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ABSTRACT 
 

This study explores the understanding, role and participation of the SMEs on 
digital economy, in line with the aspiration by the Malaysian government to have 
higher growth contribution coming from this segment. The primary data is collected 
from a semi-structured interview with six SMEs around Klang Valley from various 
industries and the analysis is conducted using coding and thematic analysis. Most 
of the SMEs interviewed are aware on the importance of online presence but lack 
the understanding on its contribution towards digital economy. While a high 
number of them are ready to embrace technology driven tools for sales, several 
others are still quite skeptical and facing difficulties in related cost management. 
This paper aims to offer specific insights from the SMEs on digital economy and 
the Malaysia’s move towards adopting the relevance of the fourth industrial 
revolution. It also identifies some of the issues to be tackled by the government in 
order to have more SMEs participation in the Malaysian digital economy. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

"All one needs is a computer, a network connection, and a bright spark of 
initiative and creativity to join the economy" 
Don Tapscott 
 

Here comes the festive season. For Fashionvalet1, they are aware that 
during this time, internet traffic will get more intense with loads of customers 
engaging online for shopping. For the past few weeks, the management has 
strengthened not only the stocks of designer brands, but also on updating the 
website, payment gateways and database to cater for the multiple increase in 
demand. Recent and refreshed outlook, apparel designs and accessories need to 
be quickly uploaded not only on their official website, but also on other 
Fashionvalet’s social media platforms including Facebook, Instagram and Twitter.  

 

The above situation is customary in a digital economy setting where people 
shops for almost everything online. In order to keep pace with the ever changing 
needs and preference of the customers, businesses are expected to keep pace 
and be updated with the use of information and communication technology (ICT). 
Failing to do that could threaten the growth of their businesses, leading to 
economic losses or even worst, closure. Today, the internet has become the most 
integral part of the ICT chain and electronic commerce (e-commerce), changing 

                                                           
1 Fashionvalet Sdn Bhd 
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how people communicate, purchase goods and services and performs other daily 
tasks.  

 

In the inaugural issuance of The Emerging Digital Economy report by the 
United States of America (US) Department of Commerce in April 1998, the 
accelerating importance of the internet and e-commerce has been formally 
acknowledged. Digital economy, which refers to the transformation of all sectors 
of the economy by the computer-enabled digitization of information, is the 
outcome of the Fourth Industrial Revolution 4.0 (IR 4.0) encompassing the internet 
of things (IoT), big data, cloud computing, artificial intelligence and blockchain 
technology to name a few. Since its emergence, digital economy accounted for 
6.5 percent (US$1,209.2 billion) of the US gross domestic product (GDP) in 2016 
and has created 5.9 million jobs (Barefoot, Curtis, Jolliff, Nicholson, Omohundro, 
R., 2018).  

 

In Malaysia, the e-commerce contribution to GDP was recorded at 5.9 
percent or RM68.3bil in 2015, before increasing to 6.1 percent (RM74.6bil) in 2016 
and is expected to contribute 20.8 percent to GDP by 2020 (Bernama, 2017 Dec 
19). In pioneering the transformation of Malaysia's digital economy, the 
government agency Malaysia Digital Economy Corporation (MDEC) has been 
actively empowering small and medium enterprises (SMEs) to be involved in e-
commerce through many platforms including the Digital Free-Trade Zone (DFTZ) 
platform. The DFTZ which was launched in Kuala Lumpur on November 3, 2017 
is the first digital platform outside of China which is expected to create 60,000 jobs 
for Malaysians and generate US$65bil in trade value by 2025. 

 

Nonetheless, the development of the digital economy is not without its 
challenges. It is observed that SMEs in developing countries have been slow in 
the uptake of digital business as compared to those in developed regions of the 
world in spite of its benefits. According to the Chairperson of National ICT 
Association of Malaysia e-commerce Chapter, only about 15 to 20 percent out of 
the total 700,000 SMEs in Malaysia have embraced digitilisation despite the 
existence of various e-commerce platforms. Hence, in order to comprehend the 
issues from the perspectives of the SMEs, this study conduct semi-structured 
interviews with Malaysian SEMs to explore on their understanding, role and 
participation in e-commerce. It also aims to offer specific insights from the SMEs 
on the digital economy and Malaysia’s move towards adopting the relevance of 
the fourth industrial revolution. 

