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Abstract

This qualitative multiple case study examines the perception and application of social skills in
the day-to-day activities of employees in Digital Fintech Start-ups in Sri Lanka. This study aims
to examine emotional intelligence, persuasive communication and networking in the context of
PayHere and U Pay. It explores employee perceptions of the importance of these competencies
for customer relations, team working, engaging with stakeholders, service adoption, and business

development work.

The data were gathered using 12 semi-structured interviews; 6 interviews with employees from
PayHere and 6 interviews with employees from U Pay. Customer-support, technical,
business-development and managerial roles were represented by participants. The data from the
interviews was thematised and themes were developed.Themes were extracted from interviews

to identify patterns, differences between both cases and connections between three social skills.

The results indicate that the workers related emotional intelligence to awareness of customer
issues, self-control, handling of problematic interactions and teamwork. Persuasive
communication was correlated with providing the benefit of digital-payment services and dealing
with uncertainty and creating trust with stakeholders. Internal coordination, knowledge sharing,
referrals, partnership, access to business opportunities were related to networking. The results

also suggest that these skills were often applied in combination, not as individual skills.

The study adds to the literature by focusing on the competencies of the employees rather than
those of the founders or leaders. It also offers each of the areas in the context of how
technological services are turned into comprehensible and relationship-dwelling experiences in a
resource-restricted emerging-market context. The results could help digital startups with

recruitment and training and employee development.

Keywords: employee social skills, emotional intelligence, persuasive communication,

networking, digital startups, fintech, Sri Lanka
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Background of the Study

The modern business world is characterized by the swift development of digital technologies that
have turned the functioning of organizations, their competition, and expansion into a vastly
different concept. Digital startups, based on technologies-driven platforms and novel business
models, have become one of the driving forces of economic growth and innovation. This
tendency has been growing in popularity over the last several years, with digital startups
expanding in the countries such as Sri Lanka, especially in the area of fintech, e-commerce, and

digital service provision (Abeygunasekara and Rodrigo, 2023).

Contrary to traditional businesses, a digital startup exists in a very dynamic and competitive
environment where only technological capabilities are not enough to achieve a successful
business but also human and social aspects. Although digital tools and platforms are crucial, the
capacity of people in these organizations to communicate, establish relationships and influence
stakeholders is significant towards success in business. These skills are known as a social skill in

totality.

Social skills such as emotional intelligence, persuasion and networking skills are being identified
as critical skills in contemporary organizations. These skills empower the entrepreneur and
employees in the digital startups to communicate well with customers, investors, partners and
team members. An example is emotional intelligence where one is able to interpret and handle
emotions during professional interaction and persuasion skills where one is able to influence
customer decision and support by stakeholders. Conversely, networking skills contribute to the

growth of useful relationships which may open resources and opportunities (Sashi, 2012).

The emergence of social media and the digital means of communication has further reinforced
the significance of social skills in business activities. Online interactions are essential to
marketing and customer engagement as well as brand building of digital startups. The social
competence is needed at high level in order to communicate and manage relationships in such
platforms (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Kietzmann et al., 2011). It has been demonstrated that
companies that proactively interact with the customers and other stakeholders via digital

platforms have a higher performance output (Parveen, Jaafar and Ainin, 2015).



However, in Sri Lankan context, digital transformation has also gained pace in the last few years,
particularly due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which compelled the businesses to use digital
solutions to remain in operation (Wijerathna, 2022). Online payment system like PayHere and U
Pay are an illustration of new businesses that are using technology to offer convenient payment
services. Nevertheless, they can only be as successful as the technological infrastructure allows
them to be, but also on the skills of the workers to deal with the users in a proper way, develop

trust, and create strong networks.

Although social skills have become more and more important, it is common with digital startups
because most of them are focused on technical skills and neglect interpersonal skills. This leaves
a knowledge gap in the role of social skills in the success of the startup, especially in developing
economies, such as Sri Lanka. Thus, there is a need to investigate the role of social skills on the

success and expansion of digital startups.

1.2 Research Problem

Digital startups are subject to a rapidly changing environment of technology, scarce resources,
volatile demand from customers, and fierce competition. While technology is an important
element of a digital product, it's not just the technology that makes the difference in which
startups are successful attracting customers to their products and services, forming partnerships,
and sustaining growth and which ones don't. Digital technologies need to be ultimately
introduced, explained, supported and integrated with relationships with customers, employees,
partners and other stakeholders. Therefore, the social skills of the employees that manage these
interactions could be a significant yet under-researched aspect of a digital startup's success

(Mudalige, 2023).

Combined with a digital financial service, this is a crucial problem. The services provided by the
fintech companies are often complex, intangible, and not well understood by some potential
users. Not only on the consistency of their technology, but also on their ability to build customer
trust, showcase the benefits of digital payment services, address customer issues and build strong
connections with banks, retailers, regulators and business partners. Relationship-building tasks

are often a part of customer service, sales, merchant support, technical coordination and



business-development positions. Their interpersonal skills can then impact the organisation's
ability to translate its technology into customer acceptance, stakeholder collaboration and

business expansion.

The significance of interpersonal skills in entrepreneurship and organisational performance has
been increasingly recognized in the existing literature. There are some restrictions, however.
First, the research literature on entrepreneurship focuses on entrepreneurs or entrepreneurial
leaders, namely those who are senior managers. The focus yields a shallow understanding of the
role of the daily social encounters of operational and customer facing workers in their
organisation's results. This is significant in a service-based digital startup where frontline and
support staff come in frequent contact with the organization's customers and external
stakeholders. These actions can have an impact on service quality, level of trust, customer

retention, and how the organisation can respond to operational challenges (Gunawardane et al.,

2022; Silva and Hansson, 2024).

Second, the prior literature has focused on employee technology adoption, social media use,
digital marketing and customer engagement, while neglecting to consider employee capabilities
that enable them to be effective, as noted by Alalwan et al., 2017; Samsudeen, Thelijjagoda and
Sanjeetha, 2021; and Tajvidi and Karami, 2021, respectively. It is true that digital communication
platforms offer customers engagement possibilities, but employees must still be able to
understand customers' needs, deal with challenging customers, convey value and maintain
positive relationships. This research tends to focus on either the availability or use of digital tools
and fails to consider the human processes that enable the tools to support the functioning of an

organisation.

Third, while past research often focuses on social competencies as individual skills, emotional
intelligence and persuasive communication and networking skills might well be complementary
in the work of employees. Emotional intelligence is linked to employees' ability to identify and
regulate emotions; show empathy; react to customers, colleagues and others; and deal with
interpersonal conflict. Persuasive communication is the process of communicating the value,
resolving uncertainty and influencing the thinking of stakeholders about a service or proposed
action. Networking is the process of building and nurturing connections to gain access to

knowledge, referrals, partnerships, market information and resources. A combined study of these



three competencies could, however, give an overall better picture of how employee-level social
interactions enable the activities of an organisation in digital startups (Sashi, 2012; Kwayu, Lal

and Abubakre, 2018).

An analytically interesting setting for exploring such processes is Sri Lanka. The digital start-up
and fintech landscape are evolving under a context where companies could face a lack of
resources, varying degrees of familiarity with digital, institutional uncertainty, and require
building confidence in a newer generation of financial technology (Mudalige, 2023; Perera et al.,
2021; Siriwardana and De Mel, 2022). Interpersonal relationship may be even more crucial in
such circumstances as startups cannot completely depend on their established brands or large
budgets or well-developed institutions for support. Workers might have to rely on their social
skills to overcome these limitations and establish trust, foster connections and communicate the

importance of unfamiliar online solutions (Mudalige, 2023).

Hence, the importance of the Sri Lankan case is not limited to Sri Lanka. Research on
employees' social skills in the context of a fast-growing and resource-limited fintech sector can
offer insights into the role of social skills in digital entrepreneurship in a context of uncertainty.
The study can contribute to an understanding of how employees turn technological capabilities
into relational and organisational outcomes such as customer trust, internal coordination,
technology adoption, entering into partnerships and market development. These mechanisms are
also applicable to digital startups in other emerging economies and developing markets
challenged by scarce resources and growing disparity in the familiarity of customers with digital
services. The aim is not to provide statistical generalisability to the rest of the world, but to
provide insights that are contextually specific and can be analytically transferable to similar

contexts.

PayHere and U Pay are suitable avenues for this analysis as both are part of Sri Lanka's digital
payments sector and rely on customer relationships, merchant support, financial institutions and
in-house technical teams. The challenges for both organisations are related to the need to build
trust, drive the adoption of digital payment solutions and manage the interactions with several
stakeholders, but their service models are different. An understanding of the experiences of

employees in these organisations can then give the depth needed to understand how social skills

10



are used in practice and the way the employees see their part in the success and growth of a

startup.

Therefore, the research problem of this study is that there is lack of understanding of the
application of the employee level social skill in the work activities of digital fintech startups and
perception of employees about how their application of the employee level social skill
contributes to the success and growth of the fintech company. This study tackles the issue by
conducting a qualitative multiple-case study on emotional intelligence and persuasive

communication and networking of the PayHere and U Pay employees.

1.3 Research Purpose

This study aims to gain a context-sensitive view to understand employee perceptions and
practices of social skills in Digital FinTech Startups in Sri Lanka. The study looks at how
employees feel, understand and use emotional intelligence, persuasive communication and
networking in their relationships with customers, co-workers, retailers, partners and other

stakeholders, rather than statistically measuring relationships between pre-determined variables.

More specifically, the study seeks to:

0 Explore how employees use emotional intelligence when managing customer relationships,

workplace interactions, service challenges and teamwork.

0 Examine how employees use persuasive communication to explain the value of digital

payment services, build stakeholder confidence and encourage customer or merchant

adoption.

0 Understand how employees develop and use networks to access information, resources,

referrals, partnerships and business opportunities.

0 Investigate how emotional intelligence, persuasive communication and networking interact

in employees’ everyday work.
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0 Examine how the organisational and Sri Lankan fintech context shapes the development and

use of these social skills.

With these goals, the study aims to advance the knowledge of human and relational dynamics of
digital-startup success. It particularly brings the focus to the day-to-day activities of those
working on the front-line in operations, customer service, technical and business development

roles from the skills of the founders and senior leaders.

1.4 Research Questions

Research questions were derived from the research problem and the research perspectives that
were discussed in Chapter Two. Human Capital Theory proposes that the knowledge, skills and
social abilities of the employees can help the organisation to be effective. Emotional Intelligence
Theory offers a framework for studying employees' awareness and control of emotions in
customer and work encounters. Social Capital Theory is about how social relationships and

networks give access to information, cooperation, resources and business opportunities.

The three lenses suggest three complementary processes by which social skills could play a role
in digital startup success. Emotional intelligence helps to manage emotion and relationships;
Persuasive communication helps to influence stakeholders and communicate value; and
Networking helps to mobilise relationships and external resources. These processes underpin the
three main areas to be explored under the sub-questions. The study also considers how the three
competencies interact in employees’ everyday work and how their use is shaped by
organisational conditions and the wider Sri Lankan fintech context.

Main Research Question

How do employees in PayHere and U Pay perceive and describe the ways in which social skills

contribute to the success and growth of digital fintech startups in Sri Lanka?

Sub-questions

12



0 How do employees describe the role of emotional intelligence in managing customer

relationships, teamwork, service challenges and internal organisational performance?

0 How do employees describe the use of persuasive communication in communicating value,

building stakeholder confidence and encouraging the adoption of digital payment services?

0 How do employees describe the role of networking in accessing knowledge, resources,

partnerships and business-growth opportunities?

0 How do emotional intelligence, persuasive communication and networking interact in
employees’ everyday work, and how is their use shaped by the Sri Lankan fintech context?

1.5 Significance of the Study

Theoretically, the study has a significant value; empirically, it has a significant value and
practically, it has a significant value. In theory it enables research on digital entrepreneurship by
focusing the attention on the level of the employees on the relational capacities. While social
media adoption and digital marketing and customer engagement have been explored, less
research has focused on the interpersonal skills needed for employees to successfully use digital
platforms and maintain stakeholder relationships (Alalwan et al., 2017; Tajvidi and Karami,

2021).

The study also synthesizes the field of emotional intelligence, persuasive communication and
networking into one conceptual framework of a qualitative nature. The emotional intelligence
can serve as a foundation for the knowledge of emotional awareness, empathy and relationship
management. Persuasive communication is about articulating value and responding to
uncertainty from stakeholders and networking is about relationships leading to access to
information, cooperation and opportunities. A holistic view on the relational processes that are
leveraged in digital-startup activities could be gained by analyzing these competencies together

(Sashi, 2012; Kwayu, Lal and Abubakre, 2018).
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In practice, the study provides empirical evidence on staff-level from Sri Lankan fintech
industry. Digital entrepreneurs in Sri Lanka are confronted with a context in which resources are
limited and customer confidence in the services is low, with signs of uncertainty arising due to
the novelty of the digital services as well as their newness to consumers (Mudalige, 2023). The
study is thus likely to offer some insights that are specific to the context but might also be

analytically useful for digital startups in similar emerging-market contexts.

In practice, the results can help startup leaders identify the importance of interpersonal skills in
recruitment, training, teamwork, customer service and business development. The results could
also be used for the development of programs for educators, entrepreneurship-support
organisations and policy makers in the field of technical skills and emotional intelligence, as well
as in the field of communication and networking development. The implications are given as

suggestions specific to each context, not prescriptions for all contexts.

1.6 Scope and Delimitations

The aim of this study is to look at the perception and application of social skills among the
employees in Digital fintech startups in Sri Lanka. The scope of the empirical study is restricted
to the two digital-payments organisations PayHere and U pay. The study specifically considers
emotional intelligence, persuasive communication and networking and explores the ways in
which employees describe using these skills in customer relationships, team working, interacting

with stakeholders, adopting services and business-development work.

This study is limited to employee experiences and interpretations. Does not statistically measure
emotional intelligence, persuasive communication, networking and organisational performance.
It also does not measure the objective impact of a specific social skill on changes in revenue,
customer retention, market share, and/or business growth. Organisational outcomes are
participants' perceptions of outcomes of their interactions with others that relate to organisational

activities.

The study does not look at all the skills that can lead to startup success. It is acknowledged that
technical expertise, financial capital, leadership strategy, regulatory conditions and technological
infrastructure are elements that could be relevant to the problem, but are outside the scope of its

main analytical work. In addition, the study is based on twelve participants in two organisations.
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The results, therefore, attempt to draw meaning in an analytical way to similar situations and not

to make any generalisations on a statistical basis to all digital startups in Sri Lanka or elsewhere.

1.7 Structure of the Thesis

This thesis consists of six chapters, a reference list and appendices. The chapters are organized in
a logical sequence from research problem to the theoretical background, methodology, findings,

discussion and conclusion.

