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Abstract 
 

In today’s global society, organizations are facing the challenge of ever-increasing customer 

demands as a consequence of benefits posed by digital technology. Not only has it led to a 

market of fierce competition and the inevitable pursuit for competitive advantages, it also has 

required actors to explore and exploit the agile development of digitization. Organizational 

initiatives to harvest the benefits of digital technology and address the challenges have been 

referred to as “Digital Transformation”. The concept is running rampant through all industries 

and sectors, and no firm are any longer immune to its impacts. In the context of small and 

medium sized enterprises, they are commonly referred to as being in a predicament of 

inadequate resources and limited capabilities to digitally transform. This study aims to shed 

light on how leaders of small enterprises, with their current conditions of digital transformation, 

can address key challenges through the use of digital transformation strategies. More 

specifically, a multiple case study was conducted based on the small tech reselling market of 

Portugal. Both leaders and employees were interviewed and asked about their current 

challenges, what efforts are made to digitally transform the companies, and how the leadership 

contribute to that end. From this, the paper suggests ways of managing these challenges and at 

the same time incubate digital transformation through assessment and measurement models. 
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1. Introduction 
 

This thesis examines current conditions of digital transformation in small tech-reselling 

enterprises and potential ways of solving the challenges from a leadership perspective. To do 

so, this chapter provides an introduction of the subject matter by familiarizing the reader with 

the concept digital transformation and the impact it has on organizations. Additionally, it 

justifies the geographical context and emphasis on SMEs. Finally, it highlights gaps in the 

current scope of literature from which we design a purpose for this study. 

 

1.1 Background 

 

Over the past decades, rapid advancements in digital technologies alongside the increased 

numbers of digital device users have fundamentally altered the way people and societies interact 

between each other. Yet, there is no indication that digitization will slow down. Rather, digital 

societies will undergo a fast-phased development in the future together with new opportunities 

brought forward by digital technologies. (Kerrigan, 2013; Grewiński, 2017) 

 

Whilst the rise of digital technologies so far contributed to a bloom of globalization, it has 

simultaneously sparked an increase of global competition in the business field (Wiersema & 

Bowen, 2008). On the other hand, it has also led to a significant increase of business 

opportunities (Sabbagh et al., 2012). These opportunities are seized by organizations with the 

target to yield increases in sales volume, productivity, innovations of value creation as well as 

novel forms of interaction with customers (Sabbagh et al., 2012; Downes & Nunes, 2013; Matt 

et al., 2015). Shahiduzzaman & Marek (2018) further argue that digital technology enables new 

ways of producing goods and offering service, and that it also improves methods of engaging 

customers, employees and supply chains. Thus, digital technologies have the potential to aid 

the process of improving operational efficiency, fostering innovation as well as delivering 

customer satisfaction (Downes & Nunes, 2013; Shahiduzzaman & Marek, 2018).  

 

The market-changing potential of digital technologies requires business models to be reshaped 

to create competitive advantages (Kane et al., 2015; Sugathan et al., 2018). In fact, new digital 

business models were shown to be disruptive in many cases. To mention a few examples, 

Airbnb, Uber, Spotify and Netflix are digital giants that have utilized digital technology to 

submerge traditional companies in their respective industry (Kenney et al., 2015; Kaulio et al., 

2017) Consequently, Matt et al., p. 339 (2015) argue that: “firms in almost all industries have 

conducted a number of initiatives to explore new digital technologies and to exploit their 

benefits“. 

 

Initiatives to explore new technologies and seizing its benefits has sparked an interest how to 

strategically transform an organization from being traditional and analogue into becoming a 

digital player on the market. This has been recognized and referred to as digital transformation. 

Up to this point, digital transformation has alternative definitions. Some researchers describe it 

as the use of technology to radically improve performance or reach of enterprises (Westerman 
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et al., 2014; Kane et al., 2015). Other literature has contributed to the conceptualization by 

adding that digital transformation is the induced exploration of digital technology and 

exploitation of digital innovation with the overall aim to transform a business model (Berghaus 

& Back, 2016; Matt et al., 2015). A common conception is that digital transformation is an 

ongoing process that demands strategic renewal together with digital technology that refresh or 

replace an organization's business model, collaborative approach, and culture (Matt et al., 2015; 

Reis et al., 2018). 

 

According to Kane et al. (2015), digital transformation has become a high priority on leadership 

agendas, with nearly 90% of business leaders expecting IT and digital technologies to create an 

increased strategic contribution to the overall business in the upcoming decade. Arguably, the 

tipping point when contemporary companies need to embrace digital technology as a strategic 

priority has already passed. The challenge nowadays is more related to how to strategically use 

digital transformation to increase the competitive force (Berghaus & Back, 2016; Kane et al., 

2015). Faced with this challenge, organizations must formulate and execute strategies that 

embrace the implications of digital transformation. These strategies involve transformations of 

key business operations that affect products and processes, but also entire business models and 

management concepts (Valdez-de-Leon, 2016; Matt et al., 2015). As such, digital 

transformation is arguably complex to manage since it affects many or all segments within a 

company (von Leipzig et al., 2017; Kane et al., 2015).  

 

In addition, leading a digital change demands leader of organizations to establish and share 

visions of how to transform a company for a digital world (Westerman et al., 2014). A great 

variety of academia support that with the right leadership, companies will have a higher chance 

of addressing the increase of competition (Dixon et al., 2010). In the agile digital society that 

companies are facing, leaders are exploring and exploiting opportunities by adapting their 

leadership style accordingly and carefully managing the change process. It is evident that this 

management support and persuasive, effective communication facilitate the transformation 

process (Berghaus & Back, 2016). Many cases of success can be attributed to the capable 

leadership of companies, like the case of Microsoft and IBM, among others that are considered 

in the forefront of digital transformation. Thus, an interplay between digital transformation 

strategies and a well-adapted leadership is therefore key to a successful digital transformation 

process (Berghaus & Back, 2016; Rossmann, 2018; Shaughnessy, 2018; Kane et al., 2015). 

 

Globalization together with the increase of competition has so far affected almost all types of 

businesses, regardless of industry or size (Matt et al., 2015). Kane et al. (2015) further argues 

that no sector or organization nowadays is immune to the effects posed by digital 

transformation. Looking into SMEs, according to the European Commission (2003), the 

category of small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) consists in companies which employ 

less than 250 people and do not exceed an annual turnover of 50 million euros. Small enterprises 

are also defined as companies which employ less than 50 people and do not exceed 10 million 

euros of annual turnover. SMEs tend to suffer the most due to the highly turbulent and 

competitive environment where they operate (Moreno et al., 2012). More specifically, SMEs 

commonly have limited prerequisites to digitally transform. This is due to factors such as 

https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/cUGJ+ja35
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insufficient resources to be able to cope with bigger enterprises or limited organizational 

capabilities (Li et al., 2018). However, SME leaders can still drive digital transformation 

through the implementation of the suitable strategies together with managerial cognition 

renewal, business team building and organizational capability building (Li et al., 2018). 

 

Putting the study into context, Portugal was one of many countries that struggled during the 

economic crisis of 2008. Drastically, with its high unemployment rates, high interest rates and 

high deficit for the country, numerous organizations were going bankrupt within different 

sectors (Blanchard et al., 2014; Carneiro et al., 2014). As a result, many policy changes were 

implemented to boost the performance of the country economically. These were changes such 

as reduced barriers for entrances of new businesses and benefits for foreign investment. As a 

consequence, it allowed for a more competitive country economy and more appealing for 

foreign investment (Blanchard & Portugal, 2017). The companies that managed to sustain and 

resist these tough times have done so with many changes to their businesses together with an 

innovative mind (Paschoalotto et al., 2019). These changes are enabled through digital 

technology which has helped a lot of companies in Portugal to reach new markets and to grow 

more profusely, and keeps a positive prospect for the future of the companies in the country 

(Gonçalves et al., 2016). 

 

1.2 Problem Discussion 

 

Although it is evident that the desire to digitise exists for many companies, a correct or clearly 

defined method for harvesting the benefits does not (von Leipzig et al., 2017). Partly because 

digitisation has taken business in their current stage, to what Bessant et al. (2005) define as 

“beyond the steady state”. This realm of instability derives from the speed of change that digital 

technologies bring to the table, resulting in an environment that is much more volatile, 

uncertain, complex and ambiguous (Matt et al., 2015; Schoemaker et al., 2018; Loonam et al., 

2018). Despite the indication that digital transformation is becoming a popular topic and an 

imperative for the ongoing changes within society and organizations, the current scope of 

literature is ambiguous and lacking substantial conceptual and empirical research which 

addresses the question of how organizations are successfully digitally transformed (Fitzgerald 

et al., 2014; Hess et al., 2016; Singh and Hess, 2017).  

 

Also, as mentioned before, leadership has proven to be a key topic within the academia of 

business research. A wide scope of literature states how different types of leadership styles and 

organizational models influences innovation and the adoption of digital transformation. 

However, in small companies, such organized structures and procedures can be hard to pinpoint 

due to the dynamics they present between different workers and even the leadership of the 

company (Vaccaro et al., 2012; Schwarzmüller et al., 2018). Whilst there are evidences of 

leadership contributing to the aid of digital transformation, there are no defined practices to 

transform leadership into the state it needs to be to take advantage of digital transformation. 

This is even more apparent in the context of small enterprises, since some of these companies 

lack structured processes for change and for communication (Dixon et al., 2010; Li et al., 2018; 

https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/W3JA+98up
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/GrdZ
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/GrdZ
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/GrdZ
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/GrdZ
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/GrdZ
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/ScAN
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/CGdv
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/8FtF
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/TLNK
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/hmiC+ja35+8FtF
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/hmiC+ja35+8FtF
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/hmiC+ja35+8FtF
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Vaccaro et al., 2012). Similarly, the tendency for small companies is to not invest of the full 

development of new solutions or products. (Dixon et al., 2010; Li et al., 2018) As a 

consequence, it is important to see how these types of companies are transforming digitally: 

what are the current challenges; their approach; what strategies do they have in place; how well 

are they adopting digital transformation. This is prevalent since various articles concerning 

leadership stress the importance of testing their own concepts within different contexts, both in 

terms of leadership style and organization type (Makri & Scandura, 2010; Phillips & Wright, 

2009). 

 

So far, a great extent of research on digital transformation in SME’s has been conducted with a 

tendency of focus on specific technological functionalities offered by platforms. For example, 

some studies have been exploring the effectiveness of specific tools such as online 

communication tools as well as transaction processing in helping SMEs better understand 

customers and process orders (Alba, et al., 1997; Dai & Kauffman, 2002; Bakos, 1991). On the 

other hand, Li et al. (2018) outlined that digital transformation at its core is more of a managerial 

issue than a technical one, no matter the size of the business. Thus, there is a gap of research of 

how SMEs tackle managerial issues such as criteria to formulate digital transformation 

strategies upon and the right style of leadership in digital transformation (Li et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, it has since a long time been recognized that top management plays an important 

role in IT-induced changes, such as digital transformation (Jarvenpaa & Ives, 1991), More 

specifically, the top management’s perception of digital transformation and belief in its 

potential benefits is key to successful adoption and implementation (Beige & Abdi, 2015; 

Johnson, 2010). However, the conception by leaders might not always provide a holistic view 

of the situation since employees could have an opinion that contradicts the leader. Moreover, 

many SME entrepreneurs do not have enough knowledge about IT and digital transformation. 

As a consequence, there is a vague scope of research for how SME leaders together with the 

employees can overcome this issue. (Li et al., 2018) 

 

The tech reselling market in Portugal is composed by different actors, each with a clear and 

distinct role to play. It operates mainly Business to Business (B2B), with a possibility of some 

resale to the final consumer. However, that customer section is so insignificant, that it is mainly 

disregarded by the tech resellers themselves. The focus of our study will be in small companies 

that operate within this market. SMEs represent a total of 99.9% of all companies operating in 

Portugal, and service-oriented companies represent more than 62% of the total GDP of the 

country (Appendix A; Appendix B). This signifies a value and a reason for looking into these 

companies. The representation of these companies in the Portuguese economy is not the only 

relevant aspect. These companies are positioned in a very interesting part of the industry. The 

following illustration is based on the processes and informal dynamics of this market and shows 

the interesting position where tech reselling firms are in the industry: 

 

https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/hmiC+ja35+8FtF
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/hmiC+ja35+8FtF
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/QiBo+4KXJ
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/QiBo+4KXJ
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Figure 1 - Tech reselling market in Portugal. Source: Authors 

 

Arguably, these companies have the potential to observe and adapt to the changes in the market 

they operate in. They need to simultaneously address (1) what the market is demanding and (2) 

what the big companies are offering. This demands companies to be aware of needs and changes 

the moment the market starts to manifest them. Thus, constant communication and feedback 

from the customer and supplier side makes these companies of particular interest, in regard to 

digital transformation. Especially when considering that many suppliers and clients are going 

through digital transformation themselves (Berghaus & Back, 2016; Bossert & Desmet, 2019). 

For this reason, in combination with the previously identified gaps of knowledge, it is 

worthwhile to investigate the digital transformation process of these companies, to identify how 

they are managing it, what can the literature learn from them and vice versa. 
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1.3 Purpose and Research Questions 

 

Our overall study aims to tackle the gap in the literature of how leaders of small enterprises 

with inadequate capabilities and limited resources can drive digital transformation in their 

organizations. We choose to investigate digital transformation enablers that does not 

necessarily bring any cost to a company, but still has been emphasized by various scholars as 

important criteria for a successful digital transformation. These elements are “strategies” and 

“leadership”. Using these enablers, we have conducted a qualitative research using small tech 

reselling enterprises in Portugal. Firstly, we present their current key challenges and how it 

relates to digital transformation. Thereafter, we propose digital transformation strategies to 

address the challenges based on the current scope of academia. By doing that, our aim of the 

research can be seen below. 

 

Purpose: The purpose is to assess current conditions of digital transformation in small tech-

reselling enterprises and recommend digital transformation strategies for the leaders. 

 

Research Question 1: What key digital transformation challenges are small tech reselling 

firms currently facing? 

 

Research Question 2: How can leaders of small tech reselling firms use digital transformation 

strategies to address the key challenges they are facing? 
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2. Literature Review 
 

This chapter outlines the theoretical foundation of this study based on the current scope of 

literature. First of all, we will provide a profound presentation of digital transformation. 

Secondly, we will highlight strategies that enable an organization to address challenges posed 

by digital transformation. Thirdly and finally, we outline important leadership characteristics 

that enable digital transformation to be facilitated. 

 

2.1 Digital Transformation and Industry Impact 

  

The rise of digital technologies has evidently contributed to a market-changing potential that 

firms in multiple industries are exploring and exploiting to seize its benefits (Kane et al., 2015). 

It affects all levels of the firm, including customer experiences, customer interfaces and internal 

processes (Kane et al., 2015; Sugathan et al., 2018). Moreover, Kane et al., (2015) describe that 

the capacity of digital technologies nowadays stretches outside the span of products, business 

processes, sales channels or supply chains. Companies are additionally facing the necessity to 

digitally transform their business model, key business operations, organizational structures and 

management concepts to embrace these strategic transformations (Matt et al., 2015; Kane et al., 

2015). Simultaneously, integration of new digital technologies is one of the biggest challenges 

that companies currently face. This is due to various reasons such as; (1) a fast-moving society 

that entails the maturation of digital technologies and their power to penetrate markets rapidly, 

(2) increase of competition as a result of globalization and (3) increased customer demands due 

to increased competition (Kane et al., 2015; Li et al, 2018). 

 

The role of digital technologies in organizational transformation has received substantial 

research effort over the last decades (Li et al., 2018; Ash & Burn, 2003; Besson & Rowe, 2012). 

However, earlier research focused more on enterprise-wide IT projects such as Customer 

Relationship Management (CRM) And Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) and how they 

affected organizational transformations (Li et al., 2018; Ash & Burn, 2003). This was 

commonly referred to as “IT-enabled transformation” (Ash & Burn, 2003; Reis et al., 2018). In 

recent times with the new reach of internet and its dynamic effect throughout an entire firm, a 

growing body of research has started to address the topic of “Digital Transformation”. To be 

more precise, it is only after 2014 that the topic started to gain particular attention (Westerman 

et al., 2014). Since digital technologies are expected to even further revolutionize everyday 

operations of modern organizations in the upcoming years, digital transformation is expected 

to become one of the ubiquitous terms in the business research world (Fitzgerald et al., 2014). 

Therefore, several academic scholars endeavour to define and discuss the exact concept of it. 

(Reis et al., 2018) 

 

According to Fitzgerald et al. (2014), despite the growing acknowledgement of the need for 

digital transformation, most companies struggle to get clear benefits from new technologies. 

