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Abstract
Purpose

To demonstrate the characteristics and impact of ‘gifted amateurs’ who are maximising the potential of Web 2.0 technologies to grow their businesses creatively and in a cost-effective manner. They are ‘punching above their weight’ in their dealings with larger competitors who are less exposed to these new skills and more restricted in their structures.
Approach

We have surveyed 378 small businesses in the South East of England and developed 30 detailed empirical case studies charting the activities of these ‘early adopters’ of Web 2.0 tools.  

Findings

Proactive ‘gifted amateurs’ can systematically raise their profile through blogging, networking and judicious use of search engine optimisation techniques. They are competing effectively against larger organisations by applying network effects to their marketing activities, often circumventing the need for increasingly complex IT systems by continuing to rely upon cost-effective Web 2.0 tools and their own networking skills as the business grows. 

Practical implications

Technology has now developed to the point where the entry costs and barriers to remote and collaborative working have disappeared. ‘Gifted amateurs’  can acquire new online marketing skills and secure IT systems, plus the ability to network and collaborate globally if necessary on knowledge projects, by creating virtual (and even disposable) organisations without having to commit themselves to a traditional IT infrastructure. Therefore they can avoid reliance on IT suppliers and grow their businesses in more flexible ways. 
Originality

By recording the characteristics and experiences of these early adopters, this paper is one of the first to document the significant changes in business growth patterns and priorities that these tools are starting to facilitate.
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Introduction

In general terms, the Internet provides leverage for small businesses because it has massively reduced the cost of marketing versus the traditional promotional mix. More specifically, it has created mechanisms whereby individuals can make use of other people’s connections to raise their own business profile in a systematic way through blogging and online networking. Good sales people have always homed in on the influential and the well connected in order to capture the market, instinctively following some key principles of natural networks, and the online world follows the same logic. The gradual growth in understanding of how these connections work has allowed small businesses who understand the principles to ‘punch above their weight’ and become effective early adopters of Web 2.0 technologies. 

The specific contribution that we make in this paper is to highlight the characteristics and growing influence of an emerging group of influential early adopters who we have termed ‘gifted amateurs’, drawing upon the results of an ongoing research project which is investigating the use of new technologies by small businesses. These individuals are able to compete effectively against much larger organisations who tend to be more restricted in terms of their business structure and extent of their access to web 2 marketing tools, and consequently often lack knowledge of how best to benefit from their use. 
We begin by describing our research methodology before reviewing the developing role of networking and the Internet and their role in small firms. We then introduce our ‘gifted amateurs’ and demonstrate how they are growing their businesses with limited time, expertise and available budget by drawing upon new web-based technologies such as the Google search engine and emerging social networks to ‘punch above their weight’. Our analysis shows that these proactive individuals are applying network effects to their online and offline marketing activities, often circumventing the need for increasingly complex IT systems by continuing to rely upon cost-effective Web 2.0 tools and their own networking skills as the business grows. Finally we draw upon our evidence base of quantitative data to illustrate the potential for businesses that are not at the ‘leading edge’ to learn from the experiences of the early adopters for their own benefit, a topic that will be addressed in the next phase of our research.
Methodology

The analysis that we put forward is based on the following empirical evidence:

· A telephone survey of SMEs in West London from food, logistics, internet and media sectors.  There were 205 micro businesses, 140 companies employing between 10 & 49 employees and 33 companies between 50 and 249. Most of the larger companies were in the food and logistics sectors. 184 of them had been in business for more than 10 years while 99 had survived between 5 and 10 years.

· 30 in-depth face to face interviews with owner-managers who we have categorised as ‘gifted amateurs’; namely early adopters of Web 2 technologies who subscribe to the principles of conversation, collaboration and aggregation that are essential to effective utilisation of these new tools. 
Most of the interviewees were recruited via Ecademy, which is a business network that enables its members to make contact on line and also to meet offline, and provides a range of tools like discussion fora, blogs and market place advertisements which add up to a rich ‘toolset’ for creating updatable business profiles and embedding multimedia elements like video clips in them. There is a tradition of mutual support within the network and people learn to use new online marketing techniques from each other in a ‘hot house’ environment. Consequently we were able to benefit from documenting the expertise of individuals who tended to be well ‘ahead of the curve’ in their usage of these tools.
We will now move on to consider the role played in business growth of networking in general and online networks in particular. We then introduce our ‘gifted amateurs’ and demonstrate how they are exploiting current trends to grow their businesses while avoiding many of the disadvantages associated with more traditional IT infrastructure. 
Networking and the role of the Internet 