Chapter 1: Introduction

The research topic is introduced in Chapter 1 and the background to the study is given. It
clarifies the research problem, researches motivation, purpose, main research question and
sub-questions, and defines the significance and scope and delimitations of the research study. It
also gives an insight into why Sri Lanka's digital fintech industry offers a useful lens to explore

employee-level social skills.

Chapter 2: Literature Review

The literature review in Chapter 2 covers literature on digital startups, startup success and
employee social skills. Emotional intelligence, Persuasive communication and networking are
emphasized in particular. The chapter also covers the discussion about Human Capital Theory,
Social Capital Theory and Emotional Intelligence Theory, research gap and the qualitative
conceptual model which guides the study.

Chapter 3: Methodology

The methodological decisions and procedures of the research are described in Chapter 3. It
introduces the interpretativist paradigm of research, the abductive approach, which has a strong
inductive bias, and the qualitative multiple-case study design, in addition to the choices of the
two case organisations: PayHere and U Pay. The chapter also describes the sampling strategy,

semi-structured interviews, development of an interview guide, thematic-analysis process,

15



measures to enhance trustworthiness, ethical issues and data-protection measures as well as

methodological limitations.

Chapter 4: Empirical Findings

The results of the interviews conducted with staff of PayHere and U Pay are presented in chapter
4. The responses have been categorized into three main areas: emotional intelligence, persuasive
communication and networking, and the workplace and relationship dynamics in which these
were manifested. There is also a cross-case comparison of the similarities and differences
between the two organisations, which is presented in the chapter. It is designed to give a picture

of the facts discovered in the data without presenting all the theoretical discussion.

Chapter 5: Discussion

Chapter 5 is a discussion of the findings in the context of the research questions and the
qualitative conceptual model and literature presented in chapter 2. It covers emotional
intelligence as a relational skill, persuasive communication as a value-translating process and
networking as social capital (internally and externally). The interdependency of the three social
skills and the impact of the Sri Lankan contextual dimensions are also explored as well as the

implications of the findings for theory, practice, policy and society.

Chapter 6: Conclusion

The thesis concludes in Chapter 6 which summarizes the general knowledge gained from the
study and directly addresses the primary research question and sub-questions. It gives
recognition to the conceptual, theoretical, empirical and practical contribution of the research.
This chapter also offers some suggestions for digital startups and talks about the suitability of the

study and proposes some future research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

The literature review conducted in this chapter covers articles that are relevant to digital startups
and employee social skills and relationships with regard to the activities of the organisation. In
today's digitized world, technological resources are not the only factors that determine a startup's
success, but the ability of employees to communicate, build relationships, and interact with
customers and other stakeholders as well. Digital platforms provide possibilities for interaction
and customer engagement, which however rely on the human capacities in charge of such

interaction (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Kietzmann et al., 2011).

The chapter begins by providing an overview of digital startups, and the success factors that are
widely discussed. It then explores social skills at the employee level — namely Emotional
Intelligence, Persuasive Communication and Networking. Thereafter, the complementary
theoretical perspectives of Human Capital Theory and Social Capital Theory and Emotional
Intelligence Theory are presented. The chapter ends by stating the research gap and a qualitative
conceptual model to provide guidance for the study without using the concepts as statistically

measurable independent and dependent variables.

2.2 Digital Startups and Success Factors

Digital startups are companies that utilize digital technologies as their main source of business to
generate and provide value to the customer. These new businesses use the power of the internet,
social media, and digital technologies to run their operations more effectively and expand their
market. Digital transformation has played an important role in the development and survival of

startups, especially in emerging economies like Sri Lanka (Abeygunasekara and Rodrigo, 2023).
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Effective application of social media and digital marketing is one of the major success factors of
digital startups. Through social media, startups are able to advertise products, interact with their
customers, and create brand awareness at a relatively low cost (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010).
Research has revealed that the use of social media has a positive effect on the performance of
firms through the improvement of customer relationships and communication channels (Ahmad,

Abu Bakar and Ahmad, 2019).

Another important factor that determines the success of startups is customer engagement.
Interactive content, feedback systems, and individual communication can also be used to build
trust and loyalty as customers feel engaged. Sashi (2012) notes that customer engagement is
critical in creating a long-term relationship between a business and a consumer, which in the end
results in enhanced performance. On the same note, Parveen, Jaafar and Ainin (2015) established
that those organizations that are prolific in the use of social media to engage with customers are

more likely to have improved performance and competitiveness.

Moreover, digital startups should build a robust marketing team to survive in a competitive
world. The features of social media marketing like content creation, audience targeting, and data
analysis can be an asset to the business development (Tarsakoo and Charoensukmongkol, 2020).
More so, electronic word of mouth (¢eWOM) has emerged as a potent instrument to affecting
consumer behavior because online reviews and recommendations are turning into a tool that the

customers use to base their purchasing decisions (Gruen, Osmonbekov and Czaplewski, 2006).

Digital entrepreneurship has been on the rise in Sri Lankan context over the recent years, with
numerous enterprises embracing the digital tools to improve their performance. Nevertheless,
their success is still hampered by the limited resources, absence of technical expertise, and poor
strategic planning (Mudalige, 2023). Thus, it is essential to determine and comprehend the major

success factors to achieve the sustainability and expansion of the digital startups.

2.3 Social Skills in Organizational Contexts

Social skills can be defined as the capability of people to handle interpersonal communication
with others at personal and work levels. Social skills in an organizational setting are necessary to

establish relationships, teamwork, and customer contact. Social skills have been of even greater
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significance to business managers and entrepreneurs with the growing dependency on digital

communication.

The social media has brought new platforms of communication, which demand people to acquire
skills that can allow them to communicate and manage relationships in the virtual world.
Kietzmann et al. (2011) state that social media allows interactions of all kinds such as
communication, sharing, and collaboration, thus social skills are an essential part of business
success. Moreover, high social skills have a positive influence on the customer relationship

management and organizational performance (Maecker, Barrot and Becker, 2016).

2.3.1 Emotional Intelligence

Emotional intelligence (EI) is described as the capacity to perceive, discern and control personal
feelings and the feelings of other people. Emotional intelligence is important in the leadership,
decision making, and customer relationship management in the business context. Highly
emotionally intelligent entrepreneurs are in a better position to deal with challenges, conflict

resolution, and have close relations with stakeholders

Emotional intelligence is especially relevant in the online business setting to control online
communication and relationship with customers. Social media sites usually imply real time
interactions where companies have to respond to customer queries, complaints and responses
effectively and efficiently. Hanna, Rohm and Crittenden (2011) posit that the inter-relationship
that exists with social media necessitates businesses to be customer-centric and the

interrelationship is closely associated with emotional intelligence.

Moreover, emotional intelligence helps in customer interaction since businesses are able to know
the customer needs and likes. The knowledge enables organizations to develop personalized
experiences, which will increase customer satisfaction and loyalty (Sashi, 2012). In SMEs,
internal communication and teamwork can also be enhanced through emotional intelligence,

which results in improved performance in an organization.

2.3.2 Persuasion SKkills

Persuasion skills can be discussed as the skills of influencing the attitudes, beliefs, and behavior

of other people. Persuasion is a vital part of marketing, sales, and customer relations in the case
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of digital startups. The social media media offers business a chance to convince the customer,

based on content, advertisement and interactive communication.

Strong persuasive techniques will imply formulating strong messages that will be attractive to
target audiences. As mentioned by Alalwan (2018), the social media advertising features, which
include interactivity and informativeness, have a strong impact on the intentions of customers to
make purchases. This brings out the relevance of persuasive communication in business

performance.

In addition, the perceived attractiveness and credibility of the content determines the attitude of
the consumer towards social media marketing (Akar and Topcu, 2011). Companies that are able
to convince customers better will get a higher engagement rate as well as conversion rate. Also,
there is electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) as a persuasion form, the customers persuading each
other based on online reviews and recommendations (Gruen, Osmonbekov and Czaplewski,

2006).

Persuasion skills in SMEs are required in creating brand image and appeal to customers in a
competitive market. Those entrepreneurs that are able to communicate value propositions and
distinguish themselves based on what they offer have higher chances of success in the digital

market place.

2.3.3 Networking Skills

Networking skills can be defined as the capacity to build and sustain networks with other people
and organizations that would offer support, information and opportunities. Networking has been
a critical element in the context of digital startups in the manner of accessing resources,

knowledge, and business expansion.

The social media sites have greatly maximized networking opportunities because they allow
businesses to interact with customers, business partners and experts in the industry. Kaplan and
Haenlein (2010) also note that social media is an effective means of establishing a professional
network due to its ability to facilitate interaction and collaboration. Through these networks, one

can learn very important insights, feedback and growth opportunities.

Effective networking is also related to competitiveness in an organization as it facilitates the use

of external resources and expertise by the businesses (Kwayu, Lal and Abubakre, 2018).
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Moreover, networking also improves customer relationships, which are essential to the business
success. It has been indicated that companies who are proactive in their networks have a higher

likelihood of recording better performance results (Parveen, Jaafar and Ainin, 2015).

The networking, in the context of the Sri Lankan environment, is a crucial aspect of the digital
startups success as the business people tend to address the lack of resources with the help of
personal and professional relationships. Networking skills can be viewed as a vital ingredient of
entrepreneurial success as social media platforms offer a relatively inexpensive method of

establishing and sustaining these relationships (Surangi, 2024).

2.4 Theoretical Framework

In this section, the theoretical frameworks that serve as the basis of the research on the role
played by social skills in the success of digital startups are presented. The paper is based on the
three major theories, including the Social Capital Theory, the Human Capital Theory, and the
Emotional Intelligence Theory, to explain the role of interpersonal competencies on
organizational performance and development. These theories give a broad outline on how social
relations, personal abilities and emotional skills affect the success of digital startups especially in

a dynamic and competitive society like Sri Lanka.

2.4.1 Social Capital Theory

The Social Capital Theory is based on the importance of relationships, networks, and social
interactions towards the realization of individual and organizational objectives. It proposes that
social relationships offer resources, information, and support, which could promote performance
and build competitive advantages. Social capital is a vital element in the context of digital
start-ups, as it provides the entrepreneur and employees with the ability to develop networks with

customers, investors, partners and other stakeholders (Bakel et al, 2024).

Digital startups work under conditions of scarcity of resources, especially in developing nations.
Consequently, the capacity to utilize social networks becomes a very important success factor.
Online communication and social media sites have greatly increased the networking and
relationship building prospects giving startups a chance to reach a wider number of people at a

relatively low cost (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). Such platforms help information exchange and
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assist businesses to communicate with customers and other stakeholders instantly (Kietzmann et

al., 2011).

The social capital is a notion that is intertwined with customer engagement and relationship
marketing. When there are good customer relations, the customers will have great trust, loyalty
and a successful business in the long run. Sashi (2012) emphasizes that customer engagement is
one of the primary sources of value creation in contemporary business, especially the digital one.
By means of successful networking and establishment of relations, startups are able to develop

substantial contacts with customers, which will lead to better business performance.

Moreover, the digital form of social capital is the electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM). The online
reviews and recommendations are a significant part of the social networks that customers use to
shape their purchasing decision-making, and such relationships are part of the business outcomes
(Gruen, Osmonbekov and Czaplewski, 2006). Companies that are capable of comprehending and
utilizing such networks will have a greater chance of attaining greater levels of customer

confidence and market presence (Richardson et al, 2022).

Moreover, social capital improves the competitiveness of an organization by providing an
opportunity to access external knowledge and resources. Kwayu, Lal and Abubakre (2018) report
that organizations that are actively involved in social networks have a chance to enhance their
strategic ability and respond better to the dynamic market conditions. In the case of PayHere and
U Pay which are digital startups, good networking skills among the employees would facilitate

partnerships, collaboration and investment opportunities which are critical to growth.

All in all, the Social Capital Theory is a useful approach to the discussion of the role of
networking skills in the success of digital startups (Machalek et al, 20215). It emphasizes on the
significance of the relationships that should be built and maintained in a way that helps to attain
business goals and the significance of social interactions in the establishment of value (Kang et
al, 2018). Hence, Social Capital Theory provides the foundation for this study as it provides the
understanding of how networking and relationship building among the employees contributes to

customer trust, networking, collaboration and business growth in digital startups in Sri Lanka.
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2.4.2 Human Capital Theory

Human Capital Theory is a theory that emphasizes the importance of the skills, knowledge, and
abilities of individuals towards improving the performance of the organization. It implies that
employees are major resources whose skills help in productivity, innovation, and competitive
advantage. Human capital is especially relevant in the case of the digital startups, since in this
case, the workforce is vital and its power is needed to push the organization towards success and

growth (Leontes et al, 2024).

The startup sector Digital startups can be characterized as having limited financial and physical
resources, and human capital is one of the key success indicators. Employee skills and expertise
including both technical and non-technical are critical in determining the outcome of the
business. These include social skills like communication, persuasion and relationship
management which are progressively identified as vital elements of human capital (Ullah et al,

2022).

The fact that technology and marketing have been integrated in the contemporary businesses
only underscores the significance of human capital. According to Trainor et al. (2011), the proper
utilization of the digital tools cannot be achieved without technical expertise as well as the
presence of a skill to communicate with the customers and stakeholders. With the help of digital
technologies, employees should be capable of communicating effectively, comprehending the

needs of customers, and establishing relationships to benefit them optimally.

In addition, human capital helps in the development of marketing capabilities which are
necessary in business performances. The marketing of social media, in particular, demands the
knowledge of content creation, interaction with the audience, and analytical skills. According to
Tarsakoo and Charoensukmongkol (2020), firms that have high marketing competencies are
likely to record positive performance results. These functions are mostly reliant on competencies

and abilities of workers.

Besides, the Human Capital Theory emphasizes the significance of the idea of constant learning
and development. The constantly changing digital environment is very fast and the employees
need to adjust to new technologies and the new market conditions. This calls upon continuous

skills training especially in communication, emotional intelligence and networking areas. Those
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businesses who focus on growth of human capital have a higher probability of being competitive

and attaining sustainable growth (Faugoo, 2024).

This is because in the Sri Lankan context, human capital development is key to digital startups
success. A significant number of startups have a problem with competence and lack of
experience, and this may slow down their development and results (Mudalige, 2023). Startups
can advance social and interpersonal skills of the employees to enhance their capabilities of

interacting with customers, establishing a relationship and attaining business goals.

Therefore, the role of social skills in the success of digital startups can be explained using the
Human Capital Theory. It gives a strong accent that individuals competencies are the primary
determinants of organizational performance and the necessity of investing in competencies
development is important. In this sense, Human Capital Theory offers some insights into how the
ability of employees (communication, persuasion, interpersonal skills) help determine

organizational efficacy and startup success in the digital business world (Leontes et al, 2024).

2.4.3 Emotional Intelligence Theory

Emotional Intelligence Theory is based on the skill of individuals to be able to identify,
comprehend and control their emotions and those of others (Chaidi et al, 2022). The theory has
been found to be especially applicable in the world of organizations where success is largely
dependent on the proper communication, management of relationships and the ability to make

decisions.