They further outline that there is an inconsistency by leaders within and across the industries to 

describe how to formulate organizational strategies and activities around digital technologies 
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(Fitzgerald et al., 2014).  A similar behaviour can be traced to researchers in the context of 

establishing a mutually conceived definition for digital transformation. The existing scope of 

research is rather dispersed regarding a colloquial definition of the concept. This is emphasized 

by Reis et al. (2018) who summarized various definitions of digital transformation according 

to literature to prove the fragmentation. These definitions can be overviewed in the table below: 

  

 

Author(s) Definition(s) 

Berghaus & 

Back (2016) 

Digital transformation is a technology-induced change on many levels in the organization 

that includes both the exploitation of digital technologies to improve existing processes, 

and the exploration of digital innovation, which can potentially transform the business 

model. 

Collin et al., 

(2015) Kane 

et al., (2015) 

While digitization commonly describes the mere conversion of analogue into digital 

information, the terms Digital Transformation and digitalization are used interchangeably 

and refer to a broad concept affecting politics, business, and social issues. 

Fitzgerald et 

al., (2014) 

Digital transformation is “the use of new digital technologies (social media, mobile, 

analytics or embedded devices) to enable major business improvements such as 

enhancing customer experience, streamlining operations, or creating new business 

models”. 

Li et al., 

(2018) 

Digital transformation as transformation “precipitated by a transformational information 

technology” (Lucas et al., 2013, p. 372). Such transformation involves fundamental 

changes in business processes (Venkatraman, 1994), operational routines (Chen et al., 

2014), and organizational capabilities (Tan, Pan, Lu, & Huang, 2015), as well as entering 

new markets or exiting current markets (Dehning, Richardson, & Zmud, 2003). 

Westerman et 

al., (2014) 

Digital Transformation is defined as the use of technology to radically improve 

performance or reach of enterprises. 

Liu et al., 

(2011) 

Digital transformation (DT) can be defined as an organizational transformation that 

integrates digital technologies and business processes in a digital economy. It is about 

structuring new business operations to facilitate and fully leverage firms’ core 

competence through digital technology in order to attain competitive advantage 

(Brynjolfsson and Hitt, 2000). 

Singh & Hess, 

(2017) 

The term “transformation” (as opposed to “change,” for instance) expresses the 

comprehensiveness of the actions that need to be taken when organizations are faced with 

these new technologies. Thus, a digital transformation typically involves a company-wide 

digital (transformation) strategy, which goes beyond functional thinking and holistically 

addresses the opportunities and risks that originate from digital technologies. 
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Solis et al., 

(2014) 

The realignment of, or new investment in, technology and business models to more 

effectively engage digital customers at every touch point in the customer experience 

lifecycle. 

Table 1 - Digital transformation definitions. Source: (Reis et al., 2018) 

Thus, Reis et al. (2018) unveiled that the common perception about what digital transformation 

is can be categorized into mainly three topics; technological, organizational and social. 

“Technological” refers to the usage of emerging technologies to digitally transform a firm. The 

“organizational” topic, on the other hand, refers to a required change within an organization 

regarding processes or the creation of business models. Finally, the topic “social” can be 

regarded as the commitments made in society which intensifies customer experience, for 

instance globalization and competition. 

2.2 Digital Transformation and Strategic Implications 

  

Von Leipzig et al. (2017) and Fitzgerald et al. (2014) outline that, although the desire to digitally 

transform exist and despite commitments made from many companies, a correct method does 

not yet exist. Typical barriers mentioned by companies themselves include the lack of sufficient 

IT structures, limited technical skills, inadequate business processes and high costs and 

implementation risks. Another problem usually arises when a company is venturing into an 

unexplored branch of change and does not yet have a solidified strategy upon which to build a 

change. (von Leipzig et al., 2017) Finally, a great challenge that companies are facing is the 

need to establish management practices to govern these complex transformations (Matt et al., 

2015). Thus, various scholars have so far studied digital transformation strategies of 

organizations and provided supporting guidelines for how an enterprise can set up strategies 

that drive successful digital change in different contexts (Matt et al., 2015; von Leipzig et al; 

2017; Schumacher et al., 2016; Shahiduzzaman & Marek, 2018; Westerman et al., 2014; Kane 

et al., 2015). Even though there is no ideal formula for how to digitally transform, scholars are 

yet on the verge of constructing and implementing various digital transformation strategies to 

coordinate and prioritize many independent threads of digital transformation. Independent of 

the industry or firm, digital transformation strategies commonly share a few elements. (Matt et 

al., 2015) These elements are listed in the table below together with a description. 
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Element(s) Description(s) 

The use of technologies Addresses a company’s attitude towards new technologies as well as its 

ability to exploit these technologies. It therefore contains the strategic role 

of IT for a company and its future technological ambition. 

Changes in value creation Concern the impact of digital transformation strategies on firms’ value 

chains, i.e. how far the new digital activities deviate from the classical – 

often still analogue – core business. 

Structural changes Refer to variations in a firm’s organizational setup, especially concerning 

the placement of the new digital activities within the corporate structures. 

For this assessment it is further important, whether it is mainly products, 

processes, or skills that are affected most by these changes. 

Financial aspects Include a firm’s urgency to act owing to a diminish core business and its 

ability to finance a digital transformation endeavour; financial aspects are 

both a driver and a bounding force for the transformation. 

Table 2 - Shared elements of digital transformation strategies. Source: (Matt et al., 2015) 

It is also crucial for managers to know that there is a difficulty associated with measures like 

this, in order to make strategic decision about prioritizing strategies, depending on capabilities, 

knowledge and resources, the right strategies can lay a foundation for successful organizational 

change (Valdez-de-Leon, 2016; Berghaus & Back, 2016). Simultaneously, digital 

transformation strategies demand careful attention to change process and capacity to act upon 

a change fast. This derives from the mechanisms of digitization i.e. agile development of digital 

technology together with increased competition and increased customer demands. Thus, it is 

important to establish a common understanding of the digital environment as well as enable the 

company to become “digitally agile”. This refers to the ability to manage changes fast inside 

the firm (Besson & Rowe, 2012). 

  

2.2.1 Digital Maturity  

 

2.2.1.1 Introduction 

 

Digital maturity could be described as how digitally mature a firm is in various areas important 

for digital transformation (von Leipzig et al., 2017). The concept of “digital maturity” first 

gained particular attention in the work by Westerman et al. (2014). They contributed with 

evidence that companies with a higher digital maturity also accomplish superior corporate 
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performance. The authors separated the concept of digital maturity into two areas. The first one 

is digital capabilities (e.g., strategy, business models and customer experience). The second 

area is leadership capabilities (e.g., change management, governance, culture and people). 

Correspondingly, Westerman et al. (2014) concluded that organizations which simultaneously 

develop and master these areas achieve numerous advantages in performance, measured by 

indicators such as earnings before interests and taxes, product margins and revenue per 

employee. Since then, consultants in organizations such as KPMG, McKinsey and Boston 

Consulting Group have frequently applied Westerman et al.’s (2014) model to estimate and 

assess their client’s digital maturity (Rossmann, 2018). 

 

2.2.1.2 Digital Maturity Assessment Models 

 

Since the emergence of digital maturity, various scholars have developed models for digital 

maturity. Azhari et al. (2014) conceptualized a maturity model for digital transformation which 

delivers a multifaceted and holistic depth of digitization in a firm. This model serves as a source 

for various scholars that later have adapted and adjusted the model to fit different purposes (von 

Leipzig et al., 2017). The Digital Maturity Model (DMM) made by Azhari et al. (2014) is 

comprised of eight dimensions of digitization. These dimensions are: (1) strategy, (2) 

leadership, (3), products, (4), operations, (5) culture, (6) people, (7) governance and (8) 

technology. Other authors have furthered added a ninth dimension in more recent articles 

dealing with (9) customers (Mettler & Pinto, 2018; Schumacher et al., 2016; Berghaus & Back, 

2016). Initially, all of Azhari et al.’s (2014) dimensions were categorised into five levels 

depending on how digitally mature or well developed their dimensions are in accordance with 

digital transformation. The first level, “unaware”, describes firms with no strategy for digital 

transformation, or any digital competencies accessible in the organization. The companies in 

the unaware state do not yet utilize any digital instruments or do not yet offer digital products 

or services. Additionally, they are missing the organizational awareness for the need of digital 

transformation. In the conceptual level, it is possible to see a tendency of a few offered digital 

products, but where there is a lack of digital strategy. Firms with a “defined” level of digitization 

are able to consolidate experiences gained from pilot implementations into partial strategies. In 

this stage, a culture of digital thinking is starting to shape the company. The profitability of 

these partial strategies is assessed and used to develop an overall digital strategy. When a clear 

strategy is developed, the company progress into the last level, “integrated”. Through assessing 

dimensions that are digitally evolvable, it contributes to an illustrative overview of the different 

areas and maps out typical paths of how leaders can approach their transformation strategy 

(Berghaus & Back, 2016). The figure below presents the model from Azhari et al. (2014) about 

the digital maturity of an organization. 
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Figure 2 - Digital maturity of an organization. Source: (Azhari et al. 2014) 

 

While an assessment maturity model provides a comprehensive way for companies to classify 

their current digital maturity, it provides no guidance for how to increase the maturity level. 

The reason why no guidance is provided is because there is no correct or ideally defined 

approach for how to successfully digitally transform (Maemura et al., 2017; von Leipzig et al., 

2017). This is due to digitization taking businesses into a realm of instability since digitization 

poses constant change process. Thus, environmental factors dislocate this framework and 

changes the rules of the game on a regular basis. (von Leipzig et al., 2017) Nevertheless, the 

maturity model plays an important role in enabling managers to recognize key strengths as well 

as flaws in dimensions that are important for digital transformation. In fact, the dimensions of 

digital transformation have gathered attention by various scholars that, in their studies, have 

centred studies around validating assessment models for the industry 4.0. (Schumacher et al., 

2016; Gökalp et al., 2017; Colli et al., 2018). According to von Leipzig et al. (2017), despite 

this model not having “customers” as a ninth dimension, the model still serves as a customer-

oriented tool for digital transformation, which is a desirable outcome in the contemporary 

competitive climate.  

 

2.2.1.3 Digital Maturity Measurement Model  
 

Whilst many scholars so far used DMMs to solely assess current capabilities of digital 

transformation, Rossmann (2018) has evolved the previous assessment models into a 

measurement model that tackles digital transformation from an efficiency perspective. After the 

claim by von Leipzig et al. (2017) that there is no ideal structure for how to successfully 

digitally transform, Rossmann (2018) subsequently gathered a set of universal items in a 

reflective measurement model that is claimed to increase the chance of a successful digital 

transformation. These universal items derive from measurement models that consultancy firms 
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applied on clients from a wide range of industries and businesses in different segments. Through 

calibration procedures via a scoring system, a firm can therefore take this reflective 

measurement model into consideration with the intention of improving the efficiency of their 

digital transformation. Thus, recent research has opened up a new branch for companies in any 

industry to be able to measure and improve their current state of digital transformation rather 

than assess their current situation without further guidance. The items that Rossmann (2018) 

unveiled is presented in the table below. 

 

 

Capability/Dimensions Items 

Strategic Capability - Our firm has implemented a digital strategy. 

- The digital strategy of our firm is documented and communicated.  

- The digital strategy of our firm has a significant influence on 

existing business and operating models. 

- The digital strategy is being continuously evaluated and adapted. 

Leadership Capability - Our executives support the implementation of the digital strategy. 

- The digital strategy is only implemented in individual functional 

areas (inverse). 

-  The culture of leadership in our firm is based on transparency, 

cooperation and decentralized decision-making processes. 

- The digital strategy of our firm has an influence on the task and role 

profiles of executives. 

Market Capability - Digital products and services are embedded in our business 

interfaces and business processes and create a perceptible impact on 

customer experience. 

-  There is a direct added value created by the progressive 

digitization of products and services of our firm (e.g., cost 

reductions, increased productivity, better customer experience, 

customer differentiation). 

- Digital products and services have a large impact on the overall 

performance of our firm. 

- Our firm is creating significant sales volume via digital channels. 

Operational Capability - There are sufficient resources (time, people, budget) available to 

implement the digital strategy within our firm. 

- We established a strong cross-functional cooperation and co-

creation with stakeholders throughout our value chain. 

- Digital and physical processes are fully integrated by holistic 

process models. The impetus of our digital strategy is leading to 

innovations in operations. 

People and Expertise 

Capability 

- Within our firm, there are sufficient experts on digital core issues. 

Within our firm, further education opportunities for digital core 

topics are available. 

- Within our firm, comprehensive measures to strengthen digital 

literacy development are implemented. 

- Within our firm, new job profiles have been created for employees 

with expertise in digital core topics. 

Cultural Capability - Decisions within our firm are transparent to our own employees. 

- Digitization has an impact on the decision-making agility of our 

firm. 

- In day-to-day business, employees and executives exchange 
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information about the digital transformation of our firm. 

- Continuous change is part of our corporate culture. 

Governance Capability - Guidelines for the use of digital technologies are communicated 

and used by employees. 

- Our firm implements a holistic management model for the digital 

strategy and corresponding key metrics. 

- The key metrics for the digital strategy are fully integrated into 

controlling.  

- The corporate strategy and the digital strategy are intensively 

networked and complement each other. 

Table 3 - DMM measurement model. Source: (Rossmann, 2018)  

 

To sum up digital maturity, there are a disperse range of maturity models that serve as a basis 

in the world of academia. While Westerman et al. (2014) sparked an initial interest and coined 

the term digital maturity through his work, Azhari et al. (2014) developed a conceptualized 

model including eight dimensions that are assessed based on five levels of digital maturity. 

While later published articles included a ninth dimension dealing with customers, it indicates 

that the initial model of digital maturity has changed and evolved as time progressed. This is 

even more evident after Rossmann (2018) presented an evolved approach to measure and 

improve efficiency of digital transformation in comparison to earlier models that only embraced 

assessment stages of digital maturity. 

  

2.3 Leadership within Change Management 

  

Leadership is another crucial factor for the success of an organization. Makri & Scandura 

(2010) assert that the importance of quick adaptability and an adaptive leadership of a company 

is high on technology industries. Both of these factors allow organizations to include new 

technologies in their everyday tasks. In addition, it enables companies to effectively seize 

control in change processes. For this reason, leadership characteristics and style are key for 

companies to take advantage of the business opportunities presented (Dixon et al., 2010; Bass 

& Avolio, 1994). Also, in companies where the leadership can push the whole organization to 

change and adapt to new opportunities, there is a high chance of success in the long term 

(Phillips & Wright, 2009; Vaccaro et al., 2012). This can be a result of changing business model 

or automating different organizational tasks. 

 

Regarding digital transformation and the challenge to remain competitive, business leaders 

need to formulate and execute strategies that embrace the implications of digital transformation 

that enable efficiency within the operational performance. Up to this point, there are many 

recent examples of organizations that have been unable to keep pace with the new digital reality. 

(Kane et al., 2015) Organizations therefore need to possess the ability to manage exploratory 

aspects and new opportunities, by creating new ideas, products, or even business models. 

Simultaneously, they need to exploit the existing capabilities of their business, to push current 

competitive advantages. (Rosing et al., 2011) The role of leadership in this balance is crucial 

since leaders can show the direction for the employees to face new challenges. Leadership is 
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also important to determine if the organization is going to adopt the exploitation and exploration 

of competitive advantages for the future (Gumusluoglu & Ilsev, 2009; Alghamdi, 2018). All 

the mentioned new dynamics and challenges are making leadership of organizations to take a 

new shape in order to respond to changes quickly and more efficient. 

 

2.3.1 Transformational vs. Transactional leadership 

 

A variety of studies highlight the importance of people, management and culture to facilitate 

digital transformation (Kohnke, 2017). While leadership induces various structures that help 

employees to achieve individual as well as group goals, a digital leadership particularly 

highlights the importance of responsibilities and individual liberty regarding organizational 

change (Li et al., 2016; McConnell, 2000). This is a consequence that derives from the fast-

changing digital environment (Li et al., 2016). Through enabling individual liberty and 

responsibilities, it stimulates a firm to deliver organizational changes in a faster pace than 

authoritative firms where top management makes decisions (Raskino & Waller, 2016). 

Therefore, a leadership style that fosters a long-term organizational culture that embraces 

employee liberty and performance is well-suited to deliver on the challenges posed by 

digitization. Whilst there are different styles of leadership, two leadership styles are commonly 

referred in academic contexts regarding digital businesses. These are transformational 

leadership and transactional leadership. Over the past 20 years, there is a wide scope of research 

accumulated on transformational as well as transactional leadership theory (Judge & Piccolo, 

2004). Burns (1978) was the first scholar to introduce these styles of leadership together with 

its treatment within the political sector. Since then, the theories together with their implications 

has been widely developed and applied in managerial contexts (Bass & Avolio, 1994).  