 

The next section of this paper critically discusses the issues of 
technological advancement and participation of SMEs in e-commerce in the global 
setting. Section three explains the research mechanism while section four 
documents the results based on the thematic analysis. Section five concludes the 
study with highlights on the implications of research. 

 
  

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

The ongoing transformation from the industrial to the knowledge economy 
is shown by all sectors and industries being highly dependent on ICT (Mutula, 
2009). Social media, mobile, analytics, apps, and cloud (SMAAC) are known as 
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digital technologies that have influenced the economic productivity and growth for 
both public and private lives. The main reasons for adopting them are to increase 
productivity and efficiency, minimize costs, generate revenues, and improve 
collaboration and innovation for all the sectors in the economy (Stands & Forward, 
2016). 

 

SMEs are acknowledged as the backbone of most economies as it provides 
employment and breeding ground for entrepreneurship. In addition to that, SMEs 
also generate a great share of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in most of the 
region’s countries including Asian countries (Mutula, 2009).  In Australia,  majority 
of SMEs are available online and most of them are selling goods and services on 
the web (Telstra, Limited, & Digital, 2012). 

 

There have been a number of studies that showed how different factors 
affect digital adoption amongst SMEs in different settings (Fan, 2016). The four 
main factors that influence SMEs in adopting e-commerce are documented as 
technological context, organizational context, environmental context, and 
individual context (Rahayu & Day, 2015; Sisko, Lipiäinen, & Karjaluoto, 2015). 
Early studies have also shown that organizations undergo stages of growth in their 
adoption of ICT and e-commerce technology from one stage to another, in a well-
planned and sequential process (Shemi & Procter, 2018). It is believed that e-
commerce is used as a strategy for growth which allows them to compete with 
other big companies by capturing new customers in the global market (Torres, 
Lisboa, & Yasin, 2014).  

 

It is undeniable that both advanced and developing countries are exploiting 
the benefits of the global digital eco-system. SMEs may benefit from e-commerce 
through the reduction in cost of transactions and trade globally rather than locally 
(Jahanshahi, Zhang, & Brem, 2013). Apart from that, e-commerce adoption also 
provide opportunities for SMEs to improve their customer services, create a better 
inventory control, reduce marketing and distribution costs, minimize cycle time, 
increase business efficiency, expand market reach, and reduce operation costs 
(Fisher, Scollary, & Kuzic, 2002; Ratnasingam, 2002; Savrul, Incekara, & Sener, 
2014). On top of that, Jahanshahi and Zhang (2013) mentioned that global 
connectivity, high accessibility, scalability, and interactivity of the SMEs can also 
be increased through e-commerce. 

 

In the less developed countries, the use of mobile technologies may allow 
them to access basic financial services for anyone or help the rural farmers to sell 
their products at suitable prices. By giving the right infrastructure, countries at any 
stage of development may use digital technologies to improve the delivery of 
broad-based, high quality healthcare, education, and government services. The 
higher the number of countries develop and setup the grounds of their digital 
economies, the further they can move into the areas that contested global digital 
eco-system. (Dahlman, Mealy, & Wermelinger, 2016). 

 

However, the development of the digital economy is not without its 
challenges. Due to various barriers, SMEs in developing countries have been slow 
in the uptake of digital business as compared to those in developed regions of the 
world in spite of its benefits (Fan, 2016; Shemi & Procter, 2018). Several factors 
that affecting digital economy can be identified including lack of understanding of 
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benefits to their business, absence of digital strategy to bring transformative 
change to business, non-transparency in government support programs, location 
factors, firm’s size, infrastructural inadequacy, confidentiality of information, lack 
of credit finance, legal and regulatory framework, lack of expert skills, lack of 
management enthusiasm, security and privacy concerns, and cultural values 
(Awa, Awara, & Lebari, 2015; Fan, 2016; Savrul et al., 2014; Shemi & Procter, 
2018). In Vietnam, the main challenges include limited options for online payment, 
communication barriers between SMEs and ‘supporting’ groups, skilled personnel 
shortages and resources scarcity, and cultural barriers with online buying (Huy, 
Rowe, & Truex, 2012). 