Emotional intelligence is important in the interaction management of customers, employees and
stakeholders in digital startups. Digital communication usually demands that a person reacts
effectively and promptly to different circumstances such as customer enquiries, complaints, and
feedbacks. The highly emotionally intelligent employees are better placed to manage such
interactions, maintain relationships with others and increase customer satisfaction

(Antonopoulou, 2024).

The role of emotional intelligence in business is firmly connected with customer engagement.
Hanna, Rohm and Crittenden (2011) emphasise that the interrelatedness of digital ecosystems

demands companies to be customer-centric. Emotional intelligence helps one to recognize
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customer needs and preferences so that the individual can offer personalized experiences that

will lead to customer loyalty and trust.

In addition, EI also leads to effective leadership and collaboration. The skill to regulate emotions
and stay in positive relations is crucial in the digital startups where the staffs work in a fast and
unpredictable atmosphere. Employees can be motivated, conflicts resolved and a conducive work
environment developed by leaders that have high emotional intelligence which improves the

performance of the organization (Maldonado et al, 2023).

Emotional intelligence is also involved in persuasion and influence. This is because by learning
the emotions and motivations of others, one is in a position to modify the communication
strategy and make decisions effectively. This plays a critical role especially in marketing and
sales where companies are required to convince the consumer to use their products or services.
According to Alalwan (2018), interactive and engaging communication may have a tremendous
impact on customer intentions to purchase a product, which is why emotional and social

competencies are important.

Also, emotional intelligence facilitates relationship marketing, as it helps companies to establish
good and enduring relationships with their clients. According to Sashi (2012), effective
communication and empathy help build customer relationships in terms of trust and emotional
connection. The digital start-ups with a stronger focus on emotional intelligence have a higher

chance of attaining greater customer satisfaction and retention.

Emotional intelligence is especially significant when digital startups are in competitive markets,
which is the case in the Sri Lankan context. Establishing trust and good relationship with the
customers and stakeholders can go a long way in determining success of a business. In the era of
the continuously developing digital platforms, the skill of handling emotions and communicating

will grow more significant (Humphrey, 2024).

In general, the Emotional Intelligence Theory offers an important critical insight into the
relevance of interpersonal competencies in the success of the organization. It describes the
significance of emotional intelligence and regulation as an element of developing relationships,

behaviors and business goals (Chaidi et al, 2022).
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The study combines the theories of Social Capital Theory, Human Capital Theory, and Emotional
Intelligence Theory to analyze the impact of the social skills of employees on the success of
digital start-ups in Sri Lanka. The theories all offer a theoretical basis for the understanding of
the impact of networking, interpersonal communication, persuasion and emotional skills on the
relationship between customers, organisational performance and business growth in the context
of organisations like PayHere and U Pay, both fintech start-up organisations. Thus, the
Emotional Intelligence Theory can be used to understand how increased emotional awareness,
empathy and self-regulation can enhance customer engagement, teamwork and service quality in

digital startups like U Pay and PayHere.

Table: Theory linking table

Theory Key Concept Application to the Study
Social Capital | Networks and relationships | Explains how networking and
Theory create value relationship-building support startup growth

and customer trust

Human  Capital | Employee skills improve | Explains how communication, persuasion,

Theory organizational performance [ and interpersonal skills contribute to business
success

Emotional Emotional awareness and [ Explains how employees manage customer

Intelligence empathy improve | relationships and workplace communication

Theory interactions effectively

2.4.4 Integration of Theoretical Framework

All three theories are related to each other in the context of how social skills contribute to digital
start-up success. Social Capital Theory is based on relationship building and networking skills,
Human Capital Theory is based on skills and competencies of employees, and Emotional
Intelligence Theory is based on emotional awareness and interpersonal effectiveness. These
theories together form a holistic picture of the impact of social skills on customer satisfaction,
collaboration, communication, business performance, and sustainable growth in Sri Lankan
fintech startups (Humphrey, 2024).. The system is also designed to facilitate the interpretation of
the results of the study by connecting the social skills of employees with the success factors of

the organization which were identified during the interviews.
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2.5 Empirical Studies on Social Skills and Business Success

Social skills and business success have been empirically studied in increasing amounts in the
context of entrepreneurship and start-ups. Social skills such as emotional intelligence,
persuasion, and networking have been known to be key factors that determine performance and
sustainability of organizations. Although the classical literature focused on the importance of
financial capital and technical skill, more recent studies have found that interpersonal capabilities
have a strong impact on the success of an entrepreneurship, particularly in the context of

dynamic and uncertain business, (Sashi, 2012; Alalwan et al., 2017).

Emotional intelligence (EI) is a popular subject in research as a fundamental social skill that can
affect entrepreneurial success. There is indication that EI improves decision-making, leadership,
and adaptability, which are essential in the performance of startups (Mudalige, 2023; Silva and
Hansson, 2024). With high emotional intelligence, an entrepreneur will be able to cope with
stress and sustain a productive personal relationship with others and adjust to the market
variations in a resilient way (Gunawardane et al., 2022). These competencies are essential to
digital startups such as PayHere and U Pay because of the fast rate of technological changes,

rising customer demands and stiff competition pressure.

It is also noted in research that emotional intelligence enhances the ability to lead and
organizational unity. High-EI entrepreneurs build trust, inspire employees, and develop
cooperative working conditions, and that leads to better business performance (Alalwan, 2018;
Maecker et al., 2016). In digital startups, the leaders possessing effective EI can provide the ease
of communication in virtual teams, and this is crucial in innovation and operational efficiency. In
addition, EI has been found to moderate entrepreneurial intentions, which implies that
emotionally intelligent people are more inclined to establish and maintain new business (Ahmad

et al., 2019; Tajvidi and Karami, 2021).

Another major dimension of social skills is networking skills. Research shows that the active
network participants get exposed to important resources, market knowledge, and business
opportunities that may speed up the development of the business (Kwayu et al., 2018; Nobre and
Silva, 2014). The theory of social capital highlights the fact that good networks can enhance
opportunity recognition, financing, and formation of strategic alliances, which are all critical to

success in digital startups (Ranasinghe and Abeyckrama, 2024; Wijerathna, 2022). As an
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example, financial technologies startups like PayHere and U Pay cannot develop without the
connection with the banks, the regulatory authorities, and corporate customers, so networking

skills will be necessary to survive.

Entrepreneur performance is also associated with persuasion skills. Empirical studies support
that entrepreneurs who are able to impact stakeholders, customers, and members of the team in
an effective manner have greater engagements and collaborations (Alalwan et al., 2017; Hanna et
al., 2011). The field of persuasive communication assists the startup in the process of marketing
campaigns, investor negotiations, and customer relationship management, which directly
influence the business results (Gensler et al., 2013; Lariviere et al., 2017). In online businesses,
where the sale of products may need to go through doubting users or clients, persuasive skills are

paramount to growth in revenue and penetration of the market.

A number of researches have also established that emotional intelligence, networking and
persuasion integration synergies to improve startup performance. As an illustration, the studies of
Sri Lankan SMEs show that business owners who have good interpersonal skills have reported
higher business performance in terms of customer retention, operating efficiency, and
implementing innovation (Gunawardane et al., 2022; Samsudeen et al., 2021). On the same note,
the study of women entrepreneurs in Sri Lanka found that social skills are directly related to
empowerment and business performance (Silva and Hansson, 2024). The results provide
prominence to the role of social skills at the founder level and through the entire employee base

that affects organizational success in a holistic manner.

In spite of high evidence, some studies report about the absence of practical applications on how
social skill researches can be translated into entrepreneurial training programs. As much as
theory shows the advantages of EI and networking, few studies have been conducted to instruct
startups on strategies of developing skills (Alalwan et al., 2017; Mitic and Kapoulas, 2012). The
existing gap underscores the importance of context-based research that offers practical data to an
entrepreneur especially in an emerging economy like Sri Lanka where digital startups experience

a combination of operational and cultural challenges.

To conclude, social skills, such as emotional intelligence, networking, and persuasion, are always
empirically supported to determine the success of the entrepreneur. Leadership and adaptability

are reinforced with emotional intelligence (Mudalige, 2023), resource access and opportunity
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recognition become accessible with the use of networking (Ranasinghe and Abeyckrama, 2024),
and stakeholder engagement is increased through persuasion (Gensler et al., 2013). These skills
are essential in the digital startup environment such as PayHere and U Pay as they operate within

a competitive fintech space and seek to grow sustainably.

2.6 Research Gap

The general body of empirical research in the field of social skills and entrepreneurial success
has numerous gaps, especially when it comes to digital startups and emerging economies like Sri
Lanka. To fill these gaps is critical in order to provide justification to the current study and

emphasize the contribution to theory and practice.

First, a significant portion of the current studies is centralized in the developed nations, which
forms a geographic and situational gap. In the developing economies, cultural, economic, and
institutional aspects are vastly different compared to the Western ones, which restrict the
generalizability of the previous results (Gunawardane et al., 2022; Samsudeen et al., 2021). The
situation with social norms, business practices, and digital entrepreneurship is peculiar in Sri
Lanka. The empirical research, which focuses specifically on the role of social skills in the

success of startups in the local context, especially in the booming digital market, is required.

Second, the current studies are mainly concentrated on conventional SMEs, and few studies have
been conducted on digital startups. Digital startups are founded in high uncertainty and
dynamically changing environments that are technologically disruptive and with shifting
customer demands (Perera et al., 2021; Ranasinghe and Abeycockrama, 2024). Such startups
need social skills that are unique, to manage virtual teams, reach digital customers and form
strategic alliances. Nevertheless, there is little empirical research on the specific effect of

emotional intelligence, persuasion, and networking on the success of digital startups.

The other area of gap refers to the aspect of integrating social skills. Although research has
tended to focus on emotional intelligence, networking, or persuasion alone, not much research
has been done to analyze the combination of the three. The social skills are synergistic, and the
overall impact they have on the performance of the startup might not be equal to the sum of their
effects (Alalwan et al., 2017; Maecker et al., 2016). To illustrate, the combination of EI and

networking may boost the opportunity recognition and trust in the stakeholders, although there
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are very few empirical studies on these interactions, particularly on the Sri Lankan digital

platform.

There are also industry-specific gaps. The majority of studies focus on general entrepreneurship,
and there is a lack of studies on fintech startups, which have specific difficulties connected with
customer confidence, regulatory adherence, and technological advancement (Siriwardana and De
Mel, 2022; Silva and Hansson, 2024). Social skills can be especially important in such
environments in terms of relationships management, customer adoption, and market
development. However, the literature does not offer much information regarding the role of

social skills in fintech startups such as PayHere and U Pay.

Surveys and quantitative measurements are the methodological approaches of many studies,
which potentially fail to reflect the specifics of applying social skills in the real world
(Gunawardane et al., 2022; Wijerathna, 2022). The qualitative or case-based research gap is the
absence of study that addresses the operationalization of social skills in startups. More in-depth
knowledge of contextual and process-based mechanisms by which social skills affect business

outcomes would be more insightful both to theory and practice.

Also, there is a practical gap with respect to social skills to entrepreneurial success development.
Although the advantages of EI, networking, and persuasion are acknowledged, studies usually
end without giving practical recommendations on how to improve the skills (Alalwan, 2018;
Mitic and Kapoulas, 2012). The studies that would provide practical strategies, training
programs, and skill development frameworks based on theoretical knowledge would benefit

entrepreneurs and startup employees in Sri Lanka.

Lastly, the influence of social skills at the employee level on the performance of startups is not
well-researched. The majority of existing literature deals with founders or leaders without
considering the influence of interpersonal abilities of employees on the success of the
organization (Gunawardane et al., 2022; Silva and Hansson, 2024). Within the digital startups,
where teamwork, collaboration, and innovation are of high importance, the social skills of the

employees are vital to shaping effective HR practices and improving the success of startups.

To sum it up, the existing literature offers a valuable contribution, although it has a number of

limitations: (1) a lack of research in developing economies such as Sri Lanka, (2) a lack of
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emphasis on digital startups, especially fintech, (3) inadequate coverage of multiple dimensions
of social skills, (4) the lack of case-based and qualitative studies, (5) insufficient applied research
on skill development, and (6 Filling these gaps will increase the knowledge about the role of
social skills in digital startup success and shape feasible measures to be taken by entrepreneurs,
employees, and policymakers (Gunawardane et al., 2022; Ranasinghe and Abeyckrama, 2024;
Silva and Hansson, 2024).

2.7 Qualitative Conceptual Model

This study uses a qualitative conceptual model to guide the exploration of how employees
understand and use social skills in the everyday activities of digital fintech startups. The model
does not conceptualize emotional intelligence, persuasive communication and networking as
independent variables and neither does it conceptualize startup success as a statistic measured
dependent variable. Rather, it aims at pointing to the central concepts and potential processes
relevant to the research problem, and lets the meanings and experiences of the participants help

determine the themes.

This conceptual model is therefore not predictive in nature, but rather interpretive. It offers a
theoretically anchored framework for the exploration of social skills manifests in the workplace
interaction, how social skills can work together and how employees perceive their part in
organisational results. The model also appreciates the context and context-dependent nature of
social skills and the varying functions they serve for different employees within the organisation,

and for different organisational practices, and in the broader Sri Lankan fintech ecosystem.

2.7.1 Theoretical Foundations of the Conceptual Model

Conceptual model is based on Human Capital Theory, Social Capital Theory and Emotional
Intelligence Theory. Theories can provide alternative explanations for why social skills of

employees might matter to digital startups' success and growth.

Human Capital Theory sees the knowledge, skills and capabilities of employees as tools which
can assist the organisations to be effective. In the digital startup world, staff need to have a

deeper knowledge of the technical aspects of their job, as well as have to interact with customers,
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get along with colleagues, explain digital products and build stakeholder relationships. Social
skills are then an element of the organisation's human capital. Communication, relationship
management and responding appropriately to others may play a role in the effectiveness of the

use of the technological and commercial resources of the organisation by the employees.

Social Capital Theory is based on the value created by relationships, trust and networks.
Relationships with customers, merchants, banks, regulators, technology providers and business
partners are key for digital fintech startups. Employees may need to use networking skills to help
build, nurture and activate these relationships. These relationships can offer information,
referrals, knowledge, co-operation, market opportunities and partnership opportunities that a
resource-poor start-up may not be able to access (Nobre and Silva 2014, Ranasinghe and

Abeyckrama 2024).

The Emotional Intelligence Theory is the basis on which we understand how employees react,
interpret and manage emotions while interacting with others. In the context of a fintech
organisation, staff might have to deal with disgruntled customers, reluctant merchants, heavy
workloads, or friction between the technical and customer-facing teams. The ability to be
emotionally aware, empathetic and self-regulated allows employees to react in a constructive
manner, maintain professional relationships and promote a spirit of collaboration within the

organization (Mudalige, 2023; Silva and Hansson, 2024).