Networking takes place when people interact or engage in informal communication to share information, often sharing social, vocational or professional interests for mutual assistance or support. Research in a number of fields has demonstrated that networks operate on many levels, from families up to the level of nations, and that they play a critical role in determining the way problems are solved, organisations are run, and the degree to which individuals succeed in achieving their goals. For example, Dittrich et al. (2007) noted the role of networks in enhancing organisational capabilities. 
With Internet sites developing rapidly in the field of networking, and other related technologies such as e-mail and VOIP creating easy, fast and low-cost methods of maintaining and developing new contacts on a world-wide basis, online networking is an area that is impacting upon small businesses quite significantly. The most sophisticated social networking sites incorporate software to hold online discussions and meetings, allowing many people to participate without having to move from their desk. These technologies provide instant access to a diverse range of individuals around the world which allows personal networks to be broadened and strengthened, thereby overcoming many of the limitations of traditional face-to-face networking such as small network size and diversity. We find that familiarity with the mechanisms allows people to build their own support and delivery mechanisms for new aspects of the growing mix. Triumphant Events, Business Scene, The Money Gym and Word of Mouse are all examples of businesses developed by individuals familiar with these network dynamics.
The fundamental insight in understanding the Internet was the ‘small world’ discovery which proposed that everyone in the world was connected to everyone else in 6 jumps (Milgram 1967). The same is true of all pages on the Internet but the corresponding figure is 19 (Barbarasi 2002). However, not all of the individuals are connected equally because some are very much more densely connected than others. In the original research carried out by Stanley Milgram, he sent letters to 160 people asking them to forward the letter to Stanley Carnap, a colleague of his in New York. All the letters arrived in less than six steps, the last step being through only three separate individuals who were close contacts of Carnap. This story then had to wait three decades to be integrated with the ‘weak tie’ ideas of Granovetter (1975) to produce a coherent theory. 

The integration work was done by Watts and Strogatz (1998) who discovered that introducing a few random links into an otherwise structured network caused a dramatic reduction in the degrees of connection needed to link all the members. The pioneering work of Granovetter in delineating the network effect has been popularised by a number of authors, but in true ‘increasing returns’ style it is Malcolm Gladwell, author of the best selling ‘Tipping Point’ that we remember. Gladwell (2000) popularised the dynamics of how these small world connections operate and created a taxonomy of the densely connected, by dividing them into mavens (experts) connectors and salesmen. This seminal book discusses the need for ‘context’ and ‘stickiness’ if an idea is to gain traction and precipitate a key transition in observed market behaviour. The combination of random links and clustering allows considerable leverage to be achieved by our ‘gifted amateurs’ who understand that they have to align themselves with the key node points online if they want to spread their messages and ideas as widely as possible. What this means for such individuals is that it is important to influence as many of these nodes as possible, or even to become one, a process which can be facilitated by blogging. 
Scoble and Israel (2006) note the importance of blogging in online networking, describing it as ‘the sex god of the information age’ (p43.)  Through prevalence of embedded links and hyper-linking, the connectivity of blogging forms an intensely complicated network (Blackshaw and Nazzaro 2006). Thomas Power of Ecademy is on record as saying that the more connections the business has the better: “The money’s in the connections, not in the nodes” echoing the principle that opportunities arise through the weak ties that people have to friends of friends, (personal communication, 2006). The key point is that networks of this type display properties that are markedly different from our conventional perceptions based on the randomness of the normal distribution. The clumping effect means that the network follows a power law.  The 2nd most connected has half the connections of the leader, the 4th has a quarter, the 10th has a 10th and so forth. This principle is built into the algorithm that Google uses to assign page rank which is a logarithmic index of how well connected and respected is the page from which a link to the site originates.

For instance, one of our gifted amateurs publishes articles on Microsoft Academy which has a high page rank and Alexa Ranking (Amazon’s search engine). Google sees that there is a relevant link to it from a page with a good page-rank and a good Alexa Ranking, and so the site will gain an advantage in organic search over other pages that aren’t so well connected. Google therefore operates by favouring pages that are connected to pages that it ranks highly because they have good content and lots of connections. This tends to promote a situation where there are a few massively popular sites, millions of ‘tiddlers’ and not much in between. This phenomenon was christened the ‘Long Tail’ in a widely cited article in Wired (Anderson, 2007). It means that many can play but few can stand out much. So the issue facing the gifted amateur who wants to look bigger, more competent and important than he really is becomes one of managing all of these network effects through Web 2.0 to increase his attractiveness and ‘crowbar’ his business out of the ‘long tail’.  