 

According to a report by BMG Research and Durham University (2015), 
there are several barriers of using digital technology to its maximum extent due to 
lack of time, cost of engaging an outside consultant or agency, costs of employing 
an expert as a member of staff, lack of knowledge, training costs, ongoing 
maintenance costs, equipment costs and other barriers (Baker, Lomax, Braidford, 
Allinson, & Houston, 2015). In Iran, the SMEs do not use e-commerce 
appropriately because they are not aware of the benefits of e-commerce and as a 
result, they are not ready to adopt it (Hajli & Sims, 2014). Moreover, countries like 
China, USA, Brazil, Australia, Malaysia, Canada, just to name a few, its benefits 
have not trickled down to the majority of businesses through e-commerce (Savrul 
et al., 2014). Apart from the challenges mentioned, SMEs also are vulnerable to 
the technology crimes specifically hackers since SMEs typically have limited 
funding and do not have network experts to monitor and protect their network 
safely (Lackey & Rahman, 2013).  

 

The main objective of this study is to offer updated insights from the SMEs 
particularly in Malaysia, on their understanding, role and participation in the digital 
economy. It extends the work Savrul et al. (2014) by conducting semi-structured 
interviews with different types of SMEs in Malaysia. Through the interview 
sessions, this study also aims to identify common issues faced by the SMEs in 
adopting the technology which requires attention and assistance by the 
government. 

 
 

METHODOLOGY / MATERIALS  
 

Selecting the Sample of SMEs 
 

The objective of this study is to assess the understanding, role and 
participation of digital economy among the SMEs in Malaysia. As such, the 
qualitative (interview) approach is applied to achieve its objective.  

 

According to the SME Corporation Malaysia, the standard definition of 
SMEs is determined based on two criteria which is the sales turnover and number 
of full-time employees with the “OR” basis of the following: 

 

• Manufacturing sector – sales turnover not exceeding RM50 million OR 
number of full-time employees not exceeding 200; and 

• Services and other sectors – sales turnover not exceeding RM20 million 
OR number of full-time employees not exceeding 75. 
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The selection of SMEs was based on the companies that participated in 
2018 Malaysia Digital Economy Forum (MyDEF2018) as Malaysian government 
has initiated DFTZ to provide physical and virtual zones to facilitate SMEs to 
capitalize of the convergence of exponential growth of the Internet economy and 
cross-border e-commerce activities. However, due to some challenges in getting 
respond from some companies, different SMEs were chosen that were willing to 
cooperate and respond to the interview session. Respondents were assured that 
all the information given will be confidential and will only be used for academic 
purposes.  

 

The number of companies chosen for the study is referring to the 
suggestion provided by Morse (1994), who proposed six participants for qualitative 
analysis. This is due to the concept of “saturation” or the point at which no new 
information or themes discovered in the data obtained from the respondents. 
Other researchers also have used six participants in their studies including Mohd 
Thas Thaker, M.A.B (2018), Muhammad (2012) and Ahmed (2013). Using small 
sample size allows researchers to discover the subject matter in-depth and is 
sufficient to achieve the objectives of this study. The companies are from different 
sectors as shown in the Table 1 below. 