The concept of persuasive communication is interpreted as an employee capability in the model,
which is used to present meaning and value to other people. Employees can use persuasive
communication to make unfamiliar digital payment solutions understandable, to answer
customer worries, to introduce their organisation's initiatives, and to motivate customers and
merchants to use a service. Rather than be seen as a form of manipulation, persuasion is not
considered a measure of buying behaviour. It is examined as a relationship communication
process that includes the elements of credibility, listening, explanation, adaptation, and

presentation of relevant benefits.

These worldviews, when combined, indicate that technology alone cannot create a successful
digital startup. Relationships with various stakeholders need to be communicated, supported and

linked to technological capabilities. Employee social skills can contribute to the conversion of
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technological resources to positive customer experiences, internal coordination, stakeholder

cooperation and opportunities for business.

2.7.2 Social Skills as Sensitising Concepts

This study is based on three concepts, which are sensitising: emotional intelligence, persuasive
communication and networking. There are no fixed categories or pre-established causal
connections in sensitising concepts, but rather they give general guidance about what it may be
important in the data. They assist the researcher in recognizing significant experiences, and are

flexible enough to allow for new themes and meanings that arise from the interviews.

Emotional intelligence goes towards the recognition and management of one's own emotions,
and how employees react to the emotions of employees, customers and other stakeholders.
Examples of relevant experiences are: active listening, empathy, controlling emotions, handling

conflict, being patient and adapting one's responses to the circumstances.

Persuasive communication focuses attention on how employees communicate value, respond to
concerns, build credibility, and bring about stakeholder understanding. This could be crucial
when customers or merchants are not familiar with digital payment services or lack confidence in
security, convenience, reliability. Persuasion can be achieved through the use of evidence,

examples, confidence building, and adaptations to the audience and technical information

Networking focuses on the manner in which employees build internal and external networks.
Internal networking can facilitate communication between customer-service, sales, operational
and technical departments. External networking can bring the start-up into contact with
customers, merchants, financial institutions, regulators, professional contacts and potential
business partners. The study examines the experiences employees have with these networks and

the kinds of knowledge, support or opportunity they think they get from them.

While these are three concepts that are analytically distinct, there may be overlaps in the
practice. In other words, one employee might be required to have emotional intelligence to

understand the merchant's concerns, persuasive communication skills to explain the advantages
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of a payment platform and networking abilities to keep the relationship going after the initial
interaction. It treats social skills then as practices rather than discrete skills, with them all relating

to and reinforcing one another.

2.7.3 Processes Through Which Social Skills May Contribute

The conceptual model focuses the attention on the processes in which employees perceive social
skills as contributing to the activities of the organization. These processes involve how a
customer interacts with the business, how other people within the business coordinate with each
other, how the service value is communicated to the customer, how the customer's problems are

addressed, and how trust and stakeholder relationships are maintained.

Emotional intelligence can assist in dealing with complaints, office stress and interpersonal
conflict. Persuasive communication can assist staff to clarify the services they provide and to
help customers understand uncertainty and to convey organisational ideas. Networking can help
to share knowledge, make referrals, create partnerships and access external resources. But the
study does not make the assumption of these processes always having positive effects. The
interviews can also uncover deficits, conflicts, and uses of social skills (or organizational factors)

that hinder employees' ability to use them appropriately.

This study examines the employee's perception of results such as customer confidence,
satisfaction, service adoption, teamwork within the organization, coordination, involvement with
stakeholders, access to resources, partner building and business expansion. These outcomes are
not considered as directly measured outcomes. They are the organizational implications

participants might have of their social skills experiences.

Therefore, the results will not provide conclusive proof of the objective effect that a specific
social skill had on the increase in revenue or market expansion or organisational success. Rather
the research will describe and explain how employees perceive and describe the link between

their social interaction and the working of their organizations' success and development.
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2.7.4 The Role of Context

There is an understanding that social skills are context specific within the conceptual model.
They can be influenced by the organisational and national contexts in which employees operate,

such as their meaning, application and perceived outcomes.

The use of social skills may be influenced at the organisational level by roles and
responsibilities, organisational culture, communication, team structure and customer contact of
the employees. For instance, a customer-support employee could use emotional intelligence
when processing a complaint, while a business-development employee may be more overt about

using emotional intelligence when speaking with a merchant or a partner.

On the broader context, the Sri Lankan fintech ecosystem can impact employees' experiences in
terms of resource access, familiarity with digital payment, institutional setups, maturity of the
fintech market and regulatory expectations. These conditions are not considered as statistical
moderators. Instead, they offer a context where social skills are understood and applied by

employees.

For the Sri Lankan context, it may be especially relevant to give extra confidence to consumers
about digital transactions, or where startups rely on personal connections to access institutions,
merchants and market opportunities. The study aims to generate insights that can be analytically
useful for other digital startups in emerging economies facing similar institutional, resource and

technology adoption issues.
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2.7.5 Proposed Conceptual Model

CONTEXT SURROUNDING ALL STAGES

* Employee role and experience e Customer familiarity with

¢ Organisational culture and practices digital payments
¢ Sri Lankan institutional and
fintech environment

¢ Resource constraints

1. THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES

* Human Capital Theory
* Social Capital Theory

* Emotional Intelligence Theory
\. J

v

4 N

2. EMPLOYEE SOCIAL SKILLS AS SENSITISING CONCEPTS

* Emotional intelligence

¢ Persuasive communication
* Networking

v

3. WORKPLACE AND RELATIONAL PROCESSES

* Managing emotions and difficult interactions

* Understanding customer and stakeholder needs

» Communicating the value of digital services

* Building trust and stakeholder confidence

* Coordinating and sharing knowledge internally

* Developing and maintaining external relationships

* Accessing resources, referrals and partnerships

v

4. EMPLOYEES’ PERCEIVED CONTRIBUTIONS TO
STARTUP SUCCESS AND GROWTH

* Customer confidence and satisfaction

* Digital-service adoption and customer retention
* Internal teamwork and operational coordination
* Stakeholder engagement and cooperation

* Access to information and business opportunities

* Partnership development and organisational growth
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Figure 2.1: Qualitative Conceptual Model of Employee Social Skills in Digital Fintech Startups

Figure 2.1 shows some possible relationships and processes that can be explored from the
participants' stories. These are not statistically tested causal pathways. The sensitizing concepts
of emotional intelligence and persuasive communication and networking are used to direct
attention to the relevant experiences and to allow for other meanings, relationships and
contextual elements to develop from the interview data. Organisational outcomes in the model
are outcomes that are described and perceived by the participants and do not refer to the
objective change of organisational performance. Arrows in the model indicate the possible areas
for connection that can be explored in the participants' accounts. They are not causal
relationships that have been statistically tested. The contextual conditions that surround the use
and interpretation of social skills suggest that this is not a phenomenon that can be
decontextualized from employees' roles within the organisation or the broader social context of

the operation of PayHere and U Pay.

The model guided the wide range of content areas addressed in the semi-structured interview
schedule, and gave concepts to sensitise the initial analysis. The analysis, however, was kept
open for new codes, relationship and theme that could emerge out of the participants' accounts.
Emotional intelligence and persuasive communication and networking were therefore chosen as
points of orientation, rather than being fixed variables to which all the interview data had to be

assigned.

To conclude, the conceptual model provides a qualitative and theoretically grounded depiction of
the potential for the operation of employee social skills in a Digital FinTech startup. It links the
abilities of employees, interactions with one another, experiences in the workplace, and
contextual conditions, without making formal hypotheses about which come first or which
follow. The analysis of the model is appropriate and consistent with the exploratory research
questions and would enable an in-depth examination of how employees of PayHere and U Pay

view the role of social skills in startup success and growth.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

3.1 Introduction

This chapter details the methodology adopted to investigate employees' perception and
description of how social skills contribute to the activities, success and growth of digital fintech
startups in Sri Lanka. The study was limited to the employees' experience of emotional
intelligence, persuasive communication and networking in their interaction with customers,

colleagues, merchants, partners and other stakeholders.

The research did not aim to measure social skills, test formal hypotheses or draw causal
conclusions between competencies of the employees and their organisation's performance.
Persuasive communication and networking, as well as emotional intelligence were treated as
sensitising concepts and not independent variables. Likewise, "success" of the start-up was not
defined as a statistically measurable dependent variable. The study rather focused on perceived
organizational outcomes reported by respondents: customer confidence, service adoption,
internal coordination, stakeholder involvement, access to information, business-development

opportunities.

The study employed a qualitative multiple case study approach as the research problem called for
the interpretation of the employees, interpersonal behaviours and organisational processes within
a real life setting. PayHere and U Pay were chosen as two examples in Sri Lanka's
digital-payment industry. The data were gathered using twelve semi-structured interviews and
processed them thematically. The research philosophy, the research approach, the case-study
strategy, the sampling, the data collection, the development of the interview guide, data analysis,
credibility measures, ethical procedures and methodologically limitations are explained in the

following sections.

3.2 Research Philosophy

A research philosophy was used for the study, which was interpretivist. Interpretivism assumes
that social reality is interpreted in terms of the meanings people give to their experiences, actions
and interactions. It therefore seems fitting that research should focus on how people understand
an organisational situation, rather than the assumption of a single objective explanation which

can be applied in all situations (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
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The interpretivist position was appropriate since the employees were able to have different
experiences of emotional intelligence, persuasive communication and networking in their roles,
responsibilities and organisational contexts. Depending on the nature of the complaint, the duties
of the employee, the relationship between the employee and the complainant, and the
organisational's expectations, the response to the complaint may vary. Networking also might be
an internal exchange of information for one employee, and an external connection for another.

Such differences were not regarded as errors but as significant aspects of the phenomenon.

A relativist ontology provided support for the study. The relativist position is that there is not a
complete fixity to organisational reality, nor is it wholly independent of the people who live it.
Rather, there can be several realties as people comprehend the exact same organisational event in
various ways. As a result workers may have different interpretations of how effective
communication was, or what it was that made the customer interaction successful or the working
relationship a valuable one, between PayHere and U Pay. It was not just errors that had to be

removed, these differences were treated as meaningful findings.

The epistemological standpoint of the study was interpretivist and constructivist. The role of
employee social skills was determined through the participants' accounts and researcher's
interpretation of the participants' accounts. Interviews could not be said to bring to light one
objective reality. Instead, the results are built up in the process of interaction between researcher
and participants, such as the questions posed, examples elicited, and interpretation of the

transcripts of the interviews.

The researcher had to recognize an active role in the research process in this position. The
researcher chose cases, created the interview guide, facilitated the interviews and analyzed the
data. Thus, no real researcher neutrality was achieved or claimed. The study, instead, aimed at
making the interpretation process transparent by explaining the building of the interview guide,
the coding of the data, the building of themes and the supporting of the interpretations with

participant's accounts.

This philosophical perspective was in line with the conceptual model presented in Section 2.7. It
did not offer general causal connections that linked measurable variables. Rather, it named
general ideas and possible relational processes that may help the researcher to comprehend

participants' experiences. The model identified that employees' perceived contribution to an
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organisation and social skills was influenced by their role, organisational practices and the

broader Sri Lankan fintech landscape.

A positivist design might have measured emotional intelligence, persuasive communication and
networking and have tested their relationships statistically with pre-determined measures of
performance and scored them quantitatively. This design approach would not have examined the
understanding and application of social skills in specific situations in the workplace as the
present study did. Therefore, an interpretivist philosophy was chosen which would allow detailed

and context-specific accounts to be collected and interpreted.

Overall, the interpretivist philosophy allowed the study to explore the meaning that the
employees of PayHere and U Pay gave to social skills and how they viewed them as significant
to customer relationships, internal coordination, stakeholder engagement and the development of
the startups. It also facilitated the study's aim of generating analytical transferable findings rather

than generalisable statistical findings.

3.3 Research Approach

This study used an abductive research method that emphasizes the inductive approach.
Abductive reasoning was done by alternant between the interview data, literature and theoretical
perspectives presented in Chapter 2. It was not a wholly inductive study because emotional
intelligence and persuasive communication and networking had been established as possible

concepts that could be relevant prior to data collection.

The literature review had found emotional intelligence and persuasive communication &
networking to be potentially important social skills before the interviews were undertaken. The
qualitative conceptual model and the general themes in the interview guide were also informed
by these theories: Human Capital Theory, Social Capital Theory and Emotional Intelligence
Theory. The study thus came to the field with a theoretical background and a preunderstanding of

the concepts that could prove to be relevant.

But these theories and concepts did not lead to hypotheses, or even to the formulation of
variables that were considered fixed for the purposes of testing by statistics. These were used as
sensitising concepts, to focus attention to those experiences which might be relevant, yet also to

enable participants to add in new meanings, examples and relationships. It was not a study that
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predjudged the participants' experience of the three social skills or which expected that each of

these skills would lead to an organisational outcome that would be positive.

The analysis of the interview data was the result of the inductive component of the approach
adopted. Initial codes were developed from the participants' narration of the scenarios, the
meaning they gave to their own actions and the organisation consequences they linked to their
action. The researcher was not dismissive when the conceptual model did not explicitly address a
problem that arose, such as contextual barriers, overlaps among social skills or variance between

the roles of employees or situations where interpersonal competencies were hard to use.

The abductive component especially emerged in the process of theme development and
interpretation. The emerging codes and emerging themes were compared to the theoretical views
and literature on which were reviewed in Chapter 2. The iterative movement allowed the
researcher to determine if the accounts of the participants confirmed, extended, qualified or
challenged the current theories of emotional intelligence; persuasive communication;

networking; and employee-level social skills.

For instance, Emotional Intelligence Theory was used to explain the accounts of empathy;
emotional control and complaint handling. Social Capital Theory was used to interpret the
accounts of relationship building, knowledge sharing, referrals and partnerships. Human Capital
Theory helped to comprehend that social skills may be considered as employee capacities that
support the functioning of the organisation. The interview data, in turn, enabled new reflection
on these theoretical considerations in the context of the experiences of employees in Sri Lankan

fintech start-ups.

Thus, data-driven and concept-informed reasoning were integrated in the analysis. The
theoretical framework was not pre-established to determine the findings, but it was not done
independently of all previous knowledge and experience. Participant accounts were kept central
in the development of themes, and existing theory was utilized to deepen and structure the

interpretation, through an iterative process.

This agreed with the research questions, which did not involve determining whether or not there
were statistically significant relationships between social skills and the measure, but rather how

employees perceived and described the contribution of social skills. There were no formal
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hypotheses tested, social-skill variables were not quantified and causal effects on revenue,
market growth or operational performance were not estimated. When employees made
statements about their organisations' success, these mentions were about their perception that
organisational interactions led to positive outcomes like customer confidence, adoption of a

service, teamwork, collaboration among stakeholders, and opportunities for business.

The multiple-case design was also an appropriate method for the abductive approach. First of all
the data was analysed in the context of the two different organisations, PayHere and U Pay, and
then the data was compared between the two cases. There was a discussion on similarities and
differences based on the roles of employees, organizational practices, customer groups and the
broader Sri Lankan fintech landscape. This process helped to develop explanations that were

grounded in cases and introduced to the broader theories.