 

Transformational leadership can be described as the style of leadership that influences 

individual performance by motivating followers intrinsically (Bass & Avolio, 1994; Kohnke, 

2017). Intrinsic motivation relates the type of motivation that is not driven by extrinsic factors 

such as monetary rewards (Ryan & Deli, 2000). In comparison to extrinsic motivation, it instead 

goes beyond self-interests and aspires higher-level goals. A transformational leadership style 

includes shaping a dynamic culture that enables employees to recognize themselves with the 

leader’s vision, as well as to help the leader reach long-term goals (Kahai et al., 2013). This 

style of leadership requires the leader to pay attention to employees’ needs and perspectives, 

stimulating intellectual advancement and not least for the leader to become an inspirational role 

model for them (Kahai et al., 2013; Kohnke, 2017; Bass & Avolio, 1994). If a transformational 

culture is portraying the firm, it will not only enable employees to drive positive changes and 

feel motivated to move the organization forward, it will also create an agile organization where 

changes  made on a frequent basis quickly adapt to the fast-moving market rather than decisions 

having to be funnelled through the leader. (Kohnke, 2017; von leipzig et al., 2017; Rosing et 

al., 2011). Thus, a well-adopted transformational leadership is fundamental to digital 

transformation (Kane et al., 2015; Matt et al., 2015) One key to make sure that transformational 

leadership is fruitful is to make sure that communication is coherent between the leaders and 

the employees (Schwarzmüller et al., 2018). Furthermore, Hater and Bass (1988) argued that 

https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/LLXB
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transformational leadership is well-suited if employees are stimulated with continuous 

education.  

 

The transactional type of leadership, on the other hand, signifies disciplinary power, 

clarification of task expectations and providing rewards when those expectations are fulfilled 

(Kahai et al., 2013). The main source employee motivation and the type of reward in this 

leadership style is monetary gains (Judge & Piccolo, 2004). Leader-employee relationships are 

therefore frequently based on a set of bargains between leaders and employees (Howell & 

Avolio, 1993). While transformational leadership embraces employee liberty and decision 

making, it is more complex to manage than a leadership of transactional nature (Kahai et al., 

2013). One of the core aspects of transactional leadership is that major responsibilities are 

centred around the leader instead of employees. Whilst this is an authoritative indicator, it could 

have a reassuring effect for the employees knowing that they do not stand in charge of eventual 

consequences when decisions are being made (Hater & Bass, 1988).   

 

Rather than examining the two leadership styles as separate elements, Bass (1985) argues that 

both styles can be managed simultaneously, and that they share the commonality of motivating 

employees towards creating, sharing and exploiting knowledge. This knowledge-based view 

suggests that with effective knowledge management, both styles of leadership can provide the 

firm with a source of sustainable competitive advantage (Bryant, 2003).  

 argued that researchers should continue 

2.3.2 Ambidextrous leadership 

 

Leadership and its impact on innovation has gained significant attention in the academic field 

of research. Some researchers suggest that one of the most influential predictors of innovation 

is leadership (Manz et al., 1989; Mumford et al., 2002). In addition to its impact on innovation, 

leadership can also foster a culture of innovation that results in short and long-term development 

of an organization (Rosing et al., 2011). Since the present digital environment portrays fierce 

competition, organizational development is one of the keys to maintain and sustain a long-term 

success (Kane et al., 2015). 

 

One of the essential leadership concepts to facilitate a fruitful innovation culture is the 

ambidextrous leadership. In literal meaning, ambidexterity refers to the ability to use both hands 

with equal ease (Rosing et al., 2011). Metaphorically, however, ambidexterity has been linked 

to the balance of using explorative and exploitative innovation techniques in organizations 

(Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004; He & Wong; 2004). Exploration is mentioned as the ability of 

organizations to drive the exploration and creation of new ideas that can be used to innovate 

and drive solution building in the long term; Exploitation is the ability of organizations to drive 

incremental changes, by reducing variance and adhering to rules and processes (Rosing et al. 

2011; March, 1991). In order to reach a balance between short and long-term success, a firm 

needs to manage both exploration and exploitation on a regular basis (Rosing et al., 2011). 

Organizations that achieve such a balance are more successful than those who do not 

(Andriopolous & Lewis, 2009; Jansen et al., 2005; Rosing et al., 2011; He & Wong, 2004). 
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From a digital transformation perspective, ambidexterity deals with the ability of contributing 

with information technology (IT) solutions and services. Through simultaneously exploring and 

exploiting new IT resources and practices, it will allow firms to seize organizational agility and 

a higher firm performance (Lee et al., 2015).  

 

Lubatkin et al. (2006) states that SMEs, just like big enterprises, generally face a similar kind 

of competitive pressure to jointly pursue exploitation and exploration. Although, SMEs have a 

tendency to lack resources and the hierarchical administrative system that aid larger firms in 

managing the knowledge process and thereby, impact the attainment of ambidexterity. To 

provide an example, larger firms can manage processes like this by creating structurally 

separate business units where some units focus on exploration while other units focus on 

exploitation. On the other side, they also argue that SMEs rely more on the ability of their top 

management team to attain ambidexterity. Particularly, SMEs commonly have fewer 

hierarchical levels and thus the top managers are more likely to possess both strategic and 

operational roles. Therefore, leaders of SMEs directly experience the need for different types 

of knowledge that is implied in the pursuit of ambidexterity.  

 

As mentioned above, ambidexterity is related to short term (incremental) and long-term 

(exponential) value of an organization. To create exponential value, the mindset that digital 

leaders and employees need to possess is an exponential mindset. At the same time, the leaders 

need to incorporate an incremental mindset that is satisfied by small imposed changes (Rosing 

et al., 2011). While incremental thinking usually delivers immediate but steady results, 

exponential thinking generates results that accelerate over a period of time. Leaders and 

employees therefore need to be patient for results regarding exploration. Bonchek (2016) 

illustrated incremental vs exponential thinking when dealing with ambidexterity in business as 

presented in the figure below. 
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Figure 3 - Ambidexterity innovation. Source: (Bonchek, 2016) 

 

The model explains one of the key challenges with imposing an ambidextrous leadership since 

exponential thinking might harm the motivation due to the lack of short-term results. Therefore, 

Rosing et al. (2011) stress the importance of transformational leadership in relation to 

innovation and ambidexterity. This suggestion derives from the characteristics of individual 

performance, patience and level of creativity that transformational leadership allows in relation 

to a healthy innovation culture. 
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3. Methodology 

______________________________________________________________ 

This chapter outlines the procedures and structures of the thesis in regard to research 

methodology. More specifically, it discusses this study’s interpretive, inductive research 

philosophy and approach and applies it to the selected case study strategy. Besides, it 

addresses concerns regarding the validity of the thesis, its trustworthiness and research 

ethics. 

______________________________________________________________ 

3.1 Research Approach 

 

Since the purpose of this thesis is to evaluate and improve digital transformation leadership in 

small tech resellers in Portugal, it was crucial to observe and explore various perspectives of 

organizational leadership. Therefore, we decided to emphasize on two different aspects. The 

first aspect was the leader’s perception about the leadership in the organization. On the other 

side, we simultaneously wanted to embrace the employees’ perception in order to grasp a more 

holistic perspective of the overall dynamic leadership culture in the organization. The common 

denominator of these two aspects is that the data gathered was intangible in its nature. 

Therefore, we decided to adapt an interpretive research philosophy. This philosophy is arguably 

suitable in situations where researchers need to make sense of socially constructed and 

subjective meanings about a phenomenon being examined (Saunders et al., 2012), and in which 

they need to understand differences between humans in their role(s) as social actors. The 

limitation with this research approach, on the other hand, is that it can be seen as subjective 

since interpretation of observations is based on the views of the authors. 

 

Furthermore, this study considered an inductive reasoning, meaning that the search for patterns 

based on observations and theories are proposed towards the end of the research process as a 

result of observations (Saunders et al., 2012). As a result, the inductive reasoning contributes 

to discoveries based on interpretation of collected data (Flick, 2014). By other words, this 

approach aims to generate meanings from the data set collected in order to unveil patterns and 

relationship to build a theory (Saunders et al., 2012). Flick (2014) outlines that an inductive 

approach does not prevent researchers from utilizing existing theory to formulate a research 

question which later is explored. Whilst Saunders et al. (2012) argues that a strength of 

inductive reasoning is based on probability establishment of observations to be true, a weakness 

is that the reasoning is limited if an established probability is shown to be incorrect. We aimed 

to enhance the probability of observations to be true through listing how many times the 

observations were highlighted by different participants, but we are also aware that our 

established probability might alter if applying it in a longitudinal study. 

 

3.2 Methodological Choice 

 

Any researcher needs to understand what type of study they want to conduct, since the 

methodological choice will be influenced by what the study wants to accomplish or observe. 
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The research method can be either qualitative or quantitative and studies can have different 

types, namely: descriptive, exploratory and explanatory (Saunders et al., 2012). The qualitative 

research method is used to depict situations thoroughly and describe people, events and 

different interactions. It is also used to describe observed behaviour and testimonies about 

experiences, feelings, beliefs and thoughts (Saunders et al., 2012). Qualitative research is also 

linked to an interpretive research philosophy that aims to comprehend the complexity of social 

interactions and other phenomena (Saunders et al., 2012). Given this, since our thesis aims to 

explore the impact that leadership has on the digital transformation of a SME and what it can 

improve upon to make that transformation more efficient, we decided to adopt a qualitative 

research method. The qualitative research method will be combined with an exploratory study. 

Exploratory studies enable researchers to get deep insight into unspecified and unclear 

phenomena, to better understand the possible constructions that social interactions can create. 

This makes the exploratory study type a good fit for this study, since it enables to address the 

gap identified in the literature and explore new findings (Saunders et al., 2012). It will allow a 

clear understanding of leadership within the participating companies and expand the knowledge 

about the different topics.  

 

3.3 Research Strategy 

 

3.3.1 Case Study 

 

Since the purpose of the thesis was to observe leadership and digital transformation in small-

tech resellers in Portugal, an arguable well-suited strategy is a multiple case study. This enabled 

us to investigate what is happening in more than one company, allowing for a wider analysis 

and provide better insight and knowledge for other companies in similar situations. It will allow 

us to compare and contrast different findings and analyse them accordingly. A single case study 

would be too restrictive in nature and scope for the purpose of this study. This multiple case 

study will enable us to study in detail how leadership and digital transformation impact each 

other within the context specified. What this means is that it will be possible to understand how 

the leadership behaves in the small-tech reseller businesses in Portugal, and to what extent it is 

applying digital transformation. On the other hand, it should be highlighted that despite the 

multiple case studies attempt to seize observations applicable on a wider context, it might still 

misrepresent the reality. More specifically, we are aware the three chosen case companies in 

this study may not contribute to a fully accurate picture of the small tech-reselling industry as 

a whole. Since this study was retrospective rather than longitudinal, three companies were 

selected to represent the tech-reselling industry. However, in the event of a longitudinal study, 

it would have been interesting to take more case companies and more employees from each 

respective company into consideration. 

 

Since the size of the companies in question is quite small, they do not scale nationally or 

internationally. This means, since they operate in different local markets, that factor might 

influence their operation and business model. If all the companies operated in the same market, 

one case study would suffice for our study. But due to each company operating in different 

https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/Dr1t6
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/Dr1t6
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/Dr1t6
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contexts with many different variables, a multiple case study is better suited, to ensure that we 

take the impact of those variables into consideration. Hence, the multiple case study strategy 

was found to be the best suited for this need. We also chose this study strategy in order to 

compare and contrast how different companies of the same industry are tackling similar issues 

(Saunders et al., 2012). A total of seven companies were requested to participate in this study, 

from which three companies agreed to participate. These companies were selected from the 

PME Líder list between 2014 and 2017 (IAPMEI, 2018). This list consists of Portuguese SMEs 

that fulfil certain positive criteria such as financial and sale performance, as well as customer 

satisfaction. The companies were selected by filtering the list by their business. All companies 

operate within the business of reselling technological hardware or software on a business to 

business perspective. Two of the companies selected have been operating for more than 20 

years, which makes it interesting to see how they are dealing with the changes that digitization 

brings to their local markets. Their core business and main driver of revenue is the printing 

business. The companies selected were resellers of a major global printing brand, which means 

that a lot of the experiences and challenges that each company has can be relatively similar. At 

the same time, each company also sells a huge array of digital tools and software that enable 

other businesses to become more digital. For that reason, they are in privileged position in 

regard to digital transformation when compared to other local businesses. The idea is for us to 

understand how each of them deals with the challenges, how they use digitalization to their 

advantage to tackle those same challenges, and how is the leadership making sure that they are 

reaching their goals. A multiple case study in this scenario will allow for the investigation of 

the phenomena, while taking into account the similarities between the different cases (Saunders 

et al., 2012). Due to these aspects, this approach was arguably a well-suited strategy for this 

thesis. A case study strategy can include several distinct data collection techniques (Yin, 2014). 

For our study, we opted to use semi-structured individual interviews. We interviewed both 

company founders and CEOs and some employees. To give better meaning to our findings, we 

crossed all information with our findings from our frame of reference.  

 

3.3.2 Method of Access 

 

The sampling method for this thesis is best described as snowball sampling. This sampling 

method starts when someone who fits the criteria for being included in a study is asked to 

provide access or name other candidates who are also eligible (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 

We were aware that this method of sampling is prone to biases and other influences that are 

beyond the reach of researchers control. However due to time constraints and the difficulty 

getting access to these companies, we tactically deployed this option to enable better access and 

selection of companies for this study. Through the analysis of the PME Líder list (IAPMEI, 

2018), we contacted a CEO of one of the companies mentioned in said list, which then acted as 

the gatekeeper and provided access and contacts to the remaining companies. This boosted the 

willingness for the companies to participate in our study. In order to guarantee the cooperation 

of both someone in a high level of decision making of the company and other employees, either 

the CEO or executive directors of each company were contacted and asked to contribute for 

this study. It was requested if it was possible to interview either them directly, or someone that 

https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/Dr1t6
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/Dr1t6
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/Dr1t6
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is responsible for the decision making regarding the digital transformation of the company, as 

well as other employees from different departments. The first contact was done via telephone 

call, and it was followed up by a written e-mail to sum up the talk and explain in more detail 

the purpose of the study, what was expected from the company, what this study contributes to 

both the academic and the business world. In the same e-mail, the dates for the interviews were 

suggested, and then adjusted to correspond with the company’s availability. 

 

3.3.3 Time horizon 

 

Given that this thesis is subjected to a time restriction, the time horizon chosen for this study is 

cross-sectional. This means that our thesis focuses on a phenomenon in a particular point of 

time, rather than conducting the development of the same phenomenon over a longer period 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). As a result, our study focused on what the leadership of small 

tech resellers in Portugal is doing concerning their digital transformation in a particular moment 

in time, instead of seeing the evolution of both the leadership and the digital transformation 

throughout a long period. Simultaneously, this will enable future studies within the same 

context to use our findings to contrast with another moment in time. 

 

3.3.4 Data collection: Semi-structured interviews 

 

Both unstructured and semi-structured interviews were relevant for the study because they help 

to obtain statements for questions in which we cannot estimate the answer (Easterby-Smith et 

al., 2015). It was decided that we would follow a semi-structured interview routine. This was 

done to ensure that the interviewees were addressing the main topics and key issues that we 

desired to observe. Yet, at the same time, it allowed for follow up questions that might have 

been interesting to introduce and keep digging for relevant information without breaking the 

flow of the interview. This goes in accordance with the exploratory nature of a study (Easterby-

Smith et al., 2015). First off, semi-structured interviews enabled follow-up questions to 

comments and answers that make certain phenomena such as feelings and reactions more 

clarified. Secondly, this approach unveiled the potential to discover new possible topics or other 

gaps in knowledge, since the interviewees will not be restricted by narrow or standardized 

questions. Thirdly, it also let the research subject to be able to express opinions freely (Saunders 

et al., 2012). This also means that follow-up questions and additional commentary are not 

transcribed within the interview guide created by us. A limitation worth highlighting when 

using semi-structured interviews is the issue that not all questions are posed to all participants. 

More specifically, questions might alter and go outside the frame of the questionnaire to enable 

a deeper investigation of a specific cause. Thus, follow-up questions are different from case to 

case. To some extent, this might result in disperse findings. On the other hand, it allowed us to 

observe phenomena in more detail. The interviewees were separated into two types: leaders and 

employees. In order to better understand the dynamics and processes that each company 

interviewed had, questions concerning vision of the future, strategies of digital transformation 

and the challenges the company is currently facing were asked in all interviews. Besides, the 

remaining groups of questions for the leaders and employees were phrased differently but tried 

https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/Dr1t6
https://paperpile.com/c/f1mIAz/Dr1t6
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to approach the same topics from different points of view as can be seen in the questionnaire 

(Appendix D).  

 

 Number of people interviewed Duration 

Company A 1 leader; 3 employees 3h35min 

Company B 1 leader; 1 employee 1h30min 

Company C 1 leader; 4 employees 4h50min 

Totals 3 leaders; 8 employees 10h25min 

Table 4 - Number of interviews and respective duration. Source: Authors 

 

It was decided that despite the size of the company, it was interesting to dig into the same topics 

and see if it differs from the other companies.   