 
 

Table 1 : Profile of the interviewees 

No Institution Position Sector Code 

1 Azura Azwa Founder of Azura Azwa Clothing C1 
2 Fashion Valet Store Manager Designer Brands C2 
3 iCookAsia Founder of iCookAsia Food/Recipe Portal C3 
4 URCE Alibaba Corporate Sales Manager e-commerce Platform C4 
5 Pos Malaysia Berhad Group Head, Human 

Capital 
Postage & Deliveries C5 

6 Madini Travel & Tours Director of Travel & Tours Travel Agency C6 
 
 

Coding and Thematic Analysis 
 

The data for this study is extracted from the interviews which were 
transcribed into field notes and analysed using thematic analysis. Braun and 
Clarke (2006) stated that thematic analysis is some modus operandi for 
identifying, analysing, and producing patterns (themes) within the data which also 
minimally organizes and explain the data set in (rich) detail.  

 
 

Some of the advantages of using thematic analysis are as follows: 
 
 

• Useful to summarize the key features of a large body of data, and/or 
offer a ‘thick description’ of the data set; 

• Able to detect the similarities and differences across the data set; 
and 

• Useful for producing qualitative analyses that is suitable to informing 
policy development (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 

 
 

The specific steps included in qualitative analysis are as following: 
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Step 1:  Preliminary exploration of the data by reading and re-reading the 
interview transcripts to understand and intimately familiar with its 
content; 

Step 2:  Coding the data by labelling the text to identify suitable keyword 
that might be relevant to answering the interview question; 

Step 3:  Using codes to identify significant potential themes and aggregate 
the similar codes together; 

Step 4:  Review and reassess the themes to ensure that it is connected and 
interrelated to the objective of the study; 

Step 5:  Develop a detailed analysis of each theme and decide on an 
informative name for each theme; and 

Step 6:  Construct analytic narrative and data extracts, and contextualizing 
the analysis based on the existing literature. 

 
 

FINDINGS 
 

Based on the sample selection of SMEs as outlined in 3.1 above, the semi-
structured interviews were conducted with series of question asked during the 
session. Upon integrating all the answers, there are five major themes identified 
from the data analysis as presented in Table 2 below. 

 
 

Table 2 : Categorical themes and interview questions 

Categorical Theme Interview Questions 

1, Evolution of e-commerce and Digital 
Economy 

What do you think of the evolution of e-commerce 
and digital economy in Malaysia? 

2.Involvement and participation in 
Digital Economy 

Do you feel being involved and participating in e-
commerce in Malaysia is easy? 

3. Challenges in Digital Economy What is your biggest challenge in embracing e-
commerce? 

 
4. Objective and sustainability in 
Digital Economy 

What is your aspiration and how will you tackle 
your challenges better in the future? 

 
5. Future involvement in Digital 
Economy 

Any advice that you want to give to those who 
wants to be involved in e-commerce or your line of 
business? 

 
 

Based on the above categorical themes and interview questions, the 
respondents feedback is as presented in the following.  
 
 

Evolution of e-commerce and Digital Economy 
 

The participants in the interviews were asked on the evolution of e-
commerce and digital economy in Malaysia. In general, the participants (n=6) 
mutually agreed that digital economy shows a positive acceptance among the 
consumers and it gives a good impact to their business.  Below are some of their 
responses: 

 

[…] there are a lot of benefits of using e-commerce in our business activities 
[…] as it delivers a comprehensive range of benefits to retailers and merchants 
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[…] convenient and easy for customers to access and buy the products from home 
at any time […] it is all about strategizing your business. (C1) 

 

[…] it is affecting us so much in a good way […] it is slowly evolving as you 
may not be able to compare Malaysia with the US, but I’m confident enough to 
say that we are moving toward that direction […] technology is part of our lives 
now and we have to embrace and acknowledge its existence as it is very useful 
in this current economy growth. (C2) 

 

[…] many people feel comfortable in using online transaction now […] due 
to technological advance, it becomes more acceptable especially in helping 
business activities […] the number of e-commerce keep on growing and the 
volume of transaction keeps on getting higher and higher […] we can clearly 
observe the good impact of e-commerce in business activities. (C3) 

 

[…] as a platform which everyone can expand their business through e-
commerce. (C4) 

 