Networking in small businesses

Although much of the work on inter-organisational networks has been focused on large firms, Hanna and Walsh (2008) showed that there is a growing research literature on small businesses networks. For example, Deakins and Friel (2003) discussed the importance of creating efficient networks for establishing a business and ensuring its ongoing success. Traditional studies of small businesses suggest that such firms tend to lack legitimacy and access to human and financial capital (Starr and MacMillan, 1990).  This limits their ability to successfully pursue market opportunities and to recover from business mistakes. In addition, they have a smaller pool of skills and knowledge to draw upon internally when making important decisions (see for example Levy and Powell, 2003; Simpson and Docherty, 2004; Fillis et al, 2004). However, what SMEs do exceedingly well is implicitly embed marketing in their daily operations and in the minds of their owner-managers (Keskin, 2006) Networks are particularly useful for small firms because they afford access to resources not easily accessed through market mechanisms. For example, networking can aid the development of a firm’s credibility, expand the customer base and supplier contacts, highlight access to resources and available funding, encourage innovation and help develop strategic partnerships. Networking also extends the reach of the business through enhancing survivability and by supplementing the entrepreneur’s own business resources (Zontanos and Anderson 2004, Miller et al 2007). The main drivers are either to make sales directly or over the longer term to build the individual’s credibility and ‘place in the pack’. 
Buchanan (2002) demonstrated that the most useful network member in helping an entrepreneur is rarely a close friend - or even a friend at all, but more likely to be the acquaintance of a friend, or the friend of an acquaintance. The development of a network of supportive relationships across the local business environment has been identified as a critical survival factor, providing the business with a consistent supply of ideas for new products or markets offering real possibilities for sustainable growth (Wilson and Stokes 2004). The secondary focus is to access the resources required to fund the opportunities identified. An individual entrepreneur rarely possesses all the skills needed to develop the business, and so finding people with the missing skills, and persuading them to contribute is a critical aspect of networking - a skill that was particularly prevalent amongst the gifted amateurs that we studied.  

So, as endorsed by Hanna and Walsh (2008), small businesses seem to see self organising networks as the most effective means of developing the strategic capabilities necessary to make them more competitive in the marketplace, but the use of the Internet to facilitate collaboration in the small business sector has not yet been well researched. Studies have been largely confined to the issue of ICT adoption, particularly the identification of the factors that support or inhibit successful adoption (Parker and Castleman, 2007). A rare exception is offered by Matlay and Westhead’s (2005) study of virtual teams within the European tourism and hospitality industry.  More recently, Gray (2008) draws upon a national survey of 1,168 SMEs in Britain which clearly shows the more dynamic nature of cluster networks compared with supply-chains and business associations. 85% of the survey respondents belonged to a business network and they all derived significant benefits from their networks. The firms studied also placed a high value on social contact and cooperative business behaviour, particularly with regard to recruitment and technology advice.

We will now move on to consider the characteristics of our ‘gifted amateurs’ and demonstrate how these particular personality traits are helping them to utilise these recent developments in internet technology and online networking in order to grow their businesses in creative ways.

What is a gifted amateur?

The gifted amateurs that we studied are leveraging new technologies and their own networking skills to address these difficulties. Tables 1-3 below summarise the details of the key individuals mentioned in this article.
Table 1 ‘Normal’ Businesses 
	‘Normal’ businesses
	Web site
	Description

	Andrew Woolley
	www.family-lawfirm.co.uk

	Lawyers specialising in contract management and divorce. Andrew runs a team of lawyers who operate via laptops. He knows how well they convert enquiries and outsources his marketing to generate the leads necessary. He raises his profile by speaking engagements.

	First Choice

IFA

(Martin Bamford)
	www.martinbamford.com
www.informedchoice.ltd.uk/
www.martinbamford.co.uk/blog.htm
www.squidoo.com/martinbamford
	Independent financial advice on all aspects of pensions, investments, protection and financial planning.  Martin has a small in house network which accesses a sophisticated database of financial instruments. His staff use laptops. He promotes the business by writing books, blogging and building other online presences to supplement his face to face networking.


	CherryLeaf 

Technical Authors

(Ellis Pratt)
	www.cherryleaf.com/
www.cherryleaf.com/blog.htm

	Technical Writing Company offering Recruitment, Training and Projects. Cherryleaf use a decentralised peer to peer network with individuals based in Staines, Brighton and Oxford. Ellis promotes the business by networking, blogging and has recently become a Twitter expert.

	Pro-Excellence

(Richard White)
	www.pro-excellence.com
	A business development consulting firm specialising in helping businesses to accelerate sales growth. Richard runs his business from his laptop, runs teleclasses, records, edits and sells the materials as e-books and podcasts. All in addition to his face to face training work.


	The Beermat Entrepreneur
(Mike Southern)
	www.beermat.biz

	Public speaker and author of books about business growth. Mike outsources everything: “Any time I’m not in front of an audience I’m losing money.”