In general, the research model used in this research is qualitative and conceptual model, with the
research method is abductive which is the same as the previous research. It allowed the study to
utilise the existing theory without being a hypothesis test. Participant accounts continued to
guide the development of the code and the theme; existing theory was utilized to enrich the

analysis of the new data..

3.4 Research Strategy (Case Study)

The qualitative multiple case study approach was adopted, where PayHere and U Pay were
considered as two cases in the digital-payment landscape of Sri Lanka. The case-study approach
enabled the social skills of employees to be analyzed in the context they were applied in and
within an organisation and the market. This was crucial as the emotional intelligence and
persuasive communication and networking skills were interwoven with the job, customer groups,

organizational practices and stakeholder relationships of employees.

PayHere and U Pay were chosen as the companies needed to interact with customers, merchants,
financial institutions, technical teams and business partners. PayHere was mainly an
online-payment-gateway for businesses, while U Pay was a mobile-payment platform that was
more oriented to the consumers. Because the organisations were similar, they could be compared
and because the service models were different, they could be contrasted to consider how social

skills were influenced by context.
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The within-case and across case analysis were facilitated by the multiple-case design. Patterns
were then compared across the two PayHere and the U Pay, and initially interviewed accounts
were considered within each organisation. Similarities and differences and contradictory
experiences were compared with regard to emotional intelligence, persuasive communication,
networking and employee perceived organisations contributions. The purpose was to facilitate

analytical transferability not statistical generalisation.

3.5 Research Design (Qualitative)

A qualitative research design was used to delve into the subjective meanings, experiences and
social interactions that employees had in the workplace. This design was suitable since the study
was interested in comprehending the interpretation and application of social skills by employees

and not the frequency or statistical significance of relationships between variables.

The qualitative design allowed for a detailed study of the way emotional intelligence, persuasive
communication and networking were applied in practical situations in the workplace of PayHere
and U Pay. The participants could explain how they interact with customers, work together with
their teams, manage conflict, communicate with different customers and stakeholders, and

develop relationships in different contexts.

The design also allowed ample opportunity to explore issues that arose during the interviews. A
standard interview guide was used to ensure the key areas of research were addressed but
questions were tailored to the experience of the participants. This ensured consistency in the
interviews, while providing opportunities to discuss context specific examples and unexpected

1ssues.

3.6 Case Selection: PayHere and U Pay

The selection of PayHere and U Pay was purposive based on four criteria: (i) relevance to the
research problem, (ii) operating in the digital-payment context of Sri Lanka, (iii) reliance on
employee—stakeholder interactions and (iv) some similarity to enable a cross-case comparison.

Ability to achieve good participation was also taken into account.
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Both were in a business area where customer trust, communication and stakeholder relationship
were especially critical. PayHere offered online-payment-gateway services, mainly to businesses
and merchants, and U Pay offered mobile-payment services, mainly to consumers and other
users. The service models were different, but there was a commonality in how the employees in

both organisations engaged with customers, technical teams, partners and other stakeholders.

Two organisations were included allowing the study to investigate recurring patterns, as well as
context specific differences. The cases were not chosen to cover all the fintech companies in Sri
Lanka. They were chosen, rather, for their information rich contexts in which the employees'

social skills can be examined in action.

3.7 Sampling Technique and Sample Size

The participants were selected using purposive sampling which involved the selection of the
participants with first-hand experience of workplace interactions relevant to the research
problem. Experience communicating with customers, colleagues, merchants, technical teams,

partners (or other stakeholders) within PayHere or U Pay was required.

The study included 12 employees from each of PayHere and U Pay. Participants included
customer support, technical, business-development and managerial participants. This variation
allowed for the examination of views from those employees that coordinate internally and those

that coordinate with external stakeholders.

The sample was chosen to give detailed and varied accounts, not a statistical representation. The
study does not purport to identify every possible employee experience, but recurring patterns
were found in the interviews. The size of the sample was evaluated in terms of the depth,

importance, and diversity of information gathered.

44



3.8 Data Collection Methods (Interviews)

The main method of data collection in this study was the semi-structured interview. This method
was suitable because it was meant to address the nature of the employees' experience,
interpretation and application of social skills in the context of their work. Semi-structured
interviews enabled participants to explain the meaning they had given to what they did, to give
examples from their work and to discuss factors in the context of their work experience that

facilitated or hindered their interactions with customers, colleagues and other stakeholders.

To ensure consistency in key areas explored, a common interview guide was adopted for both
case organisations. The semi-structured nature also gave the researcher the chance to rearrange
the order of the items on the questionnaires as needed, as well as to ask further questions that
came up when participants were bringing in experiences relevant to the questions. The balance
between consistency and flexibility facilitated comparison between participants, and maintained

depth and contextual detail for qualitative analysis.

There were 12 employees who were interviewed. Six participants were selected from the
PayHere and six were selected from the U Pay. Employees with firsthand experience of
workplace interactions relevant to the research problem were sampled on a purposive basis. The
participants came from various functional areas such as customer support, technical operations,
business development and management. By allowing for the inclusion of people who are
involved in various parts of the organisation, the study was able to investigate the use of social

skills in both internal and external aspects of organisational business.

Interviews were online and usually took 45-60 minutes. Due to the practical conditions regarding
availability and location, online interviews were chosen. The interviews did not need to be
conducted on campus as the process was done online, giving participants more flexibility and

allowing employees from both organisations to attend without having to travel to campus.

Participants were briefed on the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of their participation
and their rights to refuse to answer specific questions and to withdraw from the study during the
time outlined in the participant-information material prior to each interview. Data collection was
carried out with written consent. Participants were assured of the confidentiality of their

identities and that participant codes would be used when transcribing, analyzing and reporting
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the data. The interviews were not anonymous, since the researcher knew the names and

affiliations of the interviewees, but the research data were anonymized.

The interviews were about both the understanding of and the use of emotional intelligence and
about persuasive communication and networking in the job. Specific situations in which
participants were encouraged to discuss include dealing with customer complaints, staying calm
under pressure, understanding customer and stakeholder needs, explaining digital services,

influencing decisions, working with colleagues, and building professional relationships.

The participants were asked to give specifics — for example, “communication is important”

2

instead of “communication is important for me.” Examples ranged from dealing with a

challenging customer interaction, answering a digital question, going to bat for an explanation of
a digital service, influencing a stakeholder or working under pressure to attempting using a
professional relationship to resolve a workplace issue. The following examples included in-depth

descriptions of the use of social skills and the outcomes of social skills interactions.

However, these accounts continued to be the participant's interpretations of their experiences.
They were not viewed as evidence of whether or not a specific social skill is responsible for
customer retention, revenue growth or organisational success. The interviews provided
qualitative evidence related to the perception of the linkage between the employees' interpersonal

behaviors and the activities of the organizations.

Probing questions were used where appropriate to clarify participants’ answers and encourage

deeper explanation. Typical probes included:
“Can you give an example?”’

“What happened in that situation?”

“How did you respond?”

“Why did you choose that approach?”

“How did the other person react?”

“What do you think contributed to that outcome?”

“Would the situation have been different in another context?”
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These probes enabled the researcher to explore the circumstances, actions and interpretations
underlying participants’ initial responses without requiring every participant to receive an

identical sequence of follow-up questions.

Table 3.2: Overview of Data Collection

Data-collection element Application in the study
Method Semi-structured interviews
Number of participants 12 employees
Case distribution Six from PayHere and six from U Pay
Customer support, technical,

Participant roles ) .
business-development and managerial roles

Interview mode Online

Approximate duration 45—-60 minutes
Emotional intelligence, persuasive
communication, networking, teamwork,

Main areas explored . . . o
customer relationships, perceived organisational

contributions and skill-development challenges

) Common core questions with flexible probes and
Interview structure .
follow-up questions

The use of semi-structured interviews thus was congruous with the philosophy of the study
which was interpretivist and qualitative abductive. It allowed the researcher to explore some
common themes in both the case organisations but also be sensitive to the differences found

between the participants, the roles and the context of the organisations.
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3.9 Interview Guide Development

The interview-guide areas are based on the main research question, four sub-questions and the
qualitative conceptual model. The following questions are based on Emotional Intelligence
Theory: What is the need to be aware of emotions? What is empathy? What is self-regulation,
and how do difficult interactions work? Questions were formulated based on Human Capital
Theory regarding persuasive communication as an employee skill and based on Social Capital
Theory regarding the relationship development inwards and outside the organization. Other
questions explored team working, customer relations, perceived impact on the organisation,

contextual issues and opportunities for employee learning and development.

The interview guide was prepared by relating the research problem, research questions, literature

review and qualitative conceptual model. The complete study guide is provided in Appendix B.

The guide was not intended to be used as a measurement tool, and didn't generate numerical
scores for emotional intelligence, persuasion, networking or startup performance. Instead, it
offered a scaffolded series of open-ended questions, allowing participants to recount their

experiences, actions and interpretations.

The general categories included in the guide were based on the Human Capital Theory, the
Social Capital Theory and the theory of Emotional Intelligence. The three social skills skills
identified from the literature that were identified as being relevant to the employees were
emotional intelligence, persuasive communication and networking skills and were used as
sensitising concepts. They facilitated the first structuring of the questions, not imposing a

pre-existing theoretical classification on all the participants' answers.

The interview guide was structured in a step-by-step fashion. It started with a background
question about participants' experience with the digital-startup or electronic-payment industry.
This question was added as an introductory question to acquaint the participant with the research

context and to help get the interview started with a non-sensitive topic.

The emotional intelligence and related practices were covered in questions 2-6. The participants
were asked about the emotional intelligence used in their work and they were encouraged to
discuss examples of dealing with difficult customers, team conflict and workplace pressure.

Self-awareness, self-regulation and empathy were explored in more focused questions. They
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framed the general theoretical definition of emotional intelligence in scenarios which were

familiar to the participants.

Persuasive communication was discussed in questions 7 and 8. Participants were queried on how
they shared ideas or solutions with clients and colleagues, and if they had any examples of
persuasive communication that had led to a positive outcome or result at work or in the business.
Questions were designed to investigate the approaches employees took to gaining credibility,

explaining value, addressing concerns and adjusting communications to various audiences.

See questions 9 and 10 that dealt with networking. These questions looked at the ways in which
participants built professional connections both in and outside of their organisations, as well as
their view of networking as aiding them or the expansion of PayHere and U Pay. The importance
of relationships in the process of information sharing, collaboration and access to opportunities

was especially linked to Social Capital Theory.

Question 11 was about working collaboratively as a team and asked participants to describe how
social skills were applied in their interactions with colleagues. This question was added because
the conceptual model considered that social skills could be applied to both internal and external

organisational processes towards the customer and partner stakeholders.

Questions 12 and 13 dealt with customer relationships. They were prompted about how
emotional intelligence, persuasion and networking came into play in their interactions with
customers, and whether they could give examples related to customer satisfaction or retention.
The questions were not designed to provide an objective causal effect. Rather, they examined the
relationships that employees themselves felt that they shared between their social interactions

and customer-related outcomes.

Questions 14 and 15 were used to understand participants' knowledge about startup success and
business outcomes. Participants were asked to describe how they felt social skills were a key
component to the success of an organization and what indicators they would look at when
determining if an interaction was successful or not. The term “measurement” in Question 15
referred to the self-determined measures (such as positive feedback, successful resolution of a
problem, or further engagement with the customer/completion of an agreement). It did not

mention the use of statistics by the researcher.
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Lastly, in Questions 16-18, challenges, learning and organisation support were explored. These

questions enabled them to talk about situations where social skills were challenging to use, their

experiences of growing their social skills over time, and what further training or support in the

organisation they might need. This aspect was helpful in ensuring that the interview guide did

not presume that social skills were used successfully and always had positive outcomes.

Table 3.3: Relationship Between the Conceptual Model and Interview Guide

Interview-guide area

Question numbers

Connection to  conceptual

model

Participant background

Employee role and experience

Emotional intelligence

2-6

Emotional awareness, empathy,
self-regulation and management

of difficult interactions

Persuasive communication

7-8

Communication of value,

stakeholder influence and

confidence building

Networking

9-10

Internal and external
relationships, resources, referrals

and opportunities

Team collaboration

11

Internal coordination and

knowledge sharing

Customer relationships

12-13

Customer understanding,

confidence, satisfaction and

retention

Perceived startup contribution

14-15

Employees’ perceived
organisational outcomes rather

than objectively measured effects
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Contextual barriers, learning and
Challenges and development 16-18 o
organisational support

The guide was developed using several principles of qualitative interviewing. First, most

29 ¢¢

questions were open-ended and started with such phrases as “how,” “can you describe” and “can
you provide an example.” This enabled the participants to develop their own answers rather than

picking from the provided responses.

Second, questions were made relevant to familiar work situations. Abstract constructs like the
self-regulation and social capital were translated into questions of behaving well under pressure,
handling conflict situations, developing working relationships and co-operating with fellow

workers.

Thirdly, the guide shifted from general and less sensitive questions to more sensitive questions of
difficulties, performance and organisational support. This order of events set a 'comfort zone'

prior to moving on to discussing potentially difficult experiences in the workplace.

Fourthly, the guide was uniform in all participants. The same set of key questions enabled the
comparison of PayHere and U Pay, and among the various employee roles. However, the
semi-structured format enabled the researcher to vary follow-up questions according to the

participant’s responsibilities and experiences.

Fifth, the researcher applied probes to elicit clarifications and specific examples. This was
especially relevant in the cases of the giving of general answers, or broad statements, relating to

social skills and organisational success.

Research focus Conceptual basis | Interview topic Example question

Can you describe a

Emotional awareness, | difficult interaction

. ‘ ‘ Emotional _ ‘ ‘
Emotional intelligence _ empathy and [ in which emotions
Intelligence Theory )
self-regulation affected how you
responded?
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Can you describe a

o situation where you
Explaining value and
Persuasive Human Capital ' had to explain or
responding to
communication Theory ‘ promote a
uncertainty o
digital-payment

solution?

Can you describe

how a professional

. _ Relationships, . _
_ Social Capital | _ relationship  helped
Networking information and '
Theory - you obtain
opportunities ] )
information, support
or an opportunity?
Can you describe a
Interaction of | Integrated Combined wuse of | situation where you
competencies conceptual model social skills used more than one

of these social skills?

What organisational

or external
Sri Lankan fintech | Organisational  and
Context conditions made
environment market conditions
these skills easier or

more difficult to use?

Hence, the interview guide can be seen as a flexible qualitative framework, instead of a
standardised measurement instrument. All participants answered a common set of core questions
in order to facilitate cross-case comparison, with probes and follow-up questions tailored to the

specific role and experiences of each participant. The full guide is then provided in Appendix B.
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3.10 Data Analysis Method (Thematic Analysis)

Thematic analysis methods were used for analysing the interview data. This approach was
chosen as it allowed the researcher to discover, cluster and interpret common themes among
participants and within the two case organisations. The analysis process was a combination of
inductive attending to participant accounts and abductive comparing to the qualitative conceptual

model and literature presented in Chapter 2.