[…] opportunities for the company to boost their growth […] encourage 
people to be more exposed and familiarize themselves with the usage of 
computers and internet as the e-services are provided to serve them […] 
encourage cashless transactions via electronic payment […] indicates high 
positive acceptance by the consumers and merchants towards e-payment […] 
digital economy is also more convenient, user friendly and real time basis. (C5) 

 

[…] internet helps us to keep updated with the development of e-commerce 
in general to be more competitive […] significant impact on businesses especially 
in speeding up the operation and widen the target market […] focus on business 
strategies to be more competitive and to ensure sales in order to survive in E-
commerce. (C6) 

 

In summary, the interviewees agreed that the evolution of e-commerce and 
digital economy in Malaysia has contributed to the global business attraction and 
socioeconomic expansion. Digital economy has given a significant impact to the 
businesses especially in making sure that the business activities are running 
efficiently. This is in line with the Jehangir, Dominic, Naseebullah and Khan (2011) 
whereby statistics and findings from various organizations have revealed the 
positive trend to adopt the e-commerce in the business especially in Malaysia. 

 
 

Involvement and participation in Digital Economy 
 

Participants were asked if it was easy or rather difficult to be involved and 
participated in digital economy. Some of the participants (n=3) mentioned that it 
was not easy to maintain and sustain their businesses in the digital economy since 
they must adapt and work well with the technology and facing some challenges 
during business operation. However, other participants (n=3) states that it is quite 
easy since they received a lot of help and support from the government. The 
following responses were collected: 
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[…] being involved and participated in e-commerce in Malaysia is not easy 
[…] to sustain the business […] company should come together with a very strong 
capital […] aware with the environment factor, the economy performance, be alert 
and efficient on how to involve in e-commerce effectively […] retailers should be 
out there getting their name familiarize within the online community by attending 
e-commerce conferences plus peaking at events and networking. (C1) 

 

[…] it is hard if we only focusing on online shopping or e-commerce only 
since there are different generations in Malaysia that we need to consider […] old 
generation prefer a physical store rather than online, so we cannot push 
technology to them […] to cope with this kind of problem, we have to produce both 
physical and online stores so that our customers can choose whichever that 
makes them comfortable. (C2) 

 

We are still in the learning process and it is not too difficult for us […] 
received a lot of help and support from the government at that time […] we 
received help not only in terms of financial, but also in terms of market accessibility 
and advice. (C3) 

 

It is easy since Malaysia is known as the first DFTZ hub globally […] 
because of this the whole process becomes more efficient as it only takes 2-5 
hours to complete the custom clearance on the products that we wish to ship out. 
(C4) 

 

It was easy because we are considered as a company that is already 
established and well-known in Malaysia […] although it is quite easy, but the 
company is also facing some of the challenges during its operation. (C5) 

 

It is not easy as it is very competitive since everyone is using the same 
platform to promote their business […] gets more competitive with the existence 
of big companies […] dealing with different currencies making it more difficult […] 
it is tougher to compete with other companies and to survive in the industry itself. 
(C6) 

 

The above findings revealed that half of the participants agreed that it was 
not easy be involved and participated in the digital economy. Although some of 
the company indicated that it was not too difficult, but they also admitted that they 
are still in the learning process and were aware on the challenges ahead in 
embracing digital economy. This finding is supported by earlier studies by Savrul, 
Incekara and Sener (2014) which stated that although globalization expose some 
challenges to the SMEs, the new environment can allow SMEs to access to new 
markets and participate in the global production networks. SMEs also may take 
advantage and benefit of their small in sizes by offering customized and 
specialized goods and services to the consumers.  