Table 2 Unique Approaches
	Unique Approaches
	Web site
	Description

	Money Gym 

(Nicola Cairncross)
	www.nicolacairncross.com
www.themoneygymclub.com
http://wealthcoach.typepad.com/

	A training and educational company teaching people (particularly women) how to make money and set themselves free. Nicola distributes information on stock market, internet trading and property as the vehicles that an independent person can use. She does most of her work online and has experimented extensively with Second Life.

	Wiggly Wigglers

(Heather Gorringe)
	www.wigglywigglers.com
http://wigglywigglers.blogspot.com

	A horticultural business dedicated to natural gardening. The online shop stocks all manner of equipment that promotes this, such as composters, bird feeders, hedging plants and tools. Heather promotes her business via a very popular Facebook group (770 members) and a weekly podcast that is downloaded globally.


Table 3 Networking Businesses
	Networking businesses
	Web site
	Description

	Ecademy

(Thomas Power)
	www.ecademy.com
	Ecademy enables business people to connect through online networking, at networking events and 1-2-1 meetings. Thomas consciously encourages his members to use Web 2.0 techniques to promote their businesses

	Business Scene 

(Warren Cass)
	www.business-scene.com

	Business Scene UK is a new initiative to improve networking between businesses, networking organisations, local authorities, the university, the media and Chambers of Commerce in local areas. It is effectively an online support mechanism for face to face networking

	Word of Mouse (Andy Lopata)
	www.wordofmousenetwork.com
www.lopata.co.uk

	Applies the principles of social networking to business needs, in order to generate business leads and referrals. 

	Triumphant Events (Daniel Priestly)
	www.triumphantevents.co.uk

	A business model that relies on other people promoting their events for them for a share of the profits.  To date they have 630 affiliate marketing partners.


These ‘gifted amateurs’ are using the tools of Web 2.0 to earn a living on their own terms. They have the necessary ‘can do’ attitude to succeed in this fast changing environment, combining good face to face personal skills with both an understanding of and appetite for the e-enabled world. They are more interested in exploring ideas and connecting with people than building an empire, and their watchword is ‘just enough’ IT structure. This means that they will seek to minimise the costs and complexity associated with new technology, and generally favour laptops, mobile phones and basic networks over dedicated servers and bespoke systems.  Generally speaking they are able to avoid putting in formal administrative networks; unless, like Martin Bamford, they need centralised access to industry specific operational software. Even the social network providers separate operational IT from “administrative” IT. The standard for communication and administration is almost universally laptop + broadband with functions increasingly peer to peer (as with Cherry Leaf) or on the ISP (Business Scene).
Our interviews showed that gifted amateurs explore new technologies as they become available – adopting the ones that seem useful, and discarding the ones that are not. Working on interesting projects is the driver, and change is viewed as an opportunity rather than a threat. They gather knowledge of how things work, package it and make it available to interested parties. They collaborate with others to address specific knowledge gaps, but are also realistic about the extent of the expertise that they can acquire and are prepared to outsource technical tasks where necessary. They combine blogging, search engine optimisation and social networking to build a web presence that drives significant traffic to their site. 
Many are running web-based businesses, but the most interesting group are those who have applied new techniques to running ‘normal’ businesses – namely lawyers, technical authors and financial advisers. Martin Bamford, Andrew Woolley and Ellis Pratt stand out in this respect.  As well as being accomplished face to face networkers they focus on the power of written materials – books, factsheets, training materials – judiciously positioned and made widely available to boost credibility in their respective markets. They grasp the effective use of keywords and systematically research and use them in their collateral. They use RSS (really simple syndication) to transfer information created in one location on the web into somewhere else to build the multiple points of presence needed appear ubiquitous. They understand how to use collaboration to obtain referrals, based on the fact that testimonials and advocates are much more convincing to the potential customer than anything they might say themselves. 
But the most interesting finding from our research was how the gifted amateurs – often in their second or third careers and usually ‘one man bands’ – use the collaboration implicit in ‘Web 2.0’ to rapidly develop their own knowledge of how to exploit these tools to best effect.  This is the term which O’Reilly (2005) introduced to describe a wide range of new Internet-based information and communication technology applications. Web 2.0 facilitates communication, cooperation, collaboration and connection (Cook, 2008). Its applications are diverse and include networking sites, wikis, blogs, instant messaging, discussion forums, audio and video conferencing, group diaries and address books, hosted virtual offices, collaborative whiteboards and presentation systems.  Collectively, these applications have massively increased the opportunities for users of the Internet to communicate, collaborate, share information and interact online.Their effectiveness is perhaps due to the fact that they are doing the networking themselves, and online activities are all about setting the stage for an eventual face to face encounter. So they have a flexibility and integration that their corporate colleagues lack – perhaps inevitably due to the separation of responsibilities that is the hallmark of the corporate and public sectors. Such knowledge is often denied in the corporate world by firewalls and IT policies that restrict access to these new tools. Corporate marketers need to be free to experiment if they are to be able to confidently run marketing campaigns in the Web 2.0 environment, but these restrictions are resulting in an increasing skills gap that advantages the small business in a competitive situation. A recent article by Mulholland (2007) expressed concern about the prevailing relationship between corporates and new web-based technologies. He noted that corporates tend to react either by ignoring pressure to change, or trying to control it through heavy handed policing and ‘lock down’ policies:

