putting
related content on applications, techniques, market de-
velopments and not just on products enhanced the cus-
tomer experience, especially in specialist markets where
some customers need basic information to help them.
For example, a ski equipment supplier (Barrabes) pro-
vided additional free services on weather, ski condi-
tions etc. A couple of cases ran regular ‘webinars’ and
several so-called portals added discussion facilities.

– Customer relationship management: a few cases (not
many) had more fully exploited CRM and content man-
agement software to personalise offers, for example the
zooplus case.

– Internet is just one channel for interaction with custom-
ers – often the website contributed to an increased num-
ber of telephone calls to the firm. Anticipating this and
having a good call centre helped the overall success.
The Internet is viewed as a complementary sales chan-
nel. One case exploited new channels such as SMS on
mobile phones.

– Intranet: several cases cited the benefits of bringing
into one place all product and customer information and
commonly required documents such as sample agree-
ments. This helped to improve internal communications
and aid decision making (e.g. through giving better vis-
ibility of the customer history). This was particularly
useful for Koncraft Manufacturen, the German “virtual
joinery.”

– Extranet: giving customers access to their own informa-
tion and other privileged information enhances their
experience (for example, Sailcoach and Materialise). This
practice was not widespread.

– Development of partnerships: e-commerce exposes
SMEs to new areas in which they do not have the nec-
essary infrastructure or skills. Common partnerships are
with e-commerce software suppliers/consultants. Also,
with increasing cross-border sales, several SMEs de-
veloped partnerships with courier companies like TNT.
Another area of partnership is with complementary sup-
pliers so that online customers can have a “seamless
experience” or access a ‘one-stop-shop’.
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– It looks only at a portion of the digital economy land-

scape, that is, the front-end Internet marketing, neglect-
ing the impact of the lack of interoperability and of
integration with the back-end business processes.

– The transaction-cost reduction oriented perspective
tends to lead to an underestimation of the really new
and additional value that the Internet-based applica-
tions may provide (information & knowledge circula-
tion – repackaging – creation).

– It is based on a superficial definition of SMEs, associat-
ed with size-linked quantitative parameters that cover a
very large interval and do not at all qualify the differen-
tiated profiles of the businesses covered in this macro-
container.
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