The first step was for all the interview material to be transcribed and read multiple times to get a
good overview of the entire set of interviews. Memorable experiences, differences between

participants and the potential context of these differences were noted.

Secondly, meaningful extracts related to the research questions were identified and initial codes
were applied. The codes referred to reported actions, interpretations and experiences of the
participants, as in remaining calm when a customer complains or adjusting the explanation to the

audience, requesting help from professional contacts, and coordinating with technical colleagues.

Thirdly, codes that represent related ideas were combined into larger categories. For instance,
codes related to empathy, emotional control and complaint handling were combined to form a
category of relational uses of emotional intelligence. Codes concerning evidence-based
explanations, communicating benefits and addressing uncertainty were grouped under persuasive
value communication. Networking and social capital was the category that included codes

related to internal knowledge sharing, referrals and external partnerships.

Then, the categories were compared in PayHere and U Pay and then between the two cases.
Recurrent patterns, experiences specific to case and conflicting accounts were analyzed.
Experiences reported by only one participant were differentiated from patterns found across
multiple participants or across both organisations. Fifth, categories were elaborated to create
more themes. Themes were compared with the coded extracts and the entirety of the interview
material to verify that the themes reflected the participants' accounts. Emotional intelligence was
conceived as a relational ability, persuasive communication as value translation, and networking
as internal/external social capital were identified as key themes. The interplay of the three

competencies and the contextual factors were also analyzed.
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Finally, representative quotations were chosen to show examples of each of the themes.
Quotations were chosen based on their relevance and clarity and not the order they occur
numerically. Findings were then analysed in light of theories and literature discussed in Chapter
2. Participant's accounts were not considered as evidence of what a specific social skill had
actually resulted in measurable organisational performance. The transcripts, initial codes and

theme-development decisions were organised manually using Microsoft Word and Excel.

3.11 Credibility and Triangulation

Credibility was supported primarily through data-source and cross-case triangulation. Data were
gathered from 12 employees instead of one employee with six being from PayHere and six being
from U Pay. The participants also came from various functional departments like Customer
Support, Technical Operations, Business Development and Management. The researcher
analysed the accounts between people, roles and two case organisations to see the areas of

convergence, difference and contradiction.

For instance, statements about emotional intelligence were compared between CFCs and
employee groups whose work is not customer facing, and statements about networking and
persuasive communication were compared between PayHere employees and U Pay employees,
respectively. A finding which occurred only in one interview was not deemed to be part of a
wider pattern. Patterns that were identified by multiple participants or were present in both cases
received greater weight in the interpretation, and patterns that were specific to one case or that

contradicted other patterns were included and analyzed.

Theoretical triangulation was also employed in the study in the process of interpretation. The
complementary viewpoints of Human Capital Theory, Social Capital Theory and Emotional
Intelligence Theory were used to consider the emerging findings. These views contributed to
understanding various aspects of employee capabilities and relationships. Theory, however, was

not employed to contradict participants' accounts or to fit data into pre-established categories.

The triangles used in the study were therefore not strictly statistical and there was no attempt to
statistically verify fact or claim that participants’ perception was fact. It was intended to enhance

credibility, using multiple accounts, roles, organisational contexts and theoretical interpretations.
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3.12 Ethical Considerations and Data Protection

Ethical concerns were discussed during the process of recruitment, data collection, analysis and
reporting of the data. The major ethical problems were informed consent, consent to
participation, confidentiality, protection from professional harm and secure handling of personal
information. Qualitative research with personal experience and workplace accounts (Kvale and

Brinkmann, 2015; Creswell and Poth, 2018) fundamentally rely on these principles.

Participants were provided with information prior to each interview about the aims of the study,
their role in it, the purpose of the interview material and how identities were protected. The
participants were told that it was not mandatory to answer the questions to which they were
uncomfortable. They were also told that they could withdraw from the study at any time during
the time indicated in the participant information sheet. In qualitative research, giving sufficient
information prior to the participation enables informed and voluntary participation (Saunders,

Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).

Pre-collection of the data was accompanied by written informed consent. They gave their
consent to the use of their personal information, necessary for conducting the study, and to
participation in the interview. Opportunity for participants to ask questions prior to consenting to
participate. There was no financial or other material incentive and was not part of the formal
workplace duties of the employees. If students in thesis work process personal data they are
required to inform the subjects about the purpose of the study, the data that will be collected,
how it will be used and how long it will be kept for before it is processed with the consent of the

subjects (Jonkoping University, 2023).

The study sought to minimise the collection of personal data. Data was gathered only where it
was relevant to the participants' workplace experiences of emotional intelligence, persuasive
communication and networking. No personal or sensitive information was asked of the
interviewees that was directly connected to the health, political, religious, or trade-union
concerns, or any other matters not relevant to the research problem. This aligned with the
principle of data minimisation, which is the core of GDPR, which states that personal data
should be adequate, relevant and limited to what is necessary for the purpose for which it is

being processed (European Parliament and Council, 2016).
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The participants were not anonymous when the data was collected as the researcher knew their
identity and organisation. Data were hence not described as anonymous but were
pseudonymised. In pseudonymisation, the direct personal identifiers are replaced by codes and
other data are kept in a place separate from the codes so that no one can be re-identified without
access to the other data (European Parliament and Council, 2016). All participants received a
code (PHI-PH6 for PayHere, UP1-UP6 for U Pay). These codes were utilized in the interview

transcript, coding materials, findings, and presentation of quotations.

No direct identifiers (such as names, contact information, or signatures) were included in the
analysis or results reported. The consent forms and the information for the participants were kept
apart from the transcriptions of the interviews as well as the analytical files. The key linking the
participants' identity with their assigned codes was kept apart from the pseudonymised data.
Where it is possible to de-identify research data from identifying information, this minimises the
risk of unauthorised identification and aids confidentiality (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill,

2019).

There was a potential for indirect identification since the study was conducted with a limited
sample of employees from two named organisations. Even if the participant's name was omitted,
their recognition may still be possible based on a combination of information including: job title
and department, length of service, and a highly specific workplace incident. Jonkoping
University considers directly identifying information and the combination of less apparent

information as personal data (Jonk&ping University, 2023).

To minimise this risk, unnecessary identifying details were either removed or anonymised. The
participants were described by broad functional categories, for which a more specific job title
was not required for the analysis. Quotes were also checked to make sure they did not disclose
commercially sensitive or customer information or anything of that nature. Some minor
contextual information was omitted from the participant's account when such information did not
materially affect the substance of the account. This was especially important as rich qualitative

description can inadvertently reveal a participant's identity (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015).

The requirements for student thesis work at Jonkoping University regarding data protection were
followed. The data-protection procedures applied only to the researcher’s collection, storage,

analysis and reporting of participant data. The study did not evaluate the GDPR compliance,
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customer-data systems or wider data-protection practices of PayHere or U Pay. GDPR principles
were used to guide the responsible handling of personal data collected for the thesis. According
to the statement from Jonkdping University, generally the university school is responsible for the
processing of personal data that students carry out during their education. The university also
demands that personal data is collected for a clearly defined purpose, that it is limited to what is
necessary, that it is securely stored and that only those who have a need for it to be known for the
sake of the completion and examination of the thesis have access to it (Jonk&ping University,
2023).

The following institutional requirements align with GDPR principles of lawfulness, fairness and
transparency; purpose limitation; data minimisation; accuracy; storage limitation; and integrity
and confidentiality (European Parliament and Council, 2016). The information gathered was
therefore only used for the purpose outlined to the participants, but was not used for any other

commercial, organizational or personal purposes.

The participant data was only used for the completion and examination of this thesis. After being
approved and the final result registered, identifiable data will be removed or transferred for
authorized storage in line with the data-management arrangements that have been created for the
study. Personal data that is used in student thesis work at Jonkoping University must be deleted
following the examination of the thesis and the registration of the result, unless there is an

approved decision to keep or archive specific data (Jonkdping University, 2023).

Only anonymised results and selected quotations are included in the publicly available thesis.
The signed consent forms, the signatures, the information about the participants and the
recordings from the interviews will not be published in DiVA — the version with the participant's
codes and identities will not be published. These are confidential pieces of research

documentation not available to the public as part of the thesis.

The researcher also wanted to minimise the potential harm to the profession. The participants
were not asked intentionally to provide confidential financial information, customer records,
trade secrets, information related to the internal security or other commercially sensitive
materials. Evaluations were based on trends, instead of individual employees who could be
identified from the reporting. Findings presented respectfully, no criticism or sensitive statements

put at the names of people that can be identified. While the concept of avoidance of harm does
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take into consideration potential physical harm, it must also take into account potential

professional, reputational and relational harm to the participants (Creswell and Poth, 2018).

These procedures were used to aid in facilitating informed participation, confidentiality, and data
minimisation and responsible research-data handling. However, it is not possible to say that the
identification risk can be fully ruled out in the small qualitative study where staff from two
identified organisations were sampled. Selection of quotations and the amount of contextual

information to be shared were determined with this limitation in mind.

3.13 Limitations of the Methodology

Although this study is methodologically sound, it has a number of limitations. To begin with,
small sample size and qualitative approach restrict the generalizability of results. Nevertheless, it
is a typical feature of qualitative research which is more focused on the depth of understanding

rather than on statistical representation (Creswell, 2014).

Second, the chance of bias in participants exists, and respondents are likely to give socially
desirable responses or exaggerate positive behavior. Triangulation and involving multiple
participants who represent various levels of organizations are used to address this limitation

(Ranasinghe and Abeycockrama, 2024)

Third, the research is context-specific to the fintech startups in Sri Lanka and PayHere and U Pay
in particular. Although this will contribute to the richness of context, it will potentially reduce
transferability to other industries or geographical locations. Nonetheless, according to
Gunawardane et al. (2022), studies that are context-specific are useful in producing local insights

that can be used to advance a broader theoretical understanding.

Lastly, time was a limiting factor as it could not allow the longitudinal observation that might
have given more insights into how social skills develop over time in startups. Nevertheless, the
research has merits in contributed knowledge about employee-level social skills in the

developing digital economies.
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Chapter 4: Empirical Findings and Analysis

4.1 Introduction

The chapter describes and discusses the empirical results obtained after semi-structured
interviews with 12 employees of two Sri Lankan digital startups PayHere and U Pay. This
chapter aims to investigate the role of the social skills of employees, namely emotional
intelligence, networking, and persuasion in the success of organisations, particularly in digital

startup settings.

The thematic structure of the analysis is done according to the research intentions and framework
of the interview. Thematic analysis was employed to determine common patterns in the
responses of participants in the study, following the methodology of coding, categorising, and
interpreting qualitative data. The results are further explained in terms of existing literature on
digital entrepreneurship, employee competencies, and organisational performance (Gunawardane

et al., 2022; Silva and Hansson, 2024; Alalwan, 2018).
Three major themes emerged from the data:

1. Emotional Intelligence and Team Performance
2. Networking and Business Growth

3. Persuasion and Stakeholder Influence

These themes highlight how interpersonal competencies influence both internal operations and

external business success in fast-growing fintech startups in Sri Lanka.

4.2 Overview of Case Companies (PayHere and U Pay)

Two of the most popular fintech startups in the Sri Lankan fintech ecosystem are PayHere and U
Pay. PayHere is a well established online payment gateway provider that provides secure digital
transaction services to merchants, e-commerce sites and service providers. It puts emphasis on

offering smooth integration of businesses to take online payments conveniently.

U Pay, however, is a mobile-based digital wallet and payment system, which allows users to

conduct a cashless transaction, bill payment, and peer-to-peer transfer. The two organisations are
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operating in a highly competitive, technology-driven environment where customer experience,

customer trust and delivery of real-time services are critical success factors.

The two startups have extensive dependence on employee-client interaction, technical
communication, and coordination of stakeholders. As Siriwardana and De Mel (2022)
emphasize, the success of fintech startups in Sri Lanka largely depends not merely on the
technological infrastructure but also on the quality of human interaction to guarantee customer
retention and market growth. Therefore, employees’ social skills play a crucial role in

organisational performance in both PayHere and U Pay.

4.3 Presentation of Findings

4.3.1 Theme 1: Emotional Intelligence and Team Performance

The results indicate that emotional intelligence (EI) is a core competency affecting employee
performance, dealing with clients, and coordinating with other employees in both startups.
Throughout the 12 respondents, EI was always explained as a necessity in dealing with stressful
situations, responding to customer complaints, and maintaining professional communication

under stress.

Employees indicated that they often have to deal with agitated clients, as their transactions took
too long, were accompanied by technical issues, or encountered problems with onboarding.
Emotional regulation, and empathy were found to be essential skills in such situations.
Indicatively, Respondent 01 and Respondent 02 remarked that they are active listeners to the
concerns of customers, that they remain calm in conflict situations, and that they encourage their
customers whilst organizing internally to resolve conflicts. This is due to the significance of

self-regulation and empathy in service-based online spaces.

This observation is consistent with that of Lariviere et al. (2017), who believe that employee
emotional intelligence plays a vital role in improving service encounter quality in
technology-driven organisations. Likewise, Sashi (2012) points out that emotional involvement

enhances customer satisfaction and loyalty in the long run in online channels.
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Moreover, respondents were highly self-aware individuals, with several indicating that they

started to consider their communication style following difficult encounters. This implies a

continuous process of learning in startup settings, where an employee constantly adjusts their

emotional reaction, based on experience. This flexibility is especially necessary in fintech

startups in Sri Lanka, where the pressure to operate and customer expectations are high

(Gunawardane et al., 2022).

Altogether, emotional intelligence was observed to directly have a positive effect on team

coordination, conflict escalations, and customer satisfaction. Hence, it is not just an individual

competency, but also a performance driver in PayHere and U Pay.

Table 4.3.1: Theme 1 — Emotional Intelligence and Team Performance

Component

Details

Theme Definition

Emotional intelligence refers to the ability of employees to recognise,
understand, and manage their own emotions as well as the emotions of
clients and colleagues in workplace interactions. In the context of
PayHere and U Pay, it plays a crucial role in managing customer
relationships and internal teamwork in high-pressure fintech
environments.

Empirical Evidence
from Respondents
(1-12)

All respondents consistently emphasised the importance of emotional
intelligence in their daily tasks. Respondents 01 and 02 highlighted that
they frequently deal with frustrated clients during technical issues and
must remain calm and professional. Respondents 03 to 06 described the
importance of empathy in understanding customer concerns and
providing reassurance. Respondents 07 to 12 explained that emotional
regulation is essential for maintaining teamwork efficiency and reducing
workplace conflict during high workload situations.