“Today’s CIOs need to wake up to the opportunities as well as the benefits that this new type of technology and its users can bring…as IT literacy continues to grow and the iPod generation begins to reach the boardroom, CIOs must work to shift the role of their IT departments from helpdesk to user enablement, and refocus on a new role of organising and orchestrating enterprise processes and procedures.” 

A report by WebTrends (2007) found that only 5% of UK corporations blogged on a regular basis, and only 4% made use of podcasts. In the US the situation was similar, with blogging only carried out by 6% of the Fortune 500 companies.  Leadbeater (2008) sums up the current situation well: 

“Sitting in your office at Microsoft, working your socks off, meeting constantly updated plans imposed by impatient managers who want you not just to deliver relentless growth but to do so with a smile on your face, while endorsing all the nauseating corporate brand speak, it must be bewildering. You are being beaten by a bunch of people who mainly work from home, creating products for free, because they enjoy it and with no one telling them what to do. When you are on a plane to Redmond, Seattle, Microsoft’s head quarters, to account for your latest deviation from the corporate plan, hoping to save your bonus, these open source guys are probably in the pub, and they still do a better job. How did that happen?”

In contrast to these restrictions on creativity within the corporate world, our gifted amateurs clearly have far more scope to take advantage of recent developments in Web 2.0 technology and ‘punch above their weight’.  Many of the individuals that we studied are finding ways to collaborate with other professionals to provide a complete solution informally and avoid the need to ‘formalise’ themselves with a traditional IT infrastructure as their business grows. 

For example, material can be easily created by our gifted amateurs with free blogging software and effectively fed to strategic points such as the web site front page, using a technology called RSS (Really Simple Syndication) where interested parties can pick up the feed and automatically receive any further words of wisdom or other communications that originate from that source. Some of the key spaces for amateurs to ‘dip their toes’ into the world of blogging are already RSS enabled in this way. So it is possible to pick up a discussion thread that is going on in a networking club such as Ecademy (www.ecademy.com) and reproduce it in a content aggregation tool like a Squidoo lens (www.squidoo.com) or Ning community (www.ning.com). This effectively means that the ‘switched on’ user can make the same information appear in various different locations, all of which can be arranged to point back to the same source. This boosts traffic to their website, raises the page rank and makes the business appear bigger and more influential than it actually is. As a bonus, if links with the appropriate anchor text keywords are embedded in the blog material, it has the effect of improving the page rank of the site to which it is directed, because the locations available tend to be well connected themselves so there is a ‘halo effect’ that reflects back to the business’s own site. 
What drives online collaboration forward in the businesses we studied is a culture of trust – something that the conventional world does badly. ‘Givers Gain’ and ‘Paying it Forward’ are phrases that cropped up frequently in our interviews. There is an expectation that the surest long term way for gifted amateurs to build influence is to be seen as a ‘giver’ of good quality practical information and advice. Thomas Power of Ecademy has even quantified this as ‘50 gives = 1 take’ based on his own experience (personal communication). What seems to happen, over a period of time, is that certain individuals obtain a reputation and position based on a combination of their expertise and ‘connectedness’ which make them attractive to other players in the same space. Alliances occur over time and ‘clumping’ of commercial activity starts to take place in seed form. Usually there are between 3 and 5 individuals in a clump but these overlap and interlock. For example, one of our gifted amateurs described the spectacular hyping of his book ‘And Death Came Third’. The Publishing House (www.bookshaker.com) arranged for a large number of knowledge providers to collaborate and contribute to an irresistible offer. They put together a package of £3000 worth of benefits to anyone who bought this £15 book within 24 hours, and tactically applied online networking to organise respected and influential individuals to email their own networks with news of the offer. The result was the book got to number 2 on the Amazon bestseller list within the first day. 