 

The questions for the interviews were created with the purpose of giving insight to several 

aspects of each company: the current business models and current challenges; the leadership 

style; the history of digital transformation each company has gone through so far; current stage 

of digital maturity; the strategies and expected changes for the future; possible reasons or 

barriers to the digital transformation of the company. The full interview guide can be found in 

Appendix D. 

 

To ensure that each interview could provide valuable information for our study, different 

contacts were established with the leaders of each company to explain the purpose of the 

research and why it was interesting for them to take part in such a study. This was done with 

the target to establish a good level of trust between the researchers and the companies that 

agreed to partake in the study. In addition, the contacts for the scheduling of the interviews were 

made with four to five weeks in advance. This allowed for a specific time and duration to be 

reserved by each company, so the interviews could be done without any kind of time pressure 

and allowed for the interruptions to be kept to a minimum. Although it should be mentioned 

that in company B and C, three interviews in total were interrupted by outside factors, which 

the researchers could not control. Despite it, the interviews were able to keep going with no 

further interruption and with no clear impact on further answers. In addition, the interviewees 

were not informed on the exact questions that they were going to be asked, on the days leading 

up to the interview to prevent untruthful and staged answers. At the same time, interviewees 

were informed about that the main topic of the study would be digital transformation and 

leadership right before the start of each interview. This was done to try to avoid answers that 

were not related to the purpose of the study at all. 

 

The interviewees were also informed about the aim of the study and its purpose, as well as the 

fact that the conversation would be recorded for later analysis. The written consent that was 

given to the interviewees and both signed and recorded that they consented to it can be found 

in Appendix C. To certify that no information was lost from the interviews and the empirical 
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data is both high quality and grounded in our findings, all of the interviews were transcribed in 

the language they were made in. This was a key process, despite only one of the researchers 

being fluent in Portuguese. After the transcription, we analysed the transcriptions together to 

ensure that no information was lost, or misinterpreted. Although both of us acknowledge the 

importance of both being present during the interviews to create a better connection, trust and 

a mutually shared interpretation on observation with the companies, we decided that only one 

was necessary to be present, mainly due to two factors: the interviews were conducted in 

Portugal and one of the researchers was based in Sweden; the interviews were conducted in 

Portuguese, so the presence of the researcher that is not fluent in the language was deemed 

unnecessary by both researchers. 

 

3.4 Data Analysis Procedure 

 

The purpose of this study was to assess current conditions of digital transformation in small 

tech-reselling enterprises and recommend digital transformation strategies for the leaders. To 

do that, we implemented a grounded analysis correspondingly to our inductive research 

approach. As stated previously, the transcriptions helped help us to divide the statements and 

main ideas by the following categories through the use of different codes: (1) key challenges; 

(2) leadership style; (3) digital transformation. This method of theme identification is mainly 

used for data reduction, since it is more manageable to analyse the data in these conditions 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). The categories for the empirical findings derived from gaps in 

the current scope of literature. Each transcript was processed and coded by one of the authors 

from which the main statements were translated to English in order to identify map and organize 

the themes effectively. After that, the most relevant extracts concerning each category were 

grouped by company and topic. This enabled us to facilitate the analysis of the experiences and 

perceptions of each company in tables. Observed patterns, contrasts and other occurrences were 

continuously discussed by the authors, to ensure relevant findings that conclusions could be 

based on. 

 

3.5 Trustworthiness 

 

Validity and reliability are two frequently used quality criteria to obtain trustworthiness in a 

qualitative study (Kumar, 2014). Reliability refers to the extent to which the collected findings 

are independent of unintended research circumstances (Carmines & Zeller, 1979). Validity, on 

the other hand, can be defined as the degree to which findings are interpreted in a correct manner 

(Kirk & Miller, 1986). At the same time, Lincoln & Guba (1985) highlight differences between 

the appraisal of trustworthiness in quantitative and qualitative research.  Following their 

reasoning, the validity in a qualitative study depends how plausible empirical findings are, and 

its transferability to other contexts in case of replications with the same research design. 
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3.6 Reliability 

 

Saunders et al. (2012) describe various risks that might occur when conducting a qualitative 

research. These are issues like researcher error, researcher bias, participant error and participant 

bias. Individually or together, they have a negative impact on a study’s overall reliability. While 

conducting this study, we aimed to avoid these types of concerns by engaging with ease in the 

companies that agreed to participate. This included ensuring the willingness to share 

information before the interview through explicitly displaying the questions in the moment of 

the interview as well as providing a letter of consent signed by the participant stating their 

willingness to participate (Appendix C). Furthermore, the interviews were conducted at the 

place, face to face and in an environmental setting and atmosphere that aimed to be as pleasant 

as possible for the interviewee. By regarding this, we aimed to minimize the risks of participant 

error and bias. However, it should be stressed that despite our efforts of reducing the above-

mentioned risks, we are still aware that this study might not be entirely free of participant error 

or bias. Firstly, it should be considered that it lies beyond the researchers control to ensure 

complete objectivity and truth-telling of participants. Moreover, the interview location was 

chosen by the interviewee. Consequently, external factors such as telephone calls and people 

walking by the office room might have contributed to participant error. 

 

Another tactic deployed, with the distinct target to foster reliability and knowledge gathering, 

was to formulate open-end questions that were worded with careful attention to neutrality. 

Respondents were additionally given the time they needed to provide examples and answer the 

questions freely without any time-pressure. Furthermore, Bell et al. (2018) describe the 

importance of pre-testing interview questions in order to decrease researchers’ error and bias. 

After the self-completion of the interview questions, they were tested through a peer review 

prior to the interview. In our case, this was done by our supervisor. In addition, since 

respondents had the opportunity to be treated anonymously in accordance to the letter of consent 

(Appendix C), they could speak up their mind without having to risk a consequence to arise. As 

mentioned before, the interviews were conducted as well as transcribed in Portuguese, the 

mother tongue of the interviewees. This facilitated information distortion and thus researchers’ 

errors and bias as mentioned by Saunders et al., (2012). Despite the various benefits of 

conducting interviews in the mother tongue of the interviewee, like the higher data quality and 

increased convenience for the respondent, doing so also had a flipside. The complexity ought 

to be underlined is that only one of the researchers is fluent in Portuguese. This means that some 

of the information from interviews may have been missed by the co-author resulting in 

researchers’ error while interpreting data. Even though we are aware of the risks, in order to 

minimize its consequences, we decided to highlight and make English translations of parts of 

the interviews considered to be of good value for analysing and concluding the research 

questions. Besides, all interviews were recorded, and eventual unclear issues have been 

resolved through the use of follow-up questions or later written or oral check-ups with the 

interviewee. 
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3.7 Credibility 

 

Credibility is another critical aspect in establishing trustworthiness in the context of a 

qualitative study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). It addresses how congruent the findings of a 

qualitative research are in relation to reality (Merriam, 1998). A study’s credibility can be 

prevailed by developing an early familiarity with the participants business culture before the 

interviews take place (Shenton, 2004). This precaution was considered through contacting the 

case companies several weeks before the interviews and maintaining continuous interactions 

through the entire data collection period. Additionally, it also enabled trust building between 

the two parties involved, resulting in improved data quality (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). As 

provided by the letter of consent (Appendix C), participants were informed about the research 

topic and were given the option to cancel their participation prior to the interviews. Taking this 

approach does not only help to ensure a general honesty, but it also enabled a fixation on 

respondents that were genuinely prepared to offer data. Interviewees were simultaneously given 

the option to remain anonymous. This precaution was deployed with the target to help them 

state their opinions with a free voice as well as preventing negative repercussion from peers or 

alternative parties to occur. Our research was also subject to peer scrutiny during opposition 

sessions. Lincoln and Guba (1985) argues that doing so aids the credibility since eventual flaws 

in the research design as well as the execution process and be identified and therefore also 

improved. Finally, transcriptions, cross-comparisons and discussions surrounding research 

notes are also essential in order to reinforce credibility (Shenton, 2004). Accordingly, the 

finalized transcriptions of the interviews were sent to the participants to obtain their final 

consent before using statement in the analysis section of the study. There are potentially more 

precautions that could be utilized in order to enhance the rigour of the empirical findings and 

the credibility of derived perceptions. However, given the time constraint, these were the ones 

we considered to be the most essential to deploy in the study. 

 

3.8 Transferability 

 

Transferability is described by Shenton (2004) as the extent to which findings of a study could 

be applied to other situations or contexts. Since our multiple case study analysis did not generate 

a statistical conclusion, transferability is akin to analytical generalizations (Yin, 2014). 

Easterby-Smith et al. (2015) thereby describe analytical generalizations as the process of 

generalizing based from empirical findings to theory, rather than statistics. Thus, there is a 

possibility of transferring this research’s empirical findings to the context of small enterprises 

within tech-reselling in Portugal. However, it can also be examined to develop theories based 

on the complexity of digital transformation in small enterprises and for organizations that are 

facing a similar situation. It should also be stressed that despite the case companies were 

selected with digital transformation of small enterprises in mind, empirical findings were biased 

towards a Portuguese context including its respective culture, policies and economy. On the 

other hand, emerging local theory can be used as a contribution for the academic world and 

expand to a wider theory (Saunders et al., 2012). 
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3.9 Research Ethics  

 

Despite business researchers generally do not undertake studies which risks any negative 

consequences for participants, ethical codes are still important to apply in a research study. A 

common starting point when dealing with ethical issues in the context of social science, are Bell 

et al. (2018) ten ethical principles of ethical practice. The principles derived from a study where 

Bell et al. (2018) constructed a content analysis of the ethical principles of nine professional 

associations in social science. The authors identified ten principles which were defined by at 

least half of the associations. The first six of the principles regard the protection of interest of 

research subjects or informants while the last four are intended to protect integrity of the 

research community (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; Bell et al., 2018). The key principles are 

presented in the table below: 

 

 

The ten key principles in research ethics 

1. Ensuring that no harm comes to participants. 

2. Respecting the dignity of research participants. 

3. Ensuring a fully informed consent of research participants. 

4. Protecting the privacy of research participants 

5. Ensuring the confidentiality of research data. 

6. Protecting the anonymity of individuals or organizations. 

7. Avoiding deception about the nature or aims of the research. 

8. Declaration of affiliations, funding sources and conflicts of interest. 

9. Honesty and transparency in communicating about the research. 

10. Avoidance of any misleading or false reporting of research findings. 

Table 5 - Ten key principles in research ethics. Source: (Bell et al., 2018) 

 

The first six ethical principles could be traced back to the letter of consent, in which the main 

aim was to protect the interest of the subject of research (Appendix C). The last four ethical 

codes were principles considered throughout the research process. Deception is described by 

Bryman and Bell (2007) as lies or misbehaving behaviour that potentially cause harm to the 

field of research. This ethical consideration was prohibited through backing up statements with 

sources that argues for the same cause. Affiliation is referred to the need to declare any 

professional or personal affiliations that might have influenced the research, including conflicts 

of interest, sponsorships and findings for the research has come from. Through keeping the 

companies anonymous, it helps to avoid any suspicious activities linked to affiliation. 

Furthermore, this study was in no position that demanded any sort of funding to process. 
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Honesty and transparency are also critical for any study intending to improve the conditions of 

the academic field. This could be described as the need for openness and honesty in 

communicating information about the research to all parties that is of interest (Bryman & Bell, 

2007). In order to avoid this, we decided to highlight all identifiable elements that might bring 

any harm to the overall study in the limitations and also the methodology section. In addition, 

continuous opposition has helped us to uncover earlier neglections and to make this study more 

comprehensive in terms of transparency. However, we are aware that there might be issues 

outside the frame of recognition that could affect this study negatively. Finally, 

misinterpretation is referring to the need to always avoid misleading, misrepresentations, 

misunderstandings, false reporting or reciprocity between researchers and participants (Bryman 

& Bell, 2007). The approach we used to prevent researchers bias and errors as mentioned by 

Saunders et al. (2012) was also applied in order to embrace this ethical consideration. This 

included to translate the exact phrasing of words into the mother language of the participants. 

Doing so, it could help to enhance data quality - thus it opens for the ability to interpret the data 

in a more cohesive and authentic way. Concerning the issue of reciprocity, the research 

questions were formed in a neutral way that would not forcefully be biased to favour 

participants. 
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4. Empirical Findings 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

In this section, the presented empirical findings are based on the information gathered from the 

three case companies selected for the study. In parallel with the research purpose of this study, 

the focus is to unveil current conditions of digital transformation that we will base our 

recommendations upon. This includes challenges, leadership characteristics and strategies. 

Besides, it focuses on both the leader as well as the employee perspective with the aim to seize 

a more holistic picture of the case companies. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

In this study, the three case companies selected operate within the tech reselling market, making 

them very similar in their approach and processes. Despite the companies being resellers of 

technological material, each company focuses mainly on the sale of printing solutions as a core 

business. All of the companies fit within the defined criteria of SMEs and they have received 

the PME Líder certification from the IAPMEI, IP (Agency for competitiveness and innovation). 

The following table gives a better understand of the structure that each company has: 

 

 

Company Number of Employees Age of the Company Operating Market 

Company A 17 Employees; 2 Leaders 23 years Lisbon 

Company B 9 Employees; 1 Leader 3 years Torres Novas 

Company C 14 Employees; 1 Leader 29 years Castelo Branco 

Table 6 - Company information. Source: Authors 

 

As explained previously, each company operates as a reseller for different products and brands. 

Company A and C represent the same big printing solutions brand, while company B represents 

one of their competitors. All companies were created with the reselling of products from big 

printing companies as their only business, starting to turn into different IT products later in their 

life. None of the companies are restricted to selling only one type of product, which enables 

them to diversify their product and service offering. Every company acts as the linking part of 

the big companies that fabricate the products and software, and the smaller local businesses that 

wish to buy those products or services. The companies that participated in the study operate in 

specific geographical areas of Portugal, not leaving their designated territories for the most part. 

Although, company B mentioned that recently it started selling products from a new brand 

which they are the sole representative of in the country, making them having clients in other 

parts of the country where they would not operate until now.  

 

More than 10h of interview material generated a variety of insights from all participating 

companies. Some topics, concerns and strategies were similar between the different companies, 

but the study also unveiled differences on the way each case company decided to manage them. 

Given the purpose of this study, we decided to create questions concerning three major pillars: 
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(1) Challenges the company is facing; (2) leadership style and response and (3) process of 

digital transformation. The empirical findings presented in the upcoming section are based on 

the interviews, according to interviewee responses. 

 

4.1 Challenges 

 

4.1.1 Company A 

 

It was asked directly what the leader considered to be the main challenges he is facing in the 

organization. The leader of company A believes that the challenge is to keep up with new 

necessities of the clients, the market and ensuring the client satisfaction.  

 

"Customer satisfaction is our number one concern and priority. We work hard and it is quite 

a challenge to keep that as high as possible every single day, due to the huge amount of 

different problems and other things that appear every day, that usually need quick 

solutions..." 

 

It was mentioned that a lot of challenges and daily difficulties are to provide proper support to 

the clients, solving their issues with the different products they acquired from the company as 

best as possible, to keep the satisfaction levels high and the customers loyal to the company. 

The leader also stated that sometimes it is hard to create and control certain internal processes: 

 

"Ensuring that all processes in the company is going according to plan can be a bit hard, due 

to our size as well. […] Sometimes people tend to deviate from some of the few established 

processes." 

 

The size of the company was mentioned as a factor that enables the deviation of processes, due 

to the closeness and ease of communication between the different departments. The current 

reality of fast paced changes, high competition and new technological development was also 

stated as a key challenge to be considered by the leader: 

 

"...making sure that the we are always up for new changes and new needs can be rough, 

especially in today's reality." 

 

It was noticed that the employees’ points-of-view aligns to a great extent with the main 

challenges mentioned by the leader on the matter of new technologies, fast paced changes, high 

competition and the level of customer satisfaction: 

 

"Our main concern and daily challenge is to make sure that the customer is satisfied with our 

company." 

"…a new way to secure the client besides the physical product, also with the software and 

services we can provide. That can be a challenge in itself." 
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One of the employees stated that the company has some internal communication issues, due to 

lack of structure and mentioned that the leader did not have an interest of investing on a digital 

tool to solve that challenge: 

 

"… despite being a small company, sometimes we do not communicate as we should. A lot of 

times, there is a problem, and it is always because someone didn't spoke with who they 

needed, or someone thought that another person was in charge of some things. It would be 

better to have things flow better. But the leadership of the company thinks it does not make a 

lot of sense for now to invest in it, since we are too small for that." 

  

4.1.2 Company B 

 

Likewise, the question concerning the biggest challenges that the company faces was also asked 

to the leader of company B. The challenge and concern regarding customer satisfaction took 

the centre of the stage once again: 

 

"If we can't keep the customer happy, there is nothing that can help us. That is core to us and 

we challenge ourselves constantly to keep them satisfied with us." 