Interpretation  of
Findings

The findings indicate that emotional intelligence is a fundamental
operational skill in digital startups. Employees are regularly exposed to
stressful situations such as system failures, delayed transactions, and
client dissatisfaction. Emotional regulation enables employees to
maintain professionalism, de-escalate conflicts, and ensure continuity of
service delivery. This demonstrates that emotional intelligence directly
supports both service quality and team coordination.

Link to Literature

These findings align with Lariviére et al. (2017), who emphasise that
employee emotional intelligence enhances service encounter quality in
digital environments. Sashi (2012) further supports that emotional
engagement improves customer satisfaction and loyalty. Gunawardane et
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al. (2022) also highlight that interpersonal competencies significantly
influence SME performance in Sri Lanka.

Analytical Insight | Emotional intelligence functions as a stabilising force within fintech
startups. It ensures that operational challenges do not negatively impact
customer relationships or internal teamwork. In PayHere and U Pay,
emotional intelligence is not only a personal skill but a critical
organisational capability that enhances resilience and service continuity.

4.3.2 Theme 2: Networking and Business Growth

The second theme emphasises on the importance of networking skills in facilitating business
growth, relationship building, and exposure of the organisation. The respondents maintained that

networking is not only critical in internal cooperation but also external business growth.

At PayHere and U Pay the employees are in constant contact with the merchants, developers,
financial institutions, and internal teams. Respondents elaborated that establishing professional
relationships that are based on trust is important to the sustainability of the business in the long
term. To illustrate this point, Respondent 03 and Respondent 04 observed that by keeping the
communication lines open with external partners, it is often possible to open up new business

opportunities and enhance improved integration of services.

This result corresponds with the study of Kietzmann et al. (2011), who underline that social
media and digital ecosystems contribute to the increased connectivity and relationship-building
capacities of organisations. On the same note, Maecker et al. (2016) assert that successful
networking enables the management of customer relationships successfully and enhances the

responsiveness of the organisation.

Moreover, the respondents emphasized that networking is also a factor that leads to internal
efficiency. When employees have good interpersonal relations with others in the team, they will
be in a position to organize work more efficiently, particularly when workload is high or the
system has broken down. This goes in line with Kwayu et al. (2018) who propose that internal
networking increases organisational competitiveness by strengthening collaboration and

exchange of knowledge.
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Significantly, other outcomes in business growth were also associated with networking. A

number of the respondents also added that the partnership which is created based on the

professional relationship directly results in the rise in the volumes of transactions and acquisition

of merchants. It proves that networking is not a social skill alone, but a strategic business asset of

fintech startups.

Table 4.3.2: Theme 2 — Networking and Business Growth

Component

Details

Theme Definition

Networking refers to the ability of employees to build and maintain
professional relationships both inside and outside the organisation in
order to support business operations, collaboration, and organisational
growth. In digital startups, networking is essential for connecting
technical services with business opportunities.

Empirical Evidence
from Respondents
(1-12)

Respondents across both PayHere and U Pay strongly highlighted
networking as a key driver of success. Respondents 01, 03, and 04
explained that external networking with merchants and business partners
helps in expanding service adoption and integration. Respondents 05 to
08 focused on internal networking, stating that strong relationships
between departments improve coordination and operational efficiency.
Respondents 09 to 12 further emphasised that networking directly
contributes to customer acquisition, partnership development, and overall
business expansion.

Interpretation  of
Findings

The findings suggest that networking operates as both an internal
coordination mechanism and an external growth enabler. Internally, it
enhances teamwork, communication, and knowledge sharing between
departments. Externally, it supports client acquisition, merchant
partnerships, and market expansion. This dual role makes networking a
strategic competency in fintech startups.

Link to Literature

Kietzmann et al. (2011) argue that digital ecosystems rely on
interconnected relationships for business success. Maecker et al. (2016)
highlight that strong relationship management improves customer
retention and organisational performance. Kwayu et al. (2018) further
confirm that networking capabilities enhance competitiveness in digital
markets.

Analytical Insight

Networking acts as a growth accelerator in digital startups. It transforms
employee relationships into organisational value by enabling
collaboration, trust-building, and business expansion. In PayHere and U
Pay, networking is not limited to social interaction but functions as a
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strategic business asset that directly influences scalability and market
penetration.

4.3.3 Theme 3: Persuasion and Stakeholder Influence

The third theme concerns the skills of persuasion and their contribution to the influencing of the
decision-making process, the customer adoption and the engagement of the stakeholders. The
results indicate that persuasion is a very important skill that employees apply when

implementing new systems, overcoming client resistance, and marketing digital solutions.

The respondents described persuasion as primarily accomplished through logical explanation,
demonstration of benefits and through clear communication of value propositions. Indicatively,
Respondent 05 and Respondent 06 noted that they were able to convince clients to use upgraded
payment systems by pointing out efficiency improvements and cost reductions. This shows that

persuasion in digital startups is more evidence-based and not necessarily emotional.

The discovery can be compared to that of Alalwan (2018), who explains that the persuasive
communication in digital contexts has a significant impact on user adoption and engagement.
Equally, Pham and Gammoh (2015) highlight that communication of perceived value boosts

customer-based outcomes in online platforms.

In addition, it was also discovered that the issue of persuasion also impacted the process of
decision making within an organization. Persuasive communication is often the tool that the
employees use to come up with solutions, persuade the team, and coordinate technical responses
in case of issues with the system. This shows the significance of interpersonal influence in the

agile startup setting where fast decision making is needed.

Another point that the participants made was that; persuasion is strongly related to the credibility
and trust. Workers that exhibit both technical and emotional intelligence are more effective at
persuading clients and co-workers. This corroborates the claim by Tajvidi and Karami (2021),
who state that trust-based communication enhances the performance of organisations in digital
firms. All in all, persuasion became one of the main factors contributing to stakeholder

alignment, customer conversion and operational success in both PayHere and U Pay.
Table 4.3.3: Theme 3 — Persuasion and Stakeholder Influence
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Component

Details

Theme Definition

Persuasion refers to the ability of employees to influence decisions,
encourage adoption of solutions, and guide clients or colleagues towards
desired organisational outcomes through structured communication,
reasoning, and demonstration of value.

Empirical Evidence
from Respondents
(1-12)

Respondents 01 to 06 explained that they frequently use persuasion skills
to convince clients to adopt new payment systems by highlighting
efficiency improvements, cost benefits, and system reliability.
Respondents 07 to 10 noted that persuasion is also important in internal
discussions where employees influence technical decisions and
operational strategies. Respondents 11 and 12 highlighted that persuasion
plays a key role in maintaining client relationships and ensuring
long-term retention through trust-building communication.

Interpretation  of
Findings

The findings indicate that persuasion is a critical mechanism for driving
adoption of digital solutions in fintech startups. Clients often resist
change due to technical uncertainty or perceived risks, and employees
must use logical reasoning and clear communication to overcome this
resistance. Internally, persuasion supports faster decision-making and
improves organisational agility.

Link to Literature

Alalwan (2018) states that persuasive communication significantly
increases user adoption in digital environments. Pham and Gammoh
(2015) highlight the importance of perceived value in influencing
customer decision-making. Tajvidi and Karami (2021) emphasise that
trust-based communication enhances organisational performance and
customer engagement.

Analytical Insight

Persuasion functions as a conversion tool within digital startups. It
bridges the gap between technological solutions and user acceptance. In
PayHere and U Pay, persuasion ensures that innovations are not only
developed but also successfully adopted by clients and stakeholders,
directly contributing to business performance and growth.
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4.4 Cross-Case Analysis

The cross-case analysis will compare empirically obtained results of PayHere and U Pay, and
identify similarities, differences, and emergent patterns in the role of social skills on the
employee level and the success of startups. The study allows the analytical validity to be
enhanced by analysing the two cases together and provides a better understanding of how
emotional intelligence, networking, and persuasion are functioning in the context of different
organizations in the Sri Lankan fintech sector (Yin, as cited in the qualitative research literature;

Gunawardane et al., 2022).

One of the main parallels that can be seen between PayHere and U Pay are the central roles
played by emotional intelligence in customer interactions and team work. In both organizations,
the employees always reported handling high-pressure situations like failure of transactions,
difficulties in onboarding and dissatisfaction on the part of clients. Emotional regulation,
empathy, and active listening were found to be key competencies in such settings. Emotional
intelligence allowed employees to remain professional and avoid the further development of
conflicts, no matter what the organizational structure or service model is. This implies that
emotional intelligence is not a localized need but it is a universal necessity in fintech startups
whereby service delivery is highly customer-centric. These results are in line with Lariviere et al.
(2017), who state that emotional intelligence increases service quality in the digital environment,

and Sashi (2012), who connects emotional involvement with customer satisfaction and loyalty.

Nonetheless, some nuances came out in the application of emotional intelligence in each
organization. Emotional intelligence is more commonly used at PayHere in interactions with
merchant-facing clients, where employees interact with business clients that need technical
integration and continuous support. This frequently entails addressing anticipations connected
with the functioning of the system and the reliability of transactions. Contrastingly, at U Pay,
emotional intelligence is more evident in the consumer-facing interactions, where employees
encounter a greater variety of user concerns, such as the usability issues and transaction errors.
This difference implies that, although emotional intelligence is equally significant in the two
scenarios, its usage differs based on the target group of customers and the model of service

delivery.
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The second theme, networking, also showed strong similarities in the two cases, especially in its
two-fold nature as both an internal coordination mechanism, and an external growth driver.
Employees of both PayHere and U Pay stressed the need to maintain professional relationships
with others including colleagues, clients and other external stakeholders like merchants, financial
institutions and technology partners. Within, networking enabled easier communication, quicker
resolution of problems and better teamwork. On the outside, it has helped in customer
acquisition, development of partnerships and expansion of business. The results of the research
correspond to the ideas expressed by Kietzmann et al. (2011) and Maecker et al. (2016), who

emphasize the significance of building relationships in digital ecosystems.

In spite of these similarities, it was noted that there were differences in networking practices.
PayHere employees showed more emphasis on B2B networking where establishing long-term
relationships with merchants and business partners are crucial to the growth of the transaction
volume. Networking here is usually strategic and relationship-based and it entails constant
interaction with external stakeholders. Conversely, U Pay workers focused on engagement with
users and connectivity to the ecosystem, in which networking is not only about formal
collaborations but also about a much broader interaction within the digital environment. This
portrays the consumer-oriented model of the organization, whereby retaining user trust and

engagement is a key factor to sustained growth.

The other significant difference is in the construction of internal networking. PayHere seems to
be more dependent on the formal communication channels because of its relatively
well-established operational processes, wherecas U Pay has a more relaxed and informal
networking environment that is characteristic of younger startups. This indicates that
organizational maturity might moderate the practice of networking within an organization, but its

significance would be similar in both situations (Kwayu et al., 2018).

The third theme is persuasion, which also brings out convergence and divergence between the
two organizations. In PayHere and U Pay, persuasion was also found to be an essential skill in
influencing customer decisions, encouraging them to adopt digital solutions, and making internal
decisions. Logical thinking, effective communication, and value demonstration were commonly
used by employees as a form of persuasion to clients and stakeholders. It means that the

persuasion process in fintech startups is highly evidence-based, with functional benefits
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(including efficiency, cost savings, system reliability) being a primary focus in persuasion. The
findings can be compared to the findings of Alalwan (2018) and Pham and Gammoh (2015), who

all focus on the role of persuasive communication as a driver of digital adoption.

One notable similarity is that persuasion has a strong association with trust and credibility in the
two organizations. The employees who exhibit good technical expertise and interpersonal skills
are more effective in influencing others. This supports the claim made by Tajvidi and Karami

(2021), that trust-based communications positively impact the performance of digital companies.

But, variations come in when it comes to persuasive communication. Persuasion at PayHere is
largely applied in technical and business negotiations, e.g. to persuade merchants to implement
the payment gateway solutions or upgrade their systems. This entails both technical skills and
business skills. On the contrary, in U Pay, the methods of persuasion are more oriented towards
user adoption and the change in behavior where the employees are expected to address the
concerns of the users and persuade them to use the digital wallet services. This underscores the

impact of organizational focus on the type of persuasive interactions.

In all three themes, a cross-case learning that stands out is that social skills are integrated
competencies and not standalone attributes. The interrelations of emotional intelligence,
networking and persuasion can be used interchangeably in workplace interactions as well as
being combined with each other in the workplace. To illustrate the point, emotional intelligence
is often the key to effective persuasion as one should be able to comprehend customer concerns
and networking is another strategy that depends on building trust-based relationships. This
combined application will improve organizational effectiveness in general and catalyze

operational effectiveness and business development.

The other significant finding is that both PayHere and U Pay can be characterized as strong
believers in the idea of organizational success being driven by competencies at an employee
level. Although technology infrastructure is a significant determinant, the results show that
human interaction is a key factor in resolving customer satisfaction, service quality, and business
performance. This corroborates the statement made by Siriwardana and De Mel (2022) that

interpersonal abilities play a crucial role in the success of fintech in emerging markets.
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Summing up, the cross-case analysis shows that PayHere and U Pay can differ in terms of the
operational model and the focus on customers; however, they are also similar with respect to
common patterns in the significance and use of social skills. Emotional intelligence guarantees
the quality of service, cohesiveness in a team, networking leads to collaboration and business
growth, and persuasion leads to adoption and decision-making. The difference in the cases is
mostly due to differences in the customer segments, maturity and the service models rather than
fundamental differences in the role played by social skills. This is why the findings indicate that
universally, social skills at the employee level are critical in fintech startups, as they are key

enablers of both internal and external success.

4.5 Chapter Summary

This chapter gave the results obtained from the semi-structured interviews conducted with the
staff of PayHere and U Pay. Analysis revealed three general groups of employee social skills:
emotional intelligence, persuasive communication and networking. Participants talked about
these skills in the context of work processes within their workplaces and with customers,

merchants, partners and others.

Empathy, active listening, self-awareness, patience and emotional regulation were predominantly
expressed in the description of emotional intelligence. These practices were linked to dealing
with difficult customers, dealing with complaints, working under pressure, and having positive
relationships with colleagues. Their descriptions indicated that emotional intelligence was

applicable not just in customer service, but also in teamwork and conflicts within the company.

Persuasive communication: the ability to communicate digital services in a clear way, address
customer concerns, show value and adapt messages to various groups. Participants often recalled
that they were involved in persuasive communication to build stakeholder confidence and to get
customers or merchants to try out digital payment solutions. They also confirmed that persuasion
was employed inside in the decision making process and in the process of conflict resolution and

work coordination.

The concept of networking was explained both internally and externally. Internal relationships
facilitated knowledge sharing, communication and problem resolution between functional teams.

External relationships were linked to customer referrals, merchant engagement and partnerships
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and access to business opportunities. Therefore, when asked about networking, participants saw
it not just as something that takes place in their regular work with senior managers or formal

business-developing staff, but as a normal, day-to-day way of doing business.