Our research also uncovered some potential downsides of online networking. There was some evidence of individuals spending time in building an online network too quickly - to the exclusion of other promotional activities that they should have been setting up and operating. The process of blogging and interacting with others online can be quite addictive, so a certain degree of discipline is required. Some of the techniques are very time consuming, blogging for example is now moderately widespread, but most small business owners have neither the time nor the inclination to produce a polished posting on a regular, sometimes even daily, basis. We also observed some behaviour patterns that seem to occur in online networks as originally documented by Shirky (2003) in a paper entitled ‘A group is its own worst enemy’. He delineates the recurring patterns whereby online group dynamics seems to fall victim to its members’ needs to flirt with each other, identify and attack external enemies and to set up sacred cows which cannot be challenged, requiring the construction and implementation of a group structure, rules and mechanisms for disciplining individuals who overstep the mark. Needless to say, the gifted amateurs knew where to strike the balance in terms of time spent online networking versus the completion of essential day to day business tasks, and their interpersonal and communication skills were sufficiently honed that they could avoid the destructive behaviour patterns described above. 

In terms of IT infrastructure, 86% of the businesses surveyed had a network of some kind. Our interviews showed that there are two main routes that these businesses follow as they grow, as illustrated in Figure 1 below which maps the level of IT skills versus the intensity of IT investment:
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Figure 1: Level of IT skills versus the intensity of IT investment:
Firstly, we found that businesses only invested in ‘conventional’ IT networks if they needed a fixed shared industry-specific software resource, had a professional IT background themselves anyway, or when the pressures of formal ways of working from their customers or from the regulatory authorities made it necessary to change their operational systems. Pursuing this strategy tends to require a general upgrade in IT skills, together with an increasing reliance on IT vendors for more complex systems and specialist computing knowledge as the business grows. Increasingly, however, we anticipate that these services will be managed on an Application Service Provider (pay as you go) basis. These businesses follow the route labelled ‘compliance driven conventional network installation’ in Diagram 1. 

Secondly, some of the businesses studied confirmed the findings of Jones and Hwang (2002) who showed that many ‘life style’ businesses seek to avoid engaging with technology, using a single computer and outsourcing as much as possible – even if this hampers the ‘growth’ of the company in its traditional sense. 

Thirdly, we observed the emergence of early adopters who are using the tools of Web 2.0, flexible working and the judicious use of external hosted services to postpone having to put a server in; not only because of the cost, but because of not wanting to support a greater level of complexity in the company than was strictly operationally necessary. This finding is supported by some data from the quantitative survey shown in Figure 2:
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Figure 2: Early adopter attitudes to technology

We have labelled such businesses as ‘new breed SMEs’ in Figure 1. They are run by gifted amateurs who are prepared to develop their own IT skills ahead of their propensity to invest in additional hardware. These individuals also know their limitations and exactly when to call the experts in. In fact one interviewee actually said “I depend on loads of internet junk cobbled together with virtual sticky tape and string”. Thjs discussion of course begs the question as to how representative the ‘early adopters’ we studied actually are at present. The original quantitative phase of our study may give us some clues.  The composition of the original sample was as follows:
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Most of these companies were mature in that they had been in business for at least 5 years. Their usage of the basic internet access tools required to take part in Web 2.0 activities was largely universal as the following data illustrates.

Email


99%

Internet

99%

Broadband

84%

Company website
82%

Their use of other enabling technologies was also high:
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And the use of ICT for e-commerce and collaborative purposes was relatively common:
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Overall there was a positive correlation between internet usage and improved sales performance, particularly in the media and internet provider segments, as shown in Figure 3:

[image: image4]
Figure 3: the effect of using the Internet for business

We believe that these results adequately demonstrate that most small companies have the capacity technically to emulate the early adopters in their use of Web 2.0 techniques. The question is what factors will drive them to do so. This topic will be the subject of a future research project. 