 

However, some of the challenges mentioned were different from company A. First off, the 

constant need for contact and communication with the client and engagement with online tools 

was mentioned as a challenge for this company:  

 

"If you do not keep updating your digital communication, or even your website, it can turn out 

to be a bit of a problem, and it may come back to bite you. And for a small company like ours, 

that can be quite a challenge, since we do not have anyone dedicated full time for that" 

 

There was some concern regarding the structure and size of the company being too small to 

deal with some of the challenges presented, as it can be seen from the previous statement. Also, 

the leader of company B showed some concern regarding the future of their core business and 

the feeling of getting too old to deal with some of the concerns for the future of the company: 

 

"We are aware that our main business [printing solutions] can in fact change a lot in the next 

years. There is a lot of companies and markets that will never let go of it, but that is also why 

we try to diversify our offer of products as much as possible, so we do not have all of the 

flowers in one basket. Probably in 50 or 60 years things will be completely different. But on 

the other hand, since I'm already almost 58 years old, that won't be a problem for me”. " 

 

As can be observed in this quote, the leader is both concerned with the maturity of the main 

business line they sell, as well as the diversification of the product offering that the company 

has. The resolution of the product maturity problem is being postponed into a later date. 

 



 

37 
 

In the case of employees, the challenges of the leader are to some degree similar according to 

the interviews. The topic of customer satisfaction was reoccurring, but it was highlighted with 

a perspective. The employee referred to the challenges that digitization of the market and 

implied the following regarding prospection and negotiation: 

 

"A lot of customers whenever they communicate or approach us, they seem to be well 

informed. They know exactly what they want, what are the other options in the market, and 

can be quite unwavering. The access of information has been something that makes purchase 

decision making from the customer being faster and many times without us being able to do a 

lot about it. That is a bit challenging to manage on our hand. And since our biggest concern 

is our client satisfaction, we want to make sure we do a good job." 

 

The employee mentions the current reality of dealing with clients. He states that they are much 

better informed than before, and with a lot more negotiative power. That is something he stated 

he needs to take into consideration in his everyday tasks, prospections as well as follow-up sales 

to existing customers. Another of the challenges mentioned by the employee also matches the 

leader’s concerns, in terms of product diversity and maturity of their core market: 

 

"...given that some of the core businesses that we have been focusing on are very mature and 

with low profit margins, we are looking into how can we diversify our business to make it 

more competitive. That is a very important challenge for us at this stage, since some new 

markets where we are entering are a lot newer and "green" (low maturation), and can help us 

with our future. The problem is to map and identify which ones will be key for us." 

 

So, it is a major challenge and concern for the company to look for ways to diversify their 

business. Both the leader and the employee are aware of the maturity of the office printing 

market, and believe in the eventual fall of that market. 

  

4.1.3 Company C 

 

Concerning company C, the leader mentioned that one of their main challenges is to sustain a 

good level of customer satisfaction at all times, in parallel with what was stated by the other 

two companies: 

 

"My main concern and challenge is to keep my clients happy. If they are happy with us, it is 

easier for us to maintain that relationship healthy. [...] I can’t have unhappy clients.[...] 

Given that we are operating on a very small market, competition is fierce and there are “a lot 

of dogs to one bone." 

 

The other challenge mentioned by the leader was connected to the reality of the local market 

where this company operates. The leader stated that the market where they operate is different 

from other regions in the country. The price competition is very important for this company, 

and, according to the leader of the company, to the market as a whole: 
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" ...maintaining a price competition is quite a challenge for us, especially because some of the 

brands we represent are a bit more premium. And given that the market where we operate has 

a quite low purchasing power when compared to other parts of the country, trying to make 

this "gymnastics" between a good service and product and a good price is quite a 

challenge..." 

 

As for the employees of company C, all of them referred to the challenge and importance of 

keeping the customer satisfaction on a satisfactory level:  

 

"Ensuring the client satisfaction is a daily battle. Every day, we deal with many issues in that 

regards, and we need to make sure they are solved as best and fast as possible" 

 

"Our client has to be satisfied with our job. [...] That is central to our company and our main 

challenge. We need to keep that satisfaction high so the client does not stop being a client” 

 

The employees had a clear concern about the customer satisfaction. One of the employees 

additionally stated that customer satisfaction was delivered through the leadership as well:  

 

"The client satisfaction is the biggest challenge by far. We are committed to have that, as well 

as our boss. And he makes sure we are always trying our absolute best for it." 

 

After this, the challenges presented by each employee started to differ a bit from each other. 

Two of the interviewed employees mentioned that the communication with the consumer or 

potential client can be quite difficult, especially when dealing with very small local companies: 

 

"My biggest challenge every day is the communication with the client. Trying to figure out 

exactly what they want, to if they have a problem, ensuring they give me the correct 

information can be quite a bore. Especially with older people... I spend a lot of time going 

back and forth with the client just to figure out what they mean or what can be the source of a 

problem. It is quite frustrating sometimes and it sucks up most of my time every single day, 

not allowing me to focus on other pressing issues" 

  

"Explain to the client why our product is the best and explaining its features can be quite a 

challenge. Most of the companies in the region are owned by an older generation, which 

makes it hard to explain some concepts and make them see the usefulness of them. We 

actually have a tool being developed to help with presenting the products, and software, but 

until then, this is quite a challenge every single time I have to meet with a customer or a 

potential client. 
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The challenge of operating in this local market is once again referenced and connected to the 

low purchasing power by one of the employees: 

 

 

"…saying to the client to pay for 4 hours of customer support? (laughs) not here. At all. It is 

an insane challenge. People do not understand that takes a lot of time to solve an IT-related 

issue. Sometimes we spend 5 hours solving it, charge 1 or 2 hours and they still complain that 

it's too much." 

 

Again, it illustrates the challenge as well as importance of delivering on customer demands. 

Not only from the leaderships point of view, but also from the employees’ practical experience 

with working on a daily basis with customers.  

 

4.2 Digital Transformation 

 

4.2.1 Company A 

 

When posing questions concerning digital transformation, the leader of company A shared 

some general concerns about the future and some solutions and changes that the company has 

been undertaking to direct these general concerns as well. It was mentioned that the company 

has a cloud-based solution implemented. In this cloud-based solution, every employee has the 

access to it and its advantages. In addition, they have some other smaller digital tools, like 

CRMs and management software. It was asked how the employees adapted to the new tools 

when they were first implemented: 

 

"So far, the digital tools that we have implemented have been adapted quite well by the 

employees. Of course, that in the few couple of days or weeks after initialization, some 

workers we complaining a bit about it, but they came around it and now recognize the value 

of the transformations we made.” 

 

It can be examined that, despite some initial resistance from some of the workers of the 

company, the overall response and adaptation time was positive. Furthermore, the leader 

mentioned that education sessions were conducted in regards to some of the tools for all of the 

employees. Concerning the role of digital solutions as a part of solving the company’s 

challenges, it was asked if they have implemented some digital solutions to manage these 

challenges. 

 

"Well, we do not have any system per se in place to know if the clients are satisfied with us. 

We usually keep regular contact with them as much as we can through our sales team, and I 

keep up with them to make sure everything is okay. Also, we can see by the number of clients 

we lose in a certain period. Given that, so far, everything is going okay in that regard, we 

assume that they are satisfied with us." 
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When asked if they would think about implementing solutions to help with that, the leader 

mentioned that in the past they had an online survey to get a measurable customer satisfaction 

level: 

 

"Our marketing team has implemented a survey to ask our clients their level of satisfaction, 

but the number of answers was so low that it was irrelevant. I am planning to do it again 

sometime in the future, with a different tactic to make people actually answer the survey, but I 

am still thinking about it" 

 

This means that the leader was not satisfied with the return of the online survey, but, despite 

that, has not given up on the idea. So, it was asked if the company was thinking about digitally 

transforming other processes in the company, to which the leader said it was open to the option 

of digitizing the company further, but they wanted to be sure that they would gain enough 

benefits to compensate for the cost.  

 

“...we do not know what is going to be the next big thing for the future, we respond to the 

market's demands. We are a small company, and it needs to make sense to us financially to 

invest or to adapt a new digital tool. If we are not sure it will benefit us or our clients, the 

time and money investment is not worth it at this point." 

 

On the other hand, the leader shows confidence regarding the financial state of the company, 

affirming that “...money was not a problem for us”.  The leader also stated that he believes that 

digital solutions are the future for the company. That belief has even resulted in the creation of 

a new team which sole job is to develop software solutions, built on top of the other softwares 

they already sell. This came from a need to provide more than just the hardware or raw software 

for their clients. The needs of the clients have changed, so the leader saw the need for a change 

as well.  

 

"Yes, we are sure that the software solutions will be key to our future. That is why we are 

starting to form a team with the sole purpose of developing solutions for the main software we 

sell. So, for it has three members, but it will probably grow. The "boxes" [copy machines] are 

becoming more standard and irrelevant. The client nowadays cares more about the services 

and software you can associate to the "box" more than the characteristics of the "box" itself"  

 

That unveils the finding that company A is starting to invest in some digital changes to their 

business operation and model. Although the company is starting to make some changes, the 

leader also mentioned that they had no defined strategy in place for the digital transformation 

of the company. The decisions concerning digital transformation are mostly taken as a response 

to a need of the market or certain clients. As such, the company starts the development of some 

digital solution once it has the certainty of being useful for a specific sale or support of a specific 

customer. It was also mentioned that when new solutions or products are introduced by the 

companies or brands they are reselling, they first try to implement those solutions inhouse. 

Regarding further changes, it was asked if the approach to the customer itself might change in 

the future. The leader responded and defended the current approach by stating that one of the 
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strongest assets of firm’s commercial team was the strong relationship it had with its clients. 

 

"I do not think things will change in that regard. We value our relationships with our clients a 

lot and they do too.[...] Perhaps when a different generation starts to be in front of some 

family companies, the sale process might just be through the website, but I seriously doubt it. 

The human connection and the quality of the service has been and will always be key in our 

business." 

 

 At the same time, the leader also stated that it was hard sometimes to define the potential path 

for digitalization due to the fast-paced change of the market and solutions. 

 

"...the competition and change in the market are too tough and rampant nowadays, so it 

makes it hard to sometimes decide a path to take..." 

 

This is a crucial connection in regards to other findings about the leadership of the company A, 

which will be stated in the next chapter of the empirical findings. 

 

The employees were asked if the company had any digital tool in place to deal with the main 

challenge presented by them, which was the assurance of customer satisfaction. One of the 

employees referred that they did not know about any tool that was either being developed or 

that was implemented in the past. On the other hand, two of the employees referred to the same 

customer feedback online survey as the leader and agreed that it was not successful. One of the 

employees referred that she did not think a digital tool would help regarding the assurance of 

customer satisfaction. 

 

"… I know how consumers feel about our service, and if they are satisfied with us. We do not 

have any digital tool, and our approach is a lot more personalized, so this is how we usually 

make things." 

 

It was additionally asked how the reception and reaction was in the company to those changes. 

All of the interviewees mentioned that the adaptation was relatively easy and most workers 

were adapted and receptive to the changes made after a short period of time (1 - 2 weeks). It 

was also mentioned by the employees that the leadership tries to have education material and 

training sessions available for everyone, so that workers feel comfortable with ongoing changes 

in the company. When asked how the company should keep acquiring new competencies, 

employees stated that both hiring new people and training existing personnel is very important 

and the leadership needs to keep that balance.  

 

"…the recruitment of new talents is very important. But I think even more important is the 

training of the existing workers. Some of us have been here for a lot of years and have 

valuable experience, and I think it is bad if the leadership starts to leave us behind. 

Fortunately, the leadership do make an effort to have external training sessions for all 

workers, to learn the new tools, or learn new skills…” 
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One of the employees lifted that a digital tool could help with the internal processes. The 

interviewee said that sometimes things did not work as they should have, and it becomes hard 

to pinpoint exactly what failed. 

 

"…by creating a trail and a path on the different tasks, it would be better to know who or 

what failed." 

 

The interviewee stated this happens due to some communication issues between the different 

departments, which is basically done in an informal way. While lack of communication has 

been highlighted before, this employee further expressed that it is hard to hold someone 

accountable for a mistake. 

  

4.2.2 Company B 

 

To the leader of company B, the same question was presented regarding the use of digital tools 

to help them deal with main challenges. It was mentioned that the company does not have any 

team dedicated to development of software, but the software that the companies represent are 

both enough for their clients and their operational processes. 

 

"…The software is very implied to our products. Since when we sell physical products, we 

also provide the digital software to go along with it, and enable full advantages of the 

product. It makes part of the same solution for us." 

 

Concerning the usage of digital tools, the leader expressed they had a CRM-software and that 

the rest of their digital solutions that belonged to “the basic”. When asked what “basic” meant, 

the leader stated the company has basic digital solutions in place to help them with the 

management of documents and customer data. Although, it was stated that physical records of 

documents are still present and available in the company.  

 

"…Even though we still have a paper archive, which I always feel safer about archiving, there 

is nothing, no document that is not digitized and available for everyone to access. All of that 

part is done digitally. I think the paper part is kind of stupid, and I think I like it more out of 

habit than anything else. 

 

The leader also believes that IT-based systems are key for companies nowadays to make 

decisions. He said the CRM system the company has in place keeps them informed about their 

clients and also enables him to make informed decisions.  

 

"Digitalization is a great asset for decision making. Now I can call shots based on 

information rather than gut feelings or guesses. […] Basically, that is where I have felt the 

biggest impact of IT-systems. This is why we have some basic ones, to enable that the 

decisions that are made are as evaluated as possible.” 
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Concerning the approach of acquiring clients, it was mentioned that efforts were committed 

using digital marketing methods like sending promotional e-mails to potential customers in the 

initial stages of the company. However, the interviewee also stated that they do not have it in 

place right now. The leader further stated that if there will ever come a time where they use 

digital marketing methods again, they will strive to increase the return of investment (ROI). 

 

"In the beginning stages of this company, some years ago, we did a bigger effort in terms of 

digital marketing, and the client did come to us. But the turnover was not sufficient enough. 

Nowadays, since we already have a cemented company, it is not something very useful, since 

the information transmitted through digital tools is for the masses. And we need to make it 

more personal and specific for each situation. For now, we only do it when we can make sure 

that we have return on our investment." 

 

Akin to the responses from company A, the leader of company B also stated that their business 

is reliant on personal contacts and relationships. He stated that despite trying to make an effort 

through digital marketing, that same effort always had to be followed up by a personal contact 

to enable any type of return. 

 

"We make a lot of our sales on a door to door basis, but in some circumstances, we use other 

tools like emailing lists, or digital marketing. But the level of response from those methods is 

very low. We always have to compensate with a phone call, or a visit. And people also prefer 

it that way for now." 

 

As for the future of their business, the leader stated that the development of software would not 

make sense in this precise moment for them, since they do not have the required qualifications 

to build and develop solutions for the software side of their business. He affirmed that the 

support was provided by the brands they represented, and the software they sell is tied to the 

physical products they sell as well.  

 

"…The software is strongly connected to our products. Since when we sell physical products, 

we also provide the digital software to go along with it. This enables complementary 

advantages of the product. It makes part of the same solution for us." 

 

This statement translates to the revenue of company B being very depended on the sales of the 

physical products. At the time of the writing, the company is doing well financially. But like 

company A, the leader feels a sense of reluctance to invest in digital transforming processes 

stating that he needs to ensure that all possible investments will provide a guaranteed return. 

 

"We have indeed thought about question if it is worth investing in any digital tools that can 

help us. I realize that my mindset can be a bit old fashion, but for me to decide that we should 

invest in that, I need to make sure that the return on investment is worth it and the payoff will 

fulfil the expectations…” 
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The interviewed employee referred to the same digital tools that the company uses in its 

operations. The person further mentioned how these tools help them with some of their main 

challenges, and how they benefit them in their everyday tasks. 

 

"Yes, we have some digital tools available, like our CRM system, that help us to keep track of 

our customer information and grant us a better control over everything about the client, 

including its necessities. On top of all of that, it allows us to better plan our approach to each 

client and situation, thanks to these tools." 

 

Despite that, he did agree with the leader that some digital solutions that have been implemented 

in the past did not transpire to be as positive as they intended, especially regarding the digital 

marketing campaigns the company had in place. He agreed that personal contact and 

relationship building is key for the industry. However, when the question was posed about the 

level of digitization of the industry, he stated that the industry as a whole has a high level of 

digital maturity. 

 

"If I would give a grade from 1 to 10 (on how digital the main printing market are where the 

company operates), I would give it a 10, with no doubt. It is a very digital business. This is 

due to the fact that we can do everything online, from buying equipment and selling them, to 

requesting support. You can say that the companies we represent have digital platforms 

where we can do basically everything.” 

 

Concerning the development of in-house software solutions, the employee mentioned that the 

company does not have the capability of doing that in its current state and structure.  

 

"Today, no, we wouldn't make any type of development in it. We would need the expertise, 

which we do not have right now. And with our current structure and business, I do not think 

that would make sense. Perhaps in the future if we change it, it might be different." 

 

4.2.3 Company C 

 

The leader of company C expressed that the organization has been adopting software solutions 

and digital tools for some time now. He stated that the brands and companies that they sell 

products from were key in enabling both access and adoption of a lot of the tools the company 

currently uses.  