 
 

Challenges in Digital Economy 
 

The participants conveyed their views on the issue of challenges in digital 
economy. They all (n=6) expressed that sustaining and maintaining their 
businesses in the industry was difficult because there were many competitors in 
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the sector. Besides that, they had to ensure that they have gain customers’ trust 
in order to provide the best services to them. Below are excerpts of their views: 

 

[…] technology was not as affordable as it is now and access to product 
was limited […] to sustain or maintain in a business is very challenging […] to 
come up with brand new designs were not that easy as there are a lot of 
competitors with much more experience in fashion arena […] another challenge 
would be time management […] retaining the customers also part of the 
challenges since we find it hard to impress the customer and meet their 
expectations. (C1) 

 

[…] technical glitch but we always try our best to solve it immediately once 
it happens […] try to convince our customers that we are still reliable and promise 
to provide a good service despite whatever problems that we are facing. (C2) 

 

[…] try to sell different types of pans […] a lot of competition since there are 
many vendors out there who are selling this product and we are not the only one. 
(C3) 

 

[…] suppliers in Malaysia are not totally prepared for the changes […] it 
takes them about 2-3 days to respond and this has reduced our business 
efficiency. (C4) 

 

Cost and manpower would be the biggest challenge as we want to keep 
providing services at a low price to customers […] delivery process to the 
customers also can be very challenging. (C5) 

 

[…] auto-made system is very expensive […] if there are not enough 
revenues and demands to cover the cost of investing in the system, then it is not 
practical for us to do so […] fraud and trust issues make it more difficult for us as 
we are solely depending on E-commerce and digital platform […] brand 
awareness is important, but it is costly […] requires a huge sum of money. (C6) 

 

Based on the above findings, generally the participants are of the opinion 
that there are so many potential challenges in running their businesses. Earlier 
studies suggested that SMEs in developing countries have to face challenges that 
are different from those in developed countries and it differs greatly in adopting 
and benefiting from e-commerce (Tan, Tyler, & Manica, 2007). Some literatures 
also mentioned that in most developing countries, e-commerce adoption has been 
hindered by the quality, availability, and cost of access to necessary infrastructure 
whereas developed countries have employed a relatively well-developed, 
accessible, and affordable infrastructure for e-commerce purposes (Ghobakhloo, 
Arias-aranda, & Benitez-amado, 2011). 
 
 

Objective and sustainability in Digital Economy 
 

The participants were asked about their business objective and plan in to 
sustain in digital economy. The participants (n=6) agreed to expand their business 
further and be creative in producing their products to remain competent with other 
companies. The following views were collected: 
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[…] gain the experience first and then only start the business […] produce 
a new design in a creative way […] think fast and out of the box (extraordinary) 
and creative in order to come out with own ideas in creating the designs […] 
investigate the problem and take suitable action by managing the fund and capital 
very well before starting and must be able to compete with other businesses […] 
must not compare our business brand with other brands. (C1) 

 

[…] we are local brand that are trying our best to penetrate the global 
market as we want to go further in this industry […] we want people to know our 
existence and we will try to promote our brand globally. (C2) 

 

[…] adopt different strategy of selling our product by using video […] 
distinguish our product from others by creating our own brand that people can trust 
[…] this is the first product that we are pushing and after this we are planning to 
add more products. (C3) 

 

[…] planning to make people know more about e-commerce and how to 
serve better to our clients […] postings related to our product must look attractive 
on the e-commerce […] we are ready for e-commerce, but for those who are not 
prepared for this, it is going to be quite difficult for them. (C4) 

 

[…] still focusing on our services in domestic are, but we are planning to 
wider our coverage to the overseas. (C5) 

 

[…] plan to diversify in a new industry since auto-made is too expensive 
[…] built relationships with other agencies would be favorable […] planning to bring 
in foreign investor to Malaysia. (C6) 

 

Based on the above, it is obvious that in order to sustain and maintain their 
businesses in the digital economy, it is important for them to improve their 
products’ design and business operations. This is to ensure that they will be able 
to compete with other businesses and expand their businesses globally. Previous 
studies have reported that sustainable competitive advantage is built only when 
SMEs tackle the strengths of democratized ideas and real-time knowledge 
sharing, operations integration and optimization of value-chain, improved 
customer services, operational efficiency, cost reduction, and global-market 
expansion (Alba et al., 2005; Alberto and Fernando, 2007; Voges and Pulakanam, 
2011; Apulu et al., 2011). 