Conclusion

Our work so far has led us to the realisation that technology has now developed to the point where the entry costs and barriers to remote and collaborative working have disappeared. The ‘gifted amateur’  early adopters that we studied can acquire secure IT systems, plus the ability to network and collaborate globally if necessary on knowledge projects, by creating virtual (and even disposable) organisations without having to commit themselves to a traditional IT infrastructure. This means that they can grow their businesses while remaining as ‘e-enabled technicians’. Online networking seems to facilitate the emergence of a self-organised structure which, once it has crystallised, has an influence in defining the shape of the business space that will persist for some time. This is no different from the type of first mover advantage and the law of increasing returns that we see in conventional markets, it just happens more quickly so that the pattern formation becomes clearly visible. 
We have highlighted the characteristics and practices of an emerging group of gifted amateurs who are taking advantage of these online opportunities to grow their businesses by ‘punching above their weight’, something which could potentially be considered bad news for IT vendors who rely on selling complex and expensive bespoke systems. We have also shown that exposure to the currently evolving tools of the Internet means that the gifted amateurs can take for granted modalities and means of communication that are often denied to people operating in the corporate and public sector environments. This does have the effect of limiting the effectiveness of how large corporate organisations can understand what is going on in the Web 2 area, since being able to deploy these tools effectively in a marketing environment requires a certain critical mass of understanding about how they operate. 
Finally, our evidence base of small firms surveyed suggests that there is considerable scope for significant numbers of ‘early majority’ businesses to learn from the experiences of the ‘early adopters’. By unlocking the potential inherent in the technologies that they already have, they will be able to implement web 2.0 based projects that will enable a much larger proportion of small businesses to ‘punch above their weight’ in their dealings with larger competitors who may lack such flexibility and creativity in both their structures and thinking. The next phase of our research will aim to track how far into the mainstream these activities have reached, as well as re-visit the early adopters to assess what impact their activities have had on the success of their businesses over time. 
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		Figure 19: Written IT Policy for Employee Use v ‘Offsite Working’ v Sector

								‘Offsite Working’?

		Firm Size						Yes		No		Total

						Yes		20 (20.4%)		12 (12.2%)		32 (32.7%)

		Logistics		Written IT Policy for Employee Use?		No		17 (17.3%)		49 (50.0%)		66 (67.3%)

						Total		37 (37.8%)		61 (62.2%)		98 (100%)

						Yes		26 (27.7%)		16 (17.0%)		42 (44.7%)

		Food Processing				No		14 (14.9%)		38 (40.4%)		52 (55.3%)

						Total		40 (42.6%)		54 (57.4%)		94 (100%)

		Figure 5: Use of the Internet to work with other firms on collaborative ventures and Sector

						Response

						Yes		No		Total

				Media		46 (12.2%)		44 (11.6%)		90 (23.8%)

				Logistics		30 ( 7.9%)		70 (18.5%)		100(26.5%)

		Sector		Internet Services		64 (16.9%)		24 (  6.3%)		88 (23.3%)

				Food Processing		26 ( 6.9%)		74 (19.6%)		100(26.5%)

				Total		166(43.9%)		212(56.1%)		378 (100%)

								Chi-square test: .000
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		Figure 1: Type of Security breach suffered by UK businesses in 2002, 2004 & 2006

		Type of Breach		2002 Survey		2004 Survey		2006 Survey

		Virus infection and disruptive software		41%		50%		35%

		Staff misuse of information systems		11%		22%		21%

		Unauthorised access by outsiders (including		14%		17%		17%

		hacking attempts)

		Theft or fraud involving computers		6%		11%		8%

		Systems failure or data corruption		N/A		27%		29%

		Figure 6: Proportion of total sales from online orders		%

		None		43%

		1-5%		16%

		6-25%		13%

		26-50%		5%

		51-99%		5%

		100%		8%

		Don’t know		10%

		Figure 7: Proportion of supplies ordered online		%

		None		34%

		1-5%		36%

		6-25%		10%

		26-50%		9%

		51-99%		14%

		100%		3%

		Don’t know		6%

		Figure 8: E-commerce challenges		%

		Customers do not want to change		19%

		Difficulty in hiring staff with appropriate IT skills		13%

		Difficulty in getting good technical advice from outside		15%

		Suppliers are not ready for electronic business		10%

		High costs to develop / maintain the web site		14%

		High connection costs		8%

		Security failures / problems		6%

		Internet fraud		8%

		Difficulties with information sharing in collaborative ventures		8%

		Figure 9: Remote Access to a firm’s systems / databases

		by customer, supplier and joint venture partner

		Trading partner		%

		Customers		42 (11.1%)

		Suppliers		21 (5.6%)

		Joint venture partners		17 (4.5%)

				Sector

				Media		Logistics		Internet Services		Food Processing		Total

		Yes		27 (7.3%)		32 (8.6%)		46 (12.4%)		44 (11.8%)		149 (40.1%)

		No		62 (16.7%)		67 (18.0%)		40 (10.8%)		54 (14.5%)		223 (59.9%)

		Total		89 (23.9%)		99 (26.6%)		86 (23.1%)		98 (26.3%)		372 (100%)

				Size

				Micro		Small		Medium		Total

		Yes		52 (14.0%)		73 (19.6%)		24 (6.5%)		149 (40.1%)

		No		148 (39.8%)		66 (17.7%)		9 (2.4%)		223 (59.9%)

		Total		200 (53.8%)		139 (37.4%)		33 (8.9%)		372 (100%)

				Sector

				Media		Logistics		Internet Services		Food Processing		Total

		Yes		41 (11.1%)		40 (10.8%)		66 (17.5%)		50 (13.5%)		196 (52.8%)