 

"... we were fortunate to be in a position where it was easy for us to adapt and lead the 

change in our market. Due to the brands that we represent, we also took advantage of a lot of 

the things we have available for our clients. Sometimes it was even a sort of "proof of 

concept". We always adapted and changed based on what our client base was asking for, and 

we pushed both our clients and ourselves to change for the better.” 

 

 



 

45 
 

According to the leader, the overall adoption of new solutions by the company’s employees has 

gone without any problems or resistance. Many of these solutions were developed for clients 

and later adopted by the company, or firstly adapted by the company, and then transmitted to 

their clients. 

 

“...developing solutions on top of some of this software, for our clients and even for ourselves 

and the reaction of everyone has been always positive. [...] I cannot recall any particular 

situation of resistance when it came to adapt a new solution, because I always made it clear 

that it was with the aim of helping us.” 

 

When asked about the future of the company and its view on digitalization, the leader mentioned 

that the company has been changing and adapting gradually for some time. He mentions that 

this came mainly out of necessity, both from the client side and their own. The change has to 

do with the company focusing more on software and service providence, rather than the 

physical products. One of the causes attributed to this consequence was the low margins that 

the company had in sale of physical products. 

 

"This has been something that I have been observing for a while now. The physical product 

revenue is basically zero. We are becoming more and more a company that provides services 

and support for informatic and office solutions. That is why on the last few years, there has 

been a bigger focus on the software and the services around the products we sell. but at the 

same time, this is also happening because the needs of our clients are changing..." 

 

When it came to the concern of acquiring new skills and competences for the company, the 

leader defended the training of the existing personnel and simultaneously recognized the 

selection of new workers could also bring a lot of benefits to the company.  

 

"I always prioritize the training of my employees than selecting someone from outside of the 

company. Many people have been working here for a long time, and it is also much cheaper 

and easier for me to train someone from the ground up, than training the people who do not 

already know the business. That does not mean that "new talents" is not good or necessary! 

[...] But if I can choose, I prefer to educate my employees." 

 

Employees of company C all agreed that digital change was something necessary for the 

company. The reason why they considered it a necessity was, on the other hand, more disperse. 

One of the employees expressed the inevitability of digital change due to competition in the 

market where they operate; other was more concerned about client’s needs; and finally, one 

interviewee regarded the digital change to be important due to not being complacent in a fast-

changing market. 

 

"Of course, change is important. We might be operating in a very small market, but if we do 

not keep up with what our clients are asking, what's the point, right?" 
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Regarding the digital driven changes that have been implemented so far, the overall response 

of the employees was positive. Confusion may have been more explicit at the beginning stage 

of adoption, but some of the interviewees mentioned that they had the notion the changes were 

implemented with the overall goal to ease their daily jobs. 

 

“So far, everyone has taken these changes well. Some confusion was in the begging, while 

people were not used to work with certain programs, but I think everyone knew it was a good 

thing" 

 

However, when it came to knowing and predicting how the company could change in the future, 

the answers became both less clear and certain. Some did not try to predict a possible future or 

direction the company could take, in regards to its business model or internal changes. 

 

"We can't know for sure what waits us 5 years from now…" 

 

"We can't be sure exactly how things will be from here on forward. But I believe that by 

keeping what we do the best now, we should prevail.” 

 

However, one of the interviewees believed that the company would keep its core business of 

reselling tech material and solutions, but the company will emphasise more on the software and 

service side of business rather than physical products, in the future.  

 

"It is tough to say, but I'm sure that we will keep our core business, but a bit more leaned on 

the services than the products. The products nowadays do not matter that much, the client 

values the relationship and the service a lot. And fortunately, we are quite good at that, and 

always give our best" 

 

Two of the interviewees mentioned a new digital solution that company C is currently 

developing for themselves. It was emphasized that it has the potential to be sold to clients as 

well. This confirms what the leader stated about the company being a “proof of concept” for 

some of the developed solutions.  

 

“The next challenge, the one we are developing right now, is to make all documents and other 

things available for the sales and support teams at the same time, via a cloud-based system. It 

is still in development, and being built on top of one of the software we sell here, and we have 

been using for some years now. We can see that everyone is begging for it because it will 

make everyone's lives easier. No more need to call each other to ask for small information 

that today is accessed remotely" 

 

It is also worth noting that both of the employees that mentioned this solution are involved in 

its development. The employees mentioned that the idea is to have all information available for 

the entire company, and to make possible for the sales team to carry tablets with them including 

demos of most of the products the company has. Regarding the acquisition of new skills or 

competencies, two interviewees said it was better to train existing personnel, while two others 
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said there should be a balance of training existing personnel and selecting new workers. All of 

them mentioned that the training of the existing staff is important and should not be dismissed. 

The interviewees that expressed the need for a balance mentioned that a new point of view for 

the company can be something positive. 

 

"I think it is always better to train who is inside the company already. We already have a lot 

of knowledge about the company, how it works, the small quirks, everything. Training 

someone new from the ground up takes a lot of work, a lot of time." 

 

"A balance of the two is the best way. We cannot dismiss the existing workers; they need to 

keep up with things. But at the same time, a fresh new set of eyes can make a lot of difference 

for an established company like ours." 

 

4.3 Leadership 

 

4.3.1 Company A 

 

Regarding the leadership style, the leader mentioned that the culture and environment is open 

and informal towards each other. Even concerning some issues and feedback, he mentioned that 

the door of his office is always open, and people could speak freely without any problem. 

 

"We are very open to our employees, to any feedback that they have. I always say that if there 

is a problem or suggestion about anything in the company, the doors to our offices are always 

open to everyone. [...] The company is small and we are colleagues that have known each 

other for a long time, so many things are discussed and decided informally.” 

 

At the same time, the leader also mentioned that some processes were not followed properly 

due to these same factors. The leader tries to combat that by implementing more structured 

processes, but states that it can be something hard to make people follow, especially since he 

has started as the acting leader of the company only two years ago. 

 

"…sometimes it is easy for people to forget they need to follow the processes. It was not like 

that a while back [...] But now, we are bigger, have bigger clients and have more segmented 

departments so these processes were developed to ensure a better control over every part of 

the company." 

 

In regards to the way feedback is transferred through the organization, the leader mentioned 

that there is no defined process for that. He stated that if any employee has some sort of 

suggestion, criticism or other subject they want to address, they can go directly to him to talk 

openly without any issue.  
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"We are very open to our employees and to any feedback that they have. I always say that if 

there is a problem or suggestion about anything in the company, i am available at my office. 

Due to our size, and closeness, it doesn't make sense for us to implement digital tools for 

that." 

 

Furthermore, the leader mentioned that he likes to give liberty and responsibility to his 

employees to solve issues and make decisions concerning client support. On the other hand, he 

also mentioned that he likes when the employees to come to him, whether to let him make the 

decisions himself, or to keep him updated on other issues. 

 

"Our employees are free to tackle small everyday issues as they see fit. But preferably, I 

always like them to pass things through me, especially if it is a big issue with a client. For 

that, I even always urge them to come to me, to keep me posted.” 

 

Concerning the strategy and vision of the company from a digital transformation standpoint, 

the leader recognized a lack of a defined strategy and vision for the company in general. He 

stated that the does not consider a defined strategy or a strategic vision to be a key for a company 

of their size, due to the continuous interaction between the leadership and the workforce. 

 

"We do not have defined strategies… We have goals and standards we try to maintain, but we 

do not start each year with a super defined plan. We should but since the market is so volatile 

and so many different things and problems happen every day, it is a bit hard to keep to a 

specific plan. And given our size, I do not think it is as important as in a big company. It is 

important, of course, but since we are very close to each other, it is easier to keep track of the 

goals of the people". 

 

With regards to the strategy, we asked the employees if they had any knowledge concerning a 

defined strategy for digital transformation. All of the interviewed employees mentioned that 

they had no knowledge of the existence of a defined strategy for digitally transform the 

company. One of the interviewees mentioned that the leadership of the company has a very 

clear willingness to digitally transform, but he did not know about any specific strategy. 

 

"There is a general recognition that it is important to become more digital, and the leadership 

is making efforts in that regard. But no, I do not think there is a structured strategy in place 

for that.” 

 

One of the employees also stated that she did not feel like the company had a defined long-term 

strategy, which resulted in some discomfort from her side. 

 

"I feel like we are a bit adrift. We do not know exactly where we are going. We know we are 

sailing for success but I do not know if our leadership know exactly how to get there.” 

 

 

 



 

49 
 

Concerning the overall responsibility level that the leader claimed employees to have, two of 

the interviewees mentioned they do have a certain degree of freedom to tackle some issues, but 

that it was not prevalent. At some point, they need to go through the leadership of the company 

to move forward with their decisions. One of them even mentioned if the decisions she made 

turned out to be bad, or result on a less positive outcome, she would consequently be responsible 

for them.  

 

"I can make my own decisions, but if they do not turn up good, I need to answer for them" 

 

"... we can try to solve everyday issues on our own, and how we see fit, but whenever it is 

major problems with clients, I always ask for approval (of the leadership), as well as most of 

my colleagues."  

 

Regarding the feedback process, all of the employees interviewed mentioned that there is no 

structured process for feedback. But at the same time, they again stressed they could go to the 

office of the leader and address their concerns directly. Although, one of the employees 

expressed concerns about the effectiveness and true value of these feedback conversations with 

the leader. She mentioned that sometimes the feedback given can be forgotten or dismissed due 

to a lack of formal record to keep the suggestions or other types of feedback. 

 

"They always say that their door is open for new ideas, or criticism. I really like the feeling of 

being able to be heard and the fact that my opinion matters" 

 

"The leadership claims that we can always talk to them when we have ideas to improve 

things, but most of the times, what is said is either forgotten or not taken into account." 

 

4.3.2 Company B 

 

The leader of company B also stated that the company had no defined long-term strategy or 

vision. He claimed that the constant change and challenges that the market presents make it 

difficult for the company to land in a specific vision or strategy. If they would do it, he states 

that it would be hard to keep the same vision and strategy due to a need for change depending 

on the challenges the are dealing at a certain point. 

 

"It is a bit hard to create a definite vision for the future. When the year starts you can know 

and have the vision of where you want to land, but as problems, challenges and other factors 

start to appear, that vision can become a bit blurry and hard to define. [...] The same way 

Mao Zedong said "the path is created by walking". And that is more and less what we do. 

[...]Since it is a small company, it is relatively easy to have everyone on the same page, so it 

is something that everyone knows about." 
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Concerning the future of the company, the leader also mentioned that the company has some 

potential to digitize certain processes and operations. However, he does not consider that a 

priority in the current state of the company. 

 

"I do see a lot of potential in investing in the digitalization of certain operations we have, but 

for now, I think it is important to firstly identify what the revenue streams are that generates 

most profit, or otherwise have the most potential, and focus on them...” 

 

Regarding the internal feedback and communication of company, the leader, likewise to 

Company A, classified it as open and without a need to be structured. The interviewee even 

considered it to be an advantage for the quick adaptation of selling new products and solutions. 

 

"We are in constant contact with each other. Fortunately, our company size allows us to do 

that with relative ease. So, whenever there is a product with potential, or a client that asks for 

a specific solution, we try to adapt and deliver on both at the same time. And I think everyone 

feels comfortable to tell me if something is wrong, or needs improvement." 

 

When the employee was asked if the company currently had any type of strategy to digitally 

transform, he stated that it currently does not exist. He also considered that digital solutions 

make sense to be adopted when they have a clear benefit. 

 

"No, currently, there is no defined strategy to become more digital. I think it is more a matter 

of us identifying opportunities and adopting new tools when they make sense." 

 

On the same note, the employee also mentioned that the culture of the company is quite open. 

He states that it also helps them to be in constant contact with each other, enabling a quick 

response on feedback, quick adaptation of new products for sale, since much of the support is 

given by the main brands they represent. When asked if they used an internal digital tool for 

communication purposes, he responded:  

 

"No, I do not think we need that (digital tool for feedback to leadership). We are quite small, 

and everyone talks to each other, so there is no need for that. […] If something can be 

improved, we can discuss it with each other and the leadership without any problem." 

 

4.3.3 Company C 

 

Regarding the existence of specific strategies for digital transformation, the leader of company 

C mentioned that the company does not have a defined strategy. They usually adopt when a 

specific need arises, either on their side or the client side. He also expressed concerns related to 

the lack of organization and strategy for digital transformation. More specifically, the current 

development of a digital solution. 
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"We do not have anything defined. We usually adopt changes that we develop for our 

customers, when they make sense. For example, our IT-workers, mainly two of them are in 

charge of developing a solution to help our sales personnel. But It is hard for them to do it, 

due to our size. They are valuable in our daily operations, and they cannot afford to dedicate 

more time to development. [...]” 

 

The leader also expressed some concern about his own lack of knowledge regarding new 

technologies and new digital solutions, which he said might hinder his ability to plan and make 

decisions in relation to them. 

 

“It is also hard to structure this due to my overall lack of knowledge when it comes to IT-

related things. I'm getting a bit behind regarding a lot of new technologies..." 

 

The leader also expressed trust on his employees’ judgment to make their own decisions. 

However, he also claimed to keep a close eye on what is going on, including a daily 

conversation with each employee to be up to date. He also stated that this need for close control 

has resulted in the development of a digital solution for reporting. 

 

"I always trust the workers with their judgement. They usually deal with most situations 

without me being a part of it, but I still like to keep a close eye on things. Almost daily I have 

small conversations with them to know what they did during the day, to keep track of what is 

going on. Recently, I also implemented a report system in our network, so our technicians and 

salesmen state what they have going on, what they have solved, and what are the toughest 

things they are dealing with. But a lot of things still fall in my lap for me to intervene. But I 

also like it like this, because I always like to know what is going on in my company" 

 

In terms of feedback chain, the leader mentioned that the company does not have any active 

digital solution but also, they currently sense they do not need one. Similarly, to the other 

companies, he stated that the employees are free to go and give feedback directly to him, 

without the need for any formal processes. He claims that they can express their concerns about 

anything they want and in case of an eventual problem, they work together to reach a solution. 

 

"I always tell all of my employees that they can approach me with everything. I do not think 

anyone is afraid to suggest new things or anything. And many times, they come and complain 

about somethings that they say do not make sense, some processes, or other things, and we 

always try to look for an answer together, if possible." 

 

According to the employees interviewed, they mutually acknowledged that the company does 

not have a specific strategy to digitally transform. One of them recognizes that it is something 

they should have in place, while other embraces the difficulty of defining a strategy for that. 

This was connected to the lack of organizational structure due to size. 
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"We do not have anything defined. It is also a bit hard to define, due to our lack of a 

specialized person or team to do that job. Since the development of the solutions we want to 

implement is done whenever we have a bit of breathing time in our daily tasks, it is hard to 

define, and especially to set deadlines to side projects." 

 

Examining responsibilities and the decision-making autonomy of the employees, most of them 

claim to have a small autonomy when it comes to making decisions. They can make direct 

decisions only in smaller situations. Otherwise, they claim that decision making should be left 

for the leader of the company.  

 

"Every major decision or situation should always be taken to (leader's name). He is in charge 

of most decisions in the company and has a very close connection with most of the client's so 

most things go by him. Minor things are usually solved by the sales or support team, 

immediately" 

 

"We are open to deal with some issues in our own way, especially small things. But the boss 

still likes to keep a close eye on things, and he intervenes whenever necessary." 

 

However, when it comes to more technical situations or issues, one of the employees responded 

that the leader gives more autonomy to the IT department. He claimed that this is due to the 

leader’s lack of knowledge about the IT side of the business. 

 

"We tend to solve a lot of things on our own, given that our boss doesn't know a lot of 

technicalities about some software, or other types of systems" 

 

The employees also claimed that the company did not have any digital system or tool in place 

to provide feedback. At the same time, they agreed that such a system would not make sense in 

the company, due to the flat organizational structure and a general openness. Furthermore, the 

employees of company C stressed that the leader encourages the providence of feedback about 

anything that the employees might think needs improvement or suggestions for new solutions. 

 

"We do not have any system for feedback, but we also do not need one. We are a small 

company and the leader tends to always be around. He also encourages us to speak out 

whenever there is something that we do not agree with or want to improve." 