 
 

Future involvement in Digital Economy 
 

The participants were asked to share their views, advices and 
recommendations to the future business owner who are interested in participating 
digital economy in the future. In general, the participants' (n=6) major concern is 
a well-planned business strategy to ensure that the business will run smoothly and 
able to sustain in a longer period.  Below are some of their responses: 

 

[…] need to think something that is not really that trending business […] try 
something that may be beneficial in 2-3 years of time […] do a consultation with 
people who have more experiences about the business […] must well prepared 
and have strategy if a person wants to get involve in e-commerce. (C1) 
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[…] need to think outside of the box because at this point of time, you will 
see that every single shop or brand is trying to go online as well […] cannot simply 
think that you are doing this because everyone else is doing it too. (C2) 

 

[…] think about what customer wants […] select your niche as it is not wise 
to just sell everything […] niche is something you have to believe in the product 
and focus on it […] calculate the margin because you do not want to sell product 
that has low margin. (C3) 

 

[…] step up the game and do not only wait for another success and start 
because of it. Everyone may step up and do it together. (C4) 

 

[…] in terms of product you need to do a survey or try and error […] do not 
give up until you find the ultimate product that can give you benefit and help your 
business to be successful […] in marketing, you must have the important 
knowledge on how to do that […] must have a lot of patience because profit does 
not come overnight and it may take longer than what you expected […] strengthen 
you brand and you must have your own style to ensure that your products are 
outstanding […] you need to have a lot of efforts and patience to adopt this 
technology and to compete with other brands as well. (C5) 

 

Take advantage of the guidance that has been provided by many 
institutions to help you strive in the industry […] focus on uniqueness and product 
differentiation […] management team must be competent and be prepared to face 
all the challenges […] getting partnership who is an expert in the e-commerce 
industry will be very helpful […] improve connection with other parties as it could 
be beneficial to your business in the future […] reach out to as many potential 
investors as possible to increase funds and capital to grow the company […] study 
the market beforehand and be cautious with your expenditure […] gather online 
database to sort out the company data and files. (C6) 

 

Based on the recommendations given by the respondents, a well-planned 
strategy for future businesses is the main feature to start off businesses. Besides 
that, future entrepreneur should take advantage of the incentives and guidance 
provided by the government and to learn as much as they could to gain more 
experience in the sector they want to involve in. In addition to that, respondents 
have stressed to be persistent and keep moving forward with their visions. It is 
almost impossible to make profit in the short period of time, but as long as 
dedicated effort is undertaken to keep on improving their products, they will be 
able to see the positive results and make profit. According to Mazzarol (2015), 
despite many potential costs and risks, it is feasible for even the smallest of firms 
to connect successfully with digital technologies as it provides access to a much 
wider range of market opportunities.  

 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

The main objective of this study is to assess the role, understanding and 
participation of SMEs in the digital economy. This paper offers a qualitative 
analysis on SMEs’ involvement in the digital economy specifically focusing on the 
e-commerce. Coding and thematic analysis from the in-depth interviews 
conducted with six companies from different sectors is presented.  
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In general, the findings highlighted that e-commerce is providing more 
opportunities to the SMEs to gain and develop global business attraction. With the 
rapid growth of ICT, participating actively in the e-commerce allows them to gear 
themselves for global competition with up to date business operations and 
generate new revenue streams. Nonetheless, despite the benefits that can be 
obtained through digital economy, SMEs are also aware on some of the obvious 
challenges particularly when it comes to safety and cost management. On this 
matter, the government is expected to continue empowering the SMEs to be more 
digitalized by offering lots of incentives and ensuring the safety on all of the e-
commerce platforms.  

 

This study provides important viewpoints from the SMEs that can contribute 
in making strategic planning for the growth of e-commerce and ICT particularly in 
Malaysia. In consideration that e-commerce is the essential component of the 
digital economy, this study aims to be one of the main references for the Malaysian 
government to help the SMEs to go digital and realize the aspiration to have at 
least 20 per cent contribution of the digital economy to the GDP in the near future. 
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