		No		48 (12.9%)		60 (16.2%)		19 (5.1%)		48 (12.9%)		175 (47.2%)

		Total		89 (24.0%)		100 (27.0%)		84 (22.6%)		98 (26.4%)		371 (100%)
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		Figure 2: Survey Sample Breakdown by Size and Sector

						Firm Size

						Micro		Small		Medium		Total

				Media		60		27		3		90

				Logistics		49		38		13		100

		Sector		Internet Services		49		34		5		88

				Food Processing		47		41		12		100

				Total		205		140		33		378

		Figure 4: Use of Internet		%

		Share information with customers		67%

		Share information with suppliers		53%

		Trade with customers		58%

		Trade with suppliers		50%

		Receive payments from customers		61%

		Make payments to suppliers		56%

		Work with other firms on collaborative ventures		44%

		Figure 5: Use of the Internet to work with other firms on collaborative ventures and Sector

						Response

						Yes		No		Total

				Media		46 (12.2%)		44 (11.6%)		90 (23.8%)

				Logistics		30 (  7.9%)		70 (18.5%)		100 (26.5%)

		Sector		Internet Services		64 (16.9%)		24 (  6.3%)		88 (23.3%)

				Food Processing		26 (  6.9%)		74 (19.6%)		100 (26.5%)

				Total		166 (43.9%)		212 (56.1%)		378 (100%)

								Chi-square test: .000

		Figure 15: Employee Training for IT Security Awareness by Firm Size

		Missing: 7    Chi-square significance: .016

				Size

				Micro		Small		Medium		Total

		Yes		92 (24.8%)		83 (22.4%)		21 (5.7%)		196 (52.8%)

		No		108 (29.1%)		55 (14.8%)		12 (3.2%)		175 (47.2%)

		Total		200 (53.9%)		138 (37.2%)		33 (8.9%)		371 (100%)

		Figure16: Training for Awareness of IT Security Issues  v ‘Offsite Working’

						‘Offsite Working’?

						Yes		No		Total

		Training for awareness of   IT security issues?		Yes		117 (32.1%)		75 (20.6%)		192 (52.7%)

				No		68 (18.7%)		104 (28.6%)		172 (47.3%)

				Total		185 (50.8%)		179 (49.2%)		364 (100%)

		Figure 18: Written IT Policy for Employee Use v ‘Offsite Working’ v Firm Size

								‘Offsite Working’?

		Firm Size						Yes		No		Total

						Yes		28 (14.3%)		24   (12.2%)		52 (26.5%)

		Micro		Written IT Policy for Employee Use?		No		54 (27.6%)		90   (45.9%)		144 (73.5%)

						Total		82 (41.8%)		114     (58.2%)		196   (100%)

						Yes		53 (39.0%)		18   (13.2%)		71    (52.2%)

		Small				No		25 (18.4%)		40   (29.4%)		65 (47.8%)

						Total		78   (57.4%)		58   (42.6%)		136    (100%)

		Figure 19: Written IT Policy for Employee Use v ‘Offsite Working’ v Sector

								‘Offsite Working’?

		Firm Size						Yes		No		Total

						Yes		20    (20.4%)		12    (12.2%)		32 (32.7%)

		Logistics		Written IT Policy for Employee Use?		No		17    (17.3%)		49        (50.0%)		66        (67.3%)

						Total		37    (37.8%)		61    (62.2%)		98        (100%)

						Yes		26     (27.7%)		16     (17.0%)		42     (44.7%)

		Food Processing				No		14     (14.9%)		38     (40.4%)		52     (55.3%)

						Total		40     (42.6%)		54     (57.4%)		94     (100%)

		Email		99%

		Internet		99%

		Broadband		84%

		Wireless		53%

		Intranet		40%

		Extranet/EDI		31%

		Anti-virus software		96%

		Firewall		93%

		Own computer network (LAN/WAN)		86%

		Company website		82%

		Video / Audio conferencing		27%

		Groupware		23%

		Figure 2: Survey Sample Breakdown by Size and Sector

						Firm Size

						Micro		Small		Medium		Total

				Media		60		27		3		90

				Logistics		49		38		13		100

		Sector		Internet Services		49		34		5		88

				Food Processing		47		41		12		100

				Total		205		140		33		378

		Survey Sample Breakdown

		by Sector and Size

						Firm Size

						Micro		Small		Medium		Total

				Media		60		27		3		90

				Logistics		49		38		13		100

		Sector		Internet Services		49		34		5		88

				Food Processing		47		41		12		100

				Total		205		140		33		378



Figure 3: Technology Use
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