 

"We are encouraged to speak directly to our leader about things like that. Given that we are a 

small company, that is also quite easy to do, so there's no problem there.” 
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5. Analysis 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

This section will provide the analysis of our findings in relation to relevant theories. Firstly, 

we identify three key challenges from the empirical findings that is connected to digital 

transformation, thereafter we look into how leadership and strategies can help assert these 

challenges. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

5.1 Current challenges  

 

Delivering on customer demands and ensuring customer satisfaction 

 

Li et al. (2018) introduced two core challenges that usually are portrayed in small enterprises 

in regards to digital transformation. The first challenge was inadequate resources, meaning 

monetary sources to invest in digital transformation enablers. The other challenge was limited 

capabilities, which refers to factors such as limited knowledge, organizational prerequisites and 

market conditions to digitally transform. A challenge that is mutually conceived in company A, 

company B and company C, including both the leaders and employees’ point of view, is to 

deliver on customer demands and ensuring customer satisfaction. The leader of company A 

stated that “customer satisfaction is our number one concern and priority”. Additionally, one 

of the employees in company C shared the opinion by expressing that “The client satisfaction 

is the biggest challenge by far.”. The employee of company C, in turn, gave practical evidence 

on how harsh the customer demands are for them by saying: “…saying to the client to pay for 

4 hours of customer support? Not here. At all. It is an insane challenge. People don't understand 

that takes a lot of time to solve an IT-related issue. Sometimes we spend 5 hours solving it, 

charge 1 or 2 hours and they still complain that it's too much.". Kane et al. (2015) described 

that increased customer demands derives from increased competition because of digital 

technologies and its effect on globalization.  More specifically, the current business 

environment is swiftly and dramatically changing, and technology is shaping the way 

organisations transform, gain and retain their competitive advantage. Digital transformation is 

enabling new ways of producing goods and offering services to increase customer satisfaction 

standards, for instance through identifying better ways to engage customers, employees and 

supply chains; improving operational efficiency and fostering innovation (Shahiduzzaman & 

Marek, 2018). On the other hand, digital transformation is a complex process that demands 

significant organizational change on an agile level. Matt et al. (2015) states that companies 

making commitments towards a digital transformation are facing the necessity to digitally 

transform their business model, key business operations, organizational structures and 

management concepts to embrace these strategic transformations. Evidently, from the empirical 

findings, both company A and B declared that in case of investing in new solutions or 

commitments towards digital transformation, they want to reduce the risks and ensure a safe 

return of investment. Li et al. (2016) assert that SMEs face difficulties in the process of digital 

transformation due to the organizational change and commitment it demands. Therefore, it can 

be a difficulty in small enterprises due to the previous recognized limited resources and 

capabilities. 
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Lack of communication  

 

Another challenge highlighted from the empirical findings is the lack of internal and external 

communication. In company A, most of the employees believed that the communication was 

good due to factors such as their small size, dynamic culture and the sharing of the same 

location. However, one of the employees referred that the internal communication sometimes 

turns out to be a problem by stating "… despite being a small company, sometimes we do not 

communicate as we should. A lot of times, there is a problem, and it is always because someone 

didn't spoke with who they needed, or someone thought that another person was in charge of 

some things”.  The leader of company A examined the situation from another standpoint by 

expressing that “Ensuring that all processes in the company is going according to plan can be 

a bit hard, due to our size as well. […] Sometimes people tend to deviate from some of the few 

established processes. Whilst internal communication in small enterprises can be viewed as 

elementary due to the above-mentioned factors, bigger enterprises face issues more related to a 

higher number of employees and voices to be heard, complex organizational structures, 

different departments and offices. Holistically seen, the employee and the leader are unveiling 

the communication issue from different perspectives. This indicates that the communication 

efficiency could be enhanced. Men (2014) argues that controlling and being able to organize 

communication channels and flows effectively is a crucial transformational leadership element. 

As mentioned before, transformational leadership, in turn, is enabling the organizational agility 

needed for digital transformation (Besson & Rowe, 2012). 

 

In company C, two of the employees mentioned lack of external communication, the 

communication between the company and their clients, to be one of the challenges. One of 

those interviewees acknowledged it was the biggest challenge they had by saying: “My biggest 

challenge every day is the communication with the client, trying to figure out exactly what they 

want.” Both of them agreed that it was a generational issue by stating that: “[...] Most of the 

clients in the region are owned by an older generation, which makes it hard to explain some 

concepts and make them see the usefulness of them.” and “Especially with older people... I 

spend a lot of time going back and forth with the client just to figure out what they mean.”. The 

external communication between company and clients was stated to be a challenge by the 

employees, which could be a result of them having key operational roles more connected to 

daily interactional with customers. As such, the education of workforce on how to properly 

communicate the products and services is crucial. The leader of company C realized the issue 

of external communication with clients, not only to assist employees, but also to deliver from a 

product perspective. The firm has made commitments to ease the situation by developing a 

digital solution that serves as a product manual for the clients. Correspondingly, various 

scholars acknowledge that development of digital technologies have the potential to improve 

operational efficiency and fostering innovation as well as delivering customer satisfaction 

(Downes & Nunes, 2013; Shahiduzzaman & Marek, 2018; von leipzig et al., 2017). 
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Lack of strategies, visions and long-term goals 

 

In company B, both the leader and the employee mentioned the uncertainty of the market as 

being a challenge. The leader asserted that: “We are aware that our main business [printing 

solutions] can in fact change a lot in the next years. There is a lot of companies and markets 

that will never let go of it, but that is also why we try to diversify our offer of products as much 

as possible, so we do not have all of the flowers in one basket.”. While printing solutions is 

gradually getting dominated by digital technology alternatives, he argued that: Probably in 50 

or 60 years things will be completely different. But on the other hand, since I'm already almost 

58 years old, that won't be a problem for me”. While there is a cognition from the leaders’ point 

of view that the market is rapidly changing, they additionally take actions in an attempt to stay 

competitive through diversification of products. According to Li et al. (2018) leader cognition 

in SMEs affect managers sense of market changes and their subsequent adaptations to them. 

Therefore, it is a crucial leadership ability to sense market changes and adapt. The leader of 

company C evidently provides their example: “We have been using digital tools and other 

software for some time now, since we have been selling them for some time as well.” Adding a 

further dimension, Kahai et al. (2013) describes that a transformational leadership will enable 

employees to recognize themselves with the leader view to help the him reach long-term 

strategies, visions and goals. In accordance with the statement by Kahai et al. (2013), the 

employee from company B recognizes the same challenge and states that: “Given that some of 

the core businesses that we have been focusing on are very mature and with low profit margins, 

we are looking into how can we diversify our business to make it more competitive. That is a 

very important challenge for us at this stage, since some new markets where we are entering 

are a lot newer and "green" (low maturation) and can help us with our future. The problem is 

to map and identify which ones will be key for us.”. However, it can also be observed that a 

long-term strategy, vision or goal does not seem to exist. The leader of company B explains 

that he eventually will retire from his position and thus, the future challenge will not be a 

problem for him. Therefore, short-term adaptability seems to dominate long-term visions. This 

phenomenon is, according to Matzler et al. (2008), common in the context of SMEs. The 

authors argue that due to the fast change of technologies, customer demands and competition, 

SMEs adapt their products and services to these new opportunities and threats. This is also 

evident in company A, where the leader express that: “We do not have defined strategies… We 

have goals and standards we try to maintain, but we do not start each year with a super defined 

plan. We should but since the market is so volatile and so many different things and problems 

happen every day, it is a bit hard to keep to a specific plan”. In company C, the employees 

interviewed relate the lack of digital long-term strategies, visions and goals with the 

unpredictability of the market, which further supports the statement by Matzler et al. (2008). 

Despite there is evidence that a desire to digitise exists for the selected case companies, a correct 

or clearly defined method for harvesting the benefits does not. This is evident by the disperse 

amount of definitions that poses the overall concept of digital transformation (Table 1). 

According to von Leipzieg et al. (2017), this is where a company needs to map their current 

level of digital capabilities and evolve them to gain a competitive advantage. Through assessing 

their current state of digital maturity, the companies will have a recognition over their digital 

maturity and thus implement a strategy for how to digitally transform. Furthermore, Rossmann 



 

56 
 

(2018) argues that through having a clear strategy that is measurable, the companies can receive 

a diagnosis indicating areas of improvement. Thus, a long-term strategy which can be defined 

which will contribute to a long-term success.  

 

5.2 Leadership and Digital Transformation 

 

Based on our findings, we can see a lot of similarities between each company. All companies 

mention and describe their culture as being “open”, with free-flowing communication between 

leadership and employees present at all times. The feedback regarding possible suggestions and 

other concerns is done by employees talking directly with the respective leaders. None of them 

has a defined structure or digital tool for feedback. Communication plays a key role in the 

digital transformation of companies. This is connected to the requirement of quick agility and 

responsiveness that digital transformation requires from the companies adopting the change (Li 

et al., 2016; Kohnke, 2017). According to Schwarzmüller et al. (2018), to make sure that 

transformational leadership is fruitful, it needs communication to be coherent between the 

leaders and the employees.  The leader of company C is mentioned as asking his employees for 

feedback or opinion: “...He also encourages us to speak out whenever there is something that 

we do not agree with or want to improve." , which is an indicator that the leader is implementing 

some key aspects of transformational leadership and is aware of their benefits. However, one 

of the employees from company A mentioned some of the feedback is forgotten by the 

leadership or is not considered. Kahai et al. (2013), as well as Bass & Avolio (1994), argues 

that transformational leadership requires leadership to pay attention to employees’ perspectives. 

This means that the leadership of the company needs to lookout for situations like this, to ensure 

that employees do not feel like their opinion is dismissed, making their motivation and 

performance suffer from it (Kahai et al., 2013).   

 

One of the major findings from our empirical study was the indication that none of the 

companies interviewed has a long-term strategy for the company, nor for the digital 

transformation they are undergoing through. The leaders of the companies mentioned aspects 

such as: “The same way Mao Zedong said “"the path is created by walking"”, and that is more 

and less what we do”; “We do not have anything defined.”. This shows both that the companies 

do not have a long-term strategy, but also that the change and current commitment to digital 

transformation is mostly reactionary, rather than proactive. However, this lack of a defined 

vision and strategy can result in discomfort and fear from the employees, how it can be seen in 

some situations. Therefore, the leaders mainly conduct changes or adapt new solutions and 

strategies when they see a clear need for it. Companies need defined strategies to better 

implement digital transformation (Hess et al., 2016; Kane et al., 2015). 

 

In terms of decision-making freedom and responsibility level, company A and company C are 

in a similar situation, with the respective leaders and employees agreeing upon the situation of 

each company. Both companies give their employees some freedom to tackle small issues 

concerning problems with clients and other types of situations, but the leaders still have the 

main power when it comes to decision-making: "Every major decision or situation should 
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always be taken to (leader's name)”; "Our employees are free to tackle small everyday issues 

as they see fit. But preferably, I always like them to pass things through me…”. So, the 

employees have some freedom to tackle certain situations, which is key, both from a 

transformational leadership and digital transformation point of view. This freedom and 

autonomy of decision-making greatly promotes agility and adaptability of the company and 

facilitates fast-demanding organizational changes (McConnell, 2000; Li et al., 2016). It can be 

seen that the leaders know the importance of letting the employees follow through with some 

decisions, and how it represents a positive outcome for the company.  

 

It is also worth noting that company C gives more freedom to the IT-department than the rest 

of the company. This became evident by one of the employees: "We tend to solve a lot of things 

on our own, given that our boss doesn't know a lot of technicalities about some software, or 

other types of systems". This means that the leader does not feel comfortable making decisions 

on areas where he is not an expert, but also that the organizational structure gives the 

opportunity to assert decision-making to the IT-department. This aspect connects to the training 

and education of the workforce with new skills for digital transformation. Therefore, companies 

need to invest for education and training, because it is important that current workers of the 

companies acquire competences and capabilities to better cope with changes (Matt et al. 2015; 

von Leipzig et al; 2017; Schumacher et al., 2016).  

 

Leaders and employees of the companies A and C showed a big support for the training of the 

existing workforce. Both leaders demonstrated an interest and preference for investing in the 

training of their personnel. They both understood the motivational aspect that training provides 

for the employees, which shows traits transformational leadership. Transformational leadership 

is concerned about the intellectual stimulation of the workforce, which results in an increased 

motivation on behalf of the employees to move the organization forward (von Leipzig et al., 

2017). Consequently, this create an agile organization where employees drive positive change 

and are capable of making better decisions, without the intervention of the leader (Rosing et al., 

2011). Although, both leaders of companies A and C also recognized the value of hiring new 

talents for the companies. This could be observed in the empirical findings, where both 

employees and leaders highlighted that a “balance” was important for the future of the 

company. Again, this is supported by Matt et al. (2015) and Schumacher et al. (2016) where it 

is argued that new talents are key for the agility of the company.  

 

The focus on training and education of the workforce that companies A and C demonstrated 

can help explain the ease of acceptance for new changes and digital tools by the employees: 

“...the digital tools that we have implemented have been adapted quite well by the employees”. 

Company B also showed it has some digital tools currently in place, but it did not mention how 

the acceptance of them was in the beginning. The leader of company C mentioned how he was 

always clear with the communication of the benefits of the digital tools: “...I always made it 

clear that it was with the aim of helping us”. This can also help explain the easy adoption from 

the employees, which some support: “...people were not used to work with certain programs, 

but I think everyone knew it was a good thing." 

 



 

58 
 

As mentioned above, a common denominator is that any of the companies interviewed do not 

have a defined long-term strategy for digitally transform their business. However, that does not 

mean companies interviewed are not willing to transform or do not see potential in 

transformation. Company A, B and C all mention that digital transformation is their future. 

Company A and C illustrate some long-term attentiveness such as commitments to create 

development teams for new software or solutions based on the products they sell. Company B 

claims not to have that planned for now, but it is an option for their future: “Perhaps in the 

future if we change it, it might be different.”. This shows that the leaders of these companies 

understand the value of exploration and creation of new solutions. They are incrementally 

creating and adding value to the products and services they feel comfortable with and starting 

to develop long-term related solutions themselves. It is linked to theoretical concept of 

ambidexterity. As mentioned in the theory, ambidexterity consists of the ability to use 

explorative and exploitative innovation techniques in organizations (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 

2004; He & Wong; 2004; Rosing et al. 2011). By adopting digital tools to improve current 

operations and recognizing the importance of developing new solutions, it can be argued that 

companies A and C show an early form of adoption in regard to ambidexterity. In company B, 

although they do not develop their own new solutions, they recognize its value and considers it 

as an option to their future. They identify the need for providing solutions adjusted to the needs 

of specific customers. Once again, this also indicates the value that digital transformation has 

for the companies.  

 

In all companies, there is a clear recognition that software and services have become a core 

business for them, and it will surpass the business of reselling physical products. For company 

B, it makes part of the same solution they offer to their customers: "…The software is very 

implied to our products. Since when we sell physical products, we also provide the digital 

software’s to go along with it.”. It can be examined that company A, B and C recognize the 

value these solutions represent for them. This is another strong indicator on the need to digitally 

transform. Platforms and IT-based solutions are considered the objective for many product 

focused companies, since there is a need in today’s markets for services more than physical 

products (Bossert & Desmet, 2019). Digital transformation will be key on the adoption of these 

solutions. Evidently, one of the leaders argues that the need for change has already arrived: 

“That is why on the last few years, there has been a bigger focus on the software’s and the 

services around the products we sell. but at the same time, this is also happening because the 

needs of our clients are changing…”; “...more leaned on the services than the products. The 

products nowadays do not matter that much, the client values the relationship and the service 

a lot.”. This shows that the companies have been making efforts to change and adapt to meet 

customer needs and how the service side of their business is becoming increasingly important. 

Digital transformation will further enhance the change and adaptation power of the companies, 

that can be used to provide better service and, in turn, contribute for customer satisfaction 

(Bossert & Desmet, 2019; Matt et al., 2015; von Leipzig et al., 2017; Schumacher et al., 2016). 
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6. Conclusion 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

In this section, we will address the research questions as a follow-up from the analysis. Firstly, 

we will present a table of most frequent current challenges mentioned by either employees or 

leaders as well as how it connects to DT. From this point, we will recommend how the leaders 

can address challenges through leadership and strategies. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

6.1 Main Conclusions and Answers 

 

Research Question 1: What key digital transformation challenges are small tech reselling 

firms currently facing? 

 

From the collected data, the case companies highlighted a various range of challenges they are 

currently facing. However, not all of the mentioned challenges were taken into consideration. 

First of all, since this is a multiple case study, we focused in identifying commonly conceived 

challenges between the three case companies, with the distinct target to be able to see key 

challenges from the tech-reselling industry perspective rather than individual company 

perspectives. One company for instance mentioned the market maturity of their portfolio of 

products to be one of the challenges. Whilst it acknowledged it can still have a connection to 

digital transformation, it was not identified as a potential key challenge applicable to a wider 

context. Instead, challenges considered “key” were identified and selected based on three 

criteria: (1) the amount times the challenges were highlighted, indicating how important and 

widespread the challenge is when applying it to the wider context of tech-reselling industry. (2) 

the challenge needed to be related to a leadership context, meaning that a leader could take 

actions to address the problem. This was a crucial factor to consider since the aim of the study 

is to assess current conditions of digital transformation in small tech-reselling enterprises and 

recommend digital transformation strategies for the leaders. Finally, (3) the selected key 

challenges needed a connection to digital transformation and more specifically to the context 

of SMEs.  

 

The three identified key challenges that small tech-reselling firms currently face are: Delivering 

on customer demands and ensuring customer satisfaction; lack of communication; lack of 

strategies, vision and long-term goals. The table below sums up the identified key challenges, 

together with the above-mentioned criteria. 
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 #mentions Key Challenge(s)  How it connects to digital 

transformation and leadership 

Company A 

 

Company B 

 

Company C 

11 Delivering on 

customer demands 

and ensuring 

customer 

satisfaction 

Is according to various scholars the 

main purpose of digital transformation.  

Increase of customer demands mainly 

derives from a strong competitive 

market posed by the rapid development 

of digital technologies together with 

increased globalization. 

Company A 

 

Company B 

 

Company C 

6 Lack of 

communication 

A well organized and structured internal 

communication, commonly established 

through a transformational leadership, is 

a critical aspect in order to facilitate the 

agile organization digital transformation 

demands. 

 

The development of digital technologies 

to foster external communication have 

the potential to improve the process of 

operational efficiency and fostering 

innovation as well as delivering 

customer satisfaction.  

Company A 

 

Company B 

 

Company C 

5 Lack of Strategies, 

visions and long-

term goals 

Defined digital strategies, leadership 

visions and long-term goals enables 

digital transformation to be successfully 

incubated inside an organization. 

Table 7 - Presentation of key challenges. Source: Authors 

 

Based on our findings and analysis, we can make some key observations where we based our 

conclusions regarding digital transformation of small tech-reselling enterprises. 

 

Despite companies in the small tech reselling industry having gone through some stage of 

digital transformation, or usage of some digital tools, we concluded that they lack in long-term 

vision or strategy to digitally transform. This is a key factor for the success of digital 

transformation. Some employees showed discomfort from the lack of strategy and defined 

vision from the future of the companies. As a result, we recommend vividly that small tech 

resellers define a strategy for their future, both to better digitally transform and to better align 

the whole organization for the same goal. Moreover, by defining a strategy, it will help to 

prevent situations where employees feel uncomfortable and where the leaders feel uncertain 

about their future.  
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The definition of long-term strategies will allow companies to focus on one of their major 

concerns: delivering on customer needs and ensuring customer satisfaction. As mentioned by a 

variety of authors, the aim of digital transformation is to guarantee customer satisfaction. Small 

tech resellers are aware that digital transformation can help them deal and adapt to new 

customer needs that are constantly appearing. However, we could observe that the selected 

small tech reselling firms do not try to adapt digital transformation proactively, to be ready for 

what the market asks immediately. Companies only adopt new changes upon request from the 

market, and they can see a clear benefit or gain from the changes. Thus, it is an indication that 

companies within this industry behave this way. Leaders of small tech resellers showed 

concerns about looking for a clear benefit, monetary or not, when it came to adopt digital 

transformation. Given this, we identified a clear problem with this mindset for small tech 

resellers. Earlier academic research states that digital transformation is an ongoing process of 

change. This search for immediate compensation can pose a problem, since it makes the 

companies and their leaders to give up on potential digital solutions too quickly. As a result, 

this shows some impatience from companies within this industry to show immediate results. 

This can be demonstrated by Figure 3, where explorational solutions can take time until they 

start showing proper results, which can lead to some impatience. But in the long-term, those 

results have the potential to exponentially grow. As previously stated, this impatience relates to 

the lack of long-term vision by small tech resellers, which needs to be rectified. Furthermore, 

our recommendation is to follow what literature mentions regarding digital transformation and 

treat it as a constant process. Instead of giving up on solutions that did not work as intended, 

companies should look for the reasons why they did not work and try to improve on them.  

 

Other observation made was concerning the freedom of decision making and level of 

responsibility the employees had in small tech resellers. Although the leaders of these 

companies give some freedom on how the employees tackle some of their everyday issues, they 

should allocate more responsibility to the employees and make them more participative in the 

decision-making process. As mentioned in the analysis, a higher-level freedom and higher 

responsibility by the employees can help boost adaptability and agility for the companies and, 

in turn, result in faster responses to new needs and customer demands. Given the leaders 

recognize the importance of fast change and problem solving, this can improve their quality of 

service by allowing faster responses and better agility to deal new problems, as well as promote 

the digital transformation of the company. For that end, we recommend leaders of small tech 

resellers in Portugal to increase the freedom and responsibility levels of their employees. 

 

It was also found that the workforce of small tech resellers had ease of adapting to new digital 

tools and other changes introduced in the companies. We concluded that this could be connected 

to the strong investment and priority that leaders have for the training of their staff. 

Additionally, the communication of leaders to express how important these changes were to the 

companies had a strong impact on the perception and openness of the employees concerning 

new changes. For that reason, we recommend that the leaders of small tech resellers emphasize 

the investment on training of staff. It will ensure both the positive adaptation of new tools and 

changes, as well as a high agility level for the companies in general. 
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Finally, communication emerged as a key finding for us, both from an internal and external 

perspective. The small tech resellers mentioned that communication was mainly done 

informally throughout the organization. In situations where the communication was clear, we 

could observe that it helped with the adoption of new digital tools or solutions. Yet, there were 

instances where we found that lack of communication was being mentioned both by the leaders 

and employees. The case companies do not have processes established for communicating 

internally. At the same time, small tech resellers base a lot of their communication with the 

client on personal contact and relationship building. This indicates that they also do not have 

established processes for external communication for clients. In our analysis, it was concluded 

that communication plays a key role in the digital transformation of companies, since it enables 

organizational agility. Therefore, we recommend that small tech resellers establish 

communication process tools to improve the effectiveness of the internal and external 

communication, with the objective of facilitating agility and thus a sustainable incubation of 

digital transformation. 

 

 

Research Question 2: How can leaders of small tech reselling firms use digital transformation 

strategies to address the challenges they are facing? 

 

Based on our study and conclusions, we defined a model with guidelines that small tech 

reselling firms can follow to address the challenges identified. 

 

 
Figure 4 - How to address challenges. Source: Authors 

 

Based on the theory that SMEs commonly are facing digital transformation issues such as 

inadequate resources and limited capabilities, we classified Leadership and Strategy as enablers 

of digital transformation in small enterprises. Arguably, both Leadership and Strategy operate 
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as factors that can either boost or cripple digital transformations of small tech resellers, but that 

do not necessarily entail any costs of implementation or are limited to organizational 

capabilities. Based on the recommendations we give to the companies, both Leadership and 

Strategy should be changed in a way where they can impulse digital transformation further. 

With the help of digital transformation, companies should be able to develop better solutions to 

deal with the identified key challenges, as well as harvesting the benefits of digital 

transformation. After that, we suggest small tech resellers to use DMMs to assess and measure 

their current digital maturity. By assessing the digital maturity, an organization will receive an 

indication of their current digital capabilities. When they have a diagnosis for their current state 

of digital maturity, they can furthermore utilize the DMM created by Rossmann (2018). Thus, 

through being able to measure digital transformation performance, organizations can also 

receive indications of in what areas they can improve, and the cycle could be re-assessed and 

measured again to advance even further. However, it should be noted that Rossmann’s (2018) 

DMM does not contemplate communication as a criterion. Since communication was 

established as a key challenge in our analysis, it should be both addressed as a challenge, and 

be contemplated as a criterion to be assessed and measured by the DMM. The solutions that are 

developed by the company to deal with the challenges should be assessed by Rossmann’s 

(2018) model, and should be constantly improved and subjected to assessment, due to digital 

solutions being able to evolve and be upgraded.  

 

To sum up, leaders should adjust their Leadership and Strategy in order to facilitate the digital 

transformation of the companies. After that, they should develop new digital solutions they see 

fit to deal with the key challenges identified. As a last step, DMMs (with the criteria of 

Communication considered) should be used to pinpoint the current state of digital maturity of 

a company and the solutions developed, with the aim of understanding how the solutions and 

the digital transformation of the company can be improved. 

6.2 Limitations and Future Research 

 

Despite our answers to the research questions, there is a lot of room to improve on the current 

topic of digital transformation in small companies, as well as leadership is small companies. 

 

Our study focuses on a small part of the tech market which, despite having a significant and 

interesting properties, it can raise some concerns regarding the transferability of our findings. 

The main challenges and recommendations were derived from our observations connected to 

digital transformation in small tech resellers. It should be mentioned that our study used 

literature concerning both big organizations and SMEs. Although small companies are 

incorporated within the SME spectrum, they have some key differences such as employee 

number and revenue threshold. Consequently, this might result in challenges and 

recommendations presented that might not be relevant or applicable to a wider context of small 

companies, other types of organizations or within different contexts. To that end, we suggest 

that further research is conducted to re-confirm the relevance of the challenges and 

recommendations indicated by our study. 
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Based on our findings, we also realize the potential to create an assessment and measurement 

model of the digital maturity specific for small companies. The Rossmann (2018) model used 

in our research was created by analysing many organizations from different sizes. It became 

clear that some key aspects were missing from this model when applying it in the context of 

SMEs. Hence, we recommend further research to be done, combining Rossmann (2018) model 

with our suggestion of adding Communication as a criterion to be assessed and measured. 

Furthermore, it is also worth noting that Rossmann (2018) model ought to be applied in different 

contexts for a longer period to confirm its accuracy. Since it is a recent model, it can be argued 

that further research should be done to validate this research.  

 

Additionally, we recommend the conduction of longitudinal studies with a similar research 

design and purpose. Digital transformation is considered a continuous process, which it is said 

to be ongoing for the current and future times. For that, a longitudinal multiple case study might 

uncover some interesting insights of how small tech resellers digitally transform, and how do 

they tackle their key challenges.  

 

As an endnote, we suggest that digital transformation needs to be further research as a concept. 

It is regarded that digital transformation is a continuous process, which deals with technological 

change, as well as fast changing needs and processes. For that reason, we argue that digital 

transformation should keep being an area of interest for academia. As it is such a volatile and 

fast changing concept, new insights and interesting findings can arguably be found for years to 

come. 
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8. Appendix 
 

Appendix A 

 

 

  

 

  

Value added by sector in % of GDP in Portugal. Source: (Statista Country Report Portugal, 2019) 
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Appendix B 

 

 

Year Size 

Total SME Big Enterprises 

2009 1.223.578 1.222.488 1.090 

2010 1.168.265 1.150.515 1.095 

2011 1.136.256 1.135.153 1.103 

2012 1.086.915 1.085.894 1.021 

2013 1.119.447 1.118.427 1.020 

2014 1.147.154 1.146.119 1.035 

2015 1.181.406 1.180.331 1.075 

2016 1.214.206 1.213.107 1.099 

2017 1.260.436 1.259.234 1.202 

Number of company types in Portugal. source: (INE & PORDATA, 2019) 

  



 

75 
 

Appendix C  

 

Consent for participation in interviews 

 

Qualitative research about Digital Transformation in Small-Tech Resellers in 

Portugal 

 

I agree to participate in a research project led by Jacob Torehov and João Capinha, from the 

Jönköping University in Jönköping, Sweden. The purpose of this document is to specify the 

terms of my participation in the project through being interviewed.   

 

1. I have been given sufficient information about this research project. The purpose of 

my participation as an interviewee in this project has been explained to me and is 

clear.   

 

2. My participation as an interviewee in this project is voluntary. There is no explicit 

or implicit coercion to participate.   

 

3. Participation involves participating in an interview led by researchers from the 

Jönköping International Business School. The focus group will last approximately 

60 minutes. I allow the researchers to take written notes during the interview. I also 

may allow the recording by audio of the interview. It is clear to me that in case I do 

not want the interview to be taped I am at any point of time fully entitled to withdraw 

from participation.   

 

4. I have the right not to answer any of the questions. If I feel uncomfortable in any 

way during the session, I have the right to withdraw from the interview.   

 

5. I have been given the explicit guarantees that, if I wish so, the researcher will not 

identify me by name or function in any reports using information obtained from this 

interview, and that my confidentiality as a participant in this study will remain 

secure. In all cases subsequent uses of records and data will be subject to standard 

data use policies at the EUI (Data Protection Policy).   

 

6. I have read and understood the points and statements of this form. I have had all my 

questions answered to my satisfaction, and I voluntarily agree to participate in this 

study.   

  

____________________________ ________________________   

Participant’s Signature                     Date   

 

____________________________ ________________________   

Researcher’s Signature                    Date   
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Appendix D  

 
Interview questions script 

 

Questions to Leaders  

 

1. General Questions (Time estimation: 5 - 10 minutes) 

 

1.1. How many employees do you have? 

1.2. How does your business model look like? 

1.3. How does the competition of your market look like? (Many competitors? Struggles? 

why/why not) 

1.4. What is your company vision? 

1.5. How digital would you consider that your type of industry is? (tech-reselling) 

1.6. When did you first make commitments of becoming digital? (start of digital journey) 

1.7. What is your profit for the last 3 years? 

 

2. Identifying challenges/how they solve it (Time estimation: 5 - 10 minutes) 

 

2.1. Can you describe some of the challenges that your company is facing right now? 

2.2. How are you dealing with these challenges? 

2.3. Do you have a digital solution for how to deal with your challenges? 

2.3.1. If yes, what digital solution? How does it work? 

2.3.2. If no, can you think of a way to solve these challenges with digital 

tools/technologies? 

 

3. Leadership (time estimation: 20 - 30 minutes) 

 

3.1. How has the digitization changed the way you lead the company?  

3.1.1. Have you seen any result? why/why not? 

3.2. Has digital transformation changed the way you give employees responsibilities? 

How? 

3.3. How much degree of freedom do you give your employees to solve the everyday 

problems that your company has?  

3.4. How have your employees faced digital change?  

3.4.1. How have you dealt with the challenges that they present? 

3.5. How open are you to digital technology solutions? Do you have any examples of a 

time where a digital solution helped you out? 

 

4. Digital Transformation (time estimation 20 - 25 minutes) 

 

4.1. Strategies 

4.1.1. Do you have a written strategy of how to become more digital? If not, do you 

think this is relevant? Why? 

4.1.1.1. Could you describe the strategy?  

4.1.1.2. How is it working so far? 
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4.1.1.3. Why do you think it works/does not work? 

 

4.2. Attitudes 

4.2.1. How significant is your firm’s IT to achieving strategic goals? 

4.2.2. How ambitious is your firm’s approach to new digital technologies? 

 

 

4.3. Perceptions of the future 

4.3.1. What is the vision of your future? 

4.3.2. How will you create revenue from future business operations? 

4.3.3. What will your future business scope be? 

4.3.4. What types of operational changes do you expect? 

4.3.5. What actions are you taking today to make sure that this will happen?  

4.3.6. Do you need to acquire new competencies? If so, how do you plan to acquire 

them? 

 

4.4. Resource allocation into IT 

4.4.1. How strong is the financial pressure on your current core business? 

4.4.2. In what areas do you allocate your resources today? 

4.4.2.1. Why these areas? 

4.4.3. How much resources do you allocate to the research and development in a 

digital context? 

4.4.3.1. What do you do? 

4.4.3.2. How is it working so far? 

4.4.3.3. Why do you think it works/does not work? 

 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 Questions to Employees 

 

1. Identifying challenges/how they solve it  (time estimation 10 - 15 minutes) 

 

1.1. Can you describe some of the challenges that your company is facing right now? 

1.2. How are you dealing with these challenges? 

1.3. Do you have a digital solution for how to deal with your challenges? 

1.3.1. If yes, what digital solution? How does it work? 

1.3.2. If no, can you think of a way to solve these challenges with digital 

tools/technologies? 

2. Digital Transformation (time estimation 20 - 30 minutes) 

2.1. Strategies 

2.1.1. With digital tools, how do you make sure that your customers are satisfied? 

2.1.2. Do you have a written strategy of how to become more digital? If not, do you 

think this is relevant? Why? 

 

2.2. Attitudes 

2.2.1. Do you think that research and development of digitization is crucial for your 

company? Why/why not? 
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2.2.2. Have you examined efforts to become more digital in your company? 

2.2.3. How did that change affected your work? Do you think it altered it for the 

better or not? 

2.2.4. How did the changes made you feel when they were implemented, and how 

do they make you feel now? 

 

2.3. Perceptions of the future 

2.3.1. What is the vision of your future? 

2.3.2. How will you create revenue from future business operations? 

2.3.3. What will your future business scope be? 

2.3.4. What types of operational changes do you expect? 

2.3.5. Do you need to acquire new competencies? If so, how do you think it is the 

best way to acquire them? 

2.3.6. How do you think new solutions can be better implemented in the company? 

2.3.7. Have you noticed any digital trends that you think could be useful in the 

future? 

 

2.4. Resource allocation into IT 

2.4.1. Do you feel that enough resources is spent into the development of your 

digitization? Why/why not? 

 

3. Leadership (time estimation 20 - 25 minutes) 

3.1.  What degree of liberty do you have to change processes, or tackle problems in a way 

you see fit? 

3.2. Who are the person(s) responsible for changing any process/model in the company? 

3.2.1. Does the company have any system or different way to take employee 

feedback and implement new solutions or changes based on that? How is it? If 

not, do you think this is important for your company? 

3.2.2. Do you feel like it is important for the company that you give feedback about 

different challenges, and that the leadership tries to work on them? Why/why 

not? 

 