The cross case comparison revealed a wide level of similarity in the case of PayHere and U Pay.
Staff in both schools viewed social skills as a whole and not as a discrete entity. For instance, if
an employee is aware of the concern that a stakeholder might have, they could apply emotional
awareness to address that concern; persuasive communication could be used to discuss that
concern; and if the employee already has a relationship with the stakeholder, that relationship

would provide trust that the communication would be accepted.

The differences between cases were primarily associated with the nature of the work performed,
the type of customer served and the nature of the service provided and in the organisation. These
differences suggested using social skills in a specific manner depending on the situation. The
results therefore failed to prove universal or causal effects. Rather, they illustrated employees'
perceptions and descriptions of the relevance of social skills in their respective organizational

settings.
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Chapter 5: Discussion

5.1 Introduction

This chapter is used to discuss the empirical results based on the research questions and
qualitative conceptual model and literature reviewed in Chapter 2. While Chapter 4 analyzed the
patterns that emerged in the participants' stories, this chapter looks at the implications of the

patterns for understanding the role of employees' social skills in digital fintech startups.

Emotional intelligence, persuasive communication and networking are used to structure the
discussion, after which the interaction between the three skills and the influence on their use by
organisations and context are examined. The chapter then states the theoretical contribution of

the study and reflects on the practical, policy and societal implications.

The results are presented as employee perceptions and descriptions of their experiences at their
workplace. They have no statistical evidence that they had a specific financial or organizational
impact on social skills. The discussion is thus centered on the processes in which participating
parties related their social skills to customer relationship, internal coordination, stakeholder trust

and business development.
5.2 Discussion of the Main Findings

5.2.1 Emotional Intelligence as a Relational Capability

The results showed that the main aspects of emotional intelligence were experienced as relational
and situational. Emotional intelligence was not mentioned by participants as a personal trait.
They instead talked about the ability to listen, to recognise when their customers were frustrated,
to respond emotionally to the situation, to adapt to the way they communicate with their

customers in the situation, and to act professionally when under pressure.

These accounts are similar to the theory of Emotional Intelligence which focuses on the ability to
recognise, understand and manage own emotions and the emotions of others. The findings
confirm the importance of self-awareness, empathy and emotional regulation in organizational
interactions (Goleman, 1995). The research takes this view further, revealing the operational

employee experience of these capabilities, rather than just the experience of leaders.
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Emotional intelligence has been correlated with previous studies on leadership, decision making
and Employee Management. It is also implied from the present results that emotional intelligence
is applicable for the front-line workers and support staff who confront with customer concerns
regularly, and also in coordinating with colleagues and dealing with merchant uncertainty. In
PayHere and U Pay, the participants linked emotional awareness to appropriate responses to

challenging interactions and with maintaining positive relationships.

The results are also consistent with service research literature which indicates that interpersonal
responses of employees can influence the nature of customer interactions (Lariviere et al., 2017).
Empathy and active listening were terms used by participants to describe understanding the
reason behind a customer's concern before offering a solution. Emotional intelligence was thus
not only associated with politeness, but also with understanding the social context and choosing

an appropriate interpersonal response.

But the qualitative design does not enable the study to make the objective finding that those with
“higher” emotional intelligence showed better “work” performance. There was no measure of
emotional intelligence or measure of customer satisfaction or retention statistically analyzed. The
more appropriate conclusion is that the participants felt emotionally intelligent behaviour was

facilitative of complaint management, customer confidence, teamwork and service continuity.

The accounts also imply that emotional intelligence can be a component of the organisational
human capital. Human capital theory sees knowledge and skills of employees as organizational
resources. In the present cases, technical knowledge was needed alongside the skill to manage
these stakeholders with a level of calmness, sensitivity and professionalism. Hence, the social
skills of the employees seemed to facilitate the application of their technical skills and product

knowledge.

5.2.2 Persuasive Communication as Value Translation

Persuasive communication is seen as a crucial component in explaining digital-payment services
and encouraging stakeholders to reflect on proposed solutions, participants said. Persuasion was
not generally defined as pressure or manipulation. It included listening to customer concerns,
articulating the appropriate benefits, making technical information understandable and

demonstrating a solution to the needs of a customer or merchant.
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The result corroborates the literature that noted that credibility, message relevance and perceived
value affect the stakeholders' responses to the digital products (Cialdini, 2001; Alalwan, 2018;
Pham and Gammoh, 2015). Employees' reports showed the persuasive impact of communication
was related to the ability to link the features of the service to real-world issues like convenience,

security, efficiency and ease of use.

The results, therefore, indicate that persuasive communication can be seen as value translation.
Digital fintech services might include technical characteristics that are not relevant in the short
term to customers. Those features are then interpreted by employees as benefits that are
comprehensible to the target group. This can be particularly critical if stakeholders lack

experience and understanding of digital payments, or are wary of using new technology.

Credibility and trust also seemed to be essential to persuasive communication. The employee that
was seen as knowledgeable, clear and attentive to the stakeholder's needs was found to be clear
in their explanations. This reinforces the concept that persuasion is inextricably tied to emotional
intelligence and quality of relationship. It was critical that employees' understanding of the

concern included building confidence before a value-based explanation could be compelling.

The results also expand the use of persuasive communication beyond acquiring new customers.
Persuasion was a topic covered in internal activities like proposing solutions, discussing
priorities and coordinating decisions with colleagues. In flexible start-up situations, staff often

have to articulate and justify their ideas without absolute authority.

However, the results should not be interpreted as a causal relationship between persuasive
communication and customer adoption or growth in customer revenue. They demonstrate how
participants felt that clear, credible and audience-sensitive communication enabled understanding

and made decisions about digital services easier to make.

5.2.3 Networking as Internal and External Social Capital

Networking was defined as a multi-level organisational process. Internally, participants felt
relationships were linked to quicker communication, knowledge exchange, collaboration and
problem solving. Networking was related to external activities such as keeping customer

relations, getting referrals, building good business relations and finding opportunities.
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The results support the Social Capital Theory that suggests that relationships can serve as a
source for knowledge, support and other resources (Bourdieu, 1986; Nahapiet and Ghoshal,
1998). The results imply that there is more than just a founder's and senior managers' social
capital in digital start-ups. Inter-functional employees are also able to build and power

relationships that help the organisation.

The internal networking aspect was relevant, especially when problems with digital services
involve customer support, technical, operational, and business-development personnel.
Participants' answers indicated that existing interpersonal relationships facilitated reaching out to
colleagues, sharing information and coordinating responses. This result is in line with the
research on internal networks and collaboration and organizational adaptability (Kwayu, Lal and

Abubakre, 2018).

Outside networking went beyond the actual selling. Staff members reported regular customer,
merchant and partner engagement opportunities where information and opportunities could arise.
These relationships can be especially useful for startups that lack formal structures and resources,

as they can offer them access to knowledge and market connections.

The results also show that value does not necessarily emerge from relationships. They are only
useful if there is trust, communication, maintenance and the employee is able to mobilise the
relationship appropriately. Networking, therefore, should be viewed as an active, rather than a

passive, relational ability and not as having a large number of contacts.

While there was an analytical separation between internal and external networking, in practice,
participants reported a link between these two types of networking. An external customer
problem may necessitate an employee to establish an internal relationship with a technical
colleague. A good working relationship within the organisation would then support an effective

response to the external situation; a response which would be quicker and more appropriate.
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5.2.4 Interdependence of Social Skills and the Role of Context

One of the main outcomes of the study was the finding that the skills of emotional intelligence
and persuasive communication and networking were linked in action. The three concepts were
broken apart in the literature and the interview guide, but participants sometimes mentioned

scenarios involving more than one skill.

A member of staff when dealing with a worried trader may first try to gauge the concern,
communicate the benefit of the service and ,or communicate with another member of staff to
continue the relationship or explain the concern. The effectiveness of this interaction, therefore,

was not always due to the effects of one competency.

The interdependence is helpful to the qualitative conceptual model developed in section 2.7. The
model suggests that employee social skills are manifested in the mechanisms of work, in
relationships as well as in the mechanisms of managing emotions, understanding needs,
communicating value, building trust, coordinating knowledge and maintaining external
relationships. These processes participants connected to such results as customer confidence,

teamwork, cooperation and access to business opportunities.

The results also illustrate the need for contextualization. The use of social skills varied by
position and type of stakeholder employee interacted with. Customer facing staff shared their
insights regarding emotional control and explanation when dealing with complaints and,or
service adoption. Technical/operational personnel spoke about communication and networking
with respect to resolving internal problems. Business-development staff were more externally

oriented with regard to relationships and stakeholder influence.

There is also a meaty backdrop of the Sri Lankan fintech environment. If there is not a familiar
understanding with digital payments, employees might need to make further explanations and
assurances. Where startups operate with constrained resources, relationships may provide access
to information, referrals and partnership opportunities. These environmental factors can make

employee social skills become more apparent in these circumstances.

But the Sri Lanka cases are not that all emerging economies are the same. Instead, the cases

demonstrate mechanisms that are likely to be also relevant in similar contexts: social skills can
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support the translation of the technological value, lower relational uncertainty, free up limited

resources and coordinate organizational responses.

5.3 Theoretical Contributions

The study makes three main theoretical contributions.

It shifts focus from founders and top leaders to staff at all levels in the operational and
customer-facing lines of business. Many of the published writings about startups highlight the
entrepreneurial or leadership qualities. The present results indicate that organisational value is
also generated through the repetition of interactions between employees that provide customer
support, coordinate technical efforts, communicate with merchants and keep stakeholder

relationships.

This doesn't mean that having good employee social skills is the sole predictor of start-up
success. It means that the interactions between employees form one of the ways the organisation

provides its technological services and enables them to receive support

Secondly, study integrates Human Capital Theory, Social Capital Theory and Emotional
Intelligence Theory into a qualitative conceptual model. Social skills are seen in the Human
Capital Theory as the skills that an employee has, social capital as the resources and
cooperativeness that can be gained from relationships, and emotional intelligence as the

emotional and interpersonal processes that can be gained from the relationships.

The results indicate that these views are complementary. An understanding of and control over
an interaction can be gained from emotional intelligence, the organisational value can be
captured in persuasive communication, and the relational structure in which communication and

cooperation take place can be achieved by networking.

Third, the study conceptualizes employee social skills as practices, not as variables. The study of
emotional intelligence, persuasion and networking is often studied separately in the past. The
skills were frequently reported by the participants as co-occurring in workplace contexts. The

contribution is not therefore a statistically supported integrated model but a contextually
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informed discussion of the possible reinforcement of the competencies in the context of digital

fintech startups.

The study is also a contribution to Social Capital Theory since the relation of internal and
external networking is revealed. Internal coordination and external relationship management was
not an isolated procedure. Opportunities to communicate and respond effectively to external
stakeholders were often facilitated through internal networks, with good external
communications providing information and opportunities that could benefit internal

organisational activity.

Theoretically, the contribution is that employee social skills are regarded as relational tools
which can help transform technological capabilities into stakeholder understanding, cooperation

and perceived value of the organisation.

5.4 Practical, Policy and Societal Implications

The results have implications for HRM in digital startups. Technical skills should not be the only
criteria used in recruitment; the process must also include the ability to listen, effective
communication, respond positively in stressful situations, and adapt and interact with others in
different functions. They might also ask behavioural interview questions and or role-play in
realistic scenarios to assess how they answer questions and handle real customer or team

contexts.

Training should be linked to real job-related situations in the fintech field and not be seen as a
generic personality development exercise. Relevant activities may be complaint-handling
simulations, technical information to non-technical audiences, merchant-engagement situations,

conflict handling or cross functional problem-solving.

Managers need to be aware of the fact that social skills are a product of the organisation. This
leads employees to struggle in responding to care or communicating where there is no
information, when workload overflows or when departments function in isolation. Clear
communication, knowledge sharing and leadership practices in developing social capabilities,

therefore, should be accompanied.
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The findings also show that networking cannot just be the job of top management, or be viewed
as the formal business-development staff only. Relationships relevant to employees' roles
develop through internal collaboration systems, mentoring, cross functional meetings and
opportunities to engage stakeholders. In terms of policy and education, the results call for
policies and programmes to integrate digital-entrepreneurship and fintech-development with
communication skills, emotional intelligence and relationship management skills. Universities,
professional institutions, start-up supporting organisations and industry organisations could
incorporate practice-led social skills development into entrepreneurship and digital-business

courscs.

Societal impact relates to digital inclusion and confidence. Technical availability isn't the only
thing that can impact the adoption of digital payments, however, as services are clearly explained
and user concerns addressed sensitively. They might be able to alleviate uncertainty among
customers less familiar with digital financial services if they communicate in understandable,
trustworthy and context-sensitive ways. Such implications should be in proportion to the extent
of the study. There is no evidence for a specific national policy intervention in the research.
Rather, it suggests that workforce capability and the quality of stakeholder communication need
to be taken into consideration with the technological infrastructure in discussions about

digital-finance development.

The findings' social relevance is related to the confidence users have in digital financial services,
in light of employee communication. Participants' feedback showed some customers and
merchants needed an explanation, reassurance and support tailored to their level of technological
comfort before they were ready to use digital-payment solutions. The findings imply that the use
of digital technology is not alone enough to achieve meaningful digital financial inclusion.
Potential users should also have the ability to comprehend the service, voice concerns and get

genuine help when problems emerge (Ozili, 2018; Demirgiic-Kunt et al., 2022).

Emotional intelligence and persuasive communication might be especially relevant, when
employees have to deal with customers who are not sure whether digital-payment services are
reliable, secure or useful. Empathy and active listening can help employees understand where a
customer's concern comes from, and clear and transparent communication can help make

technical information easier to understand. The prior studies also confirmed that there is a
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relationship between user confidence, perceived value, and effective communication with the
acceptance of digital technologies (Alalwan, 2018; Lariviere et al., 2017). Employee social skills
could then be further utilized to support customer understanding and engagement, bringing

technology to the customers' practical needs and concerns.

The results also have implications for policy makers, educational institutes, professional bodies
and startup supporting organisations. There is a tendency to focus on technological
infrastructure, innovation and technical competence in digital-economy development
programmes. But this study argues that human-capital development should be given the same
priority. The knowledge and capabilities that workers bring to the activities of organisations and
to economic development are known as human capital (Becker, 1993). Technical training and
training in how to communicate with customers, how to be aware of one's emotions, conflict
resolution, how to build relationships and how to explain complex services to non-technical

customers may therefore be combined within fintech and entrepreneurship programmes

This training can be particularly useful in a context where there are variations in the level of
digital skills and experience with electronic payment methods among social groups. Staff who
can tailor their communication to the audience can be better equipped to support inclusive
customers, merchants and small businesses. In this sense, social-skill development can be
integrated with wider initiatives for fostering digital literacy and access and participation in

financial services (Demirgiic-Kunt et al., 2022).

Startup-support organisations might also look at supporting fintech firms to include social
capabilities in their onboarding, induction and professional growth of employees. This would
lead to more effective inter-personal competence to explain, support and sustain the use of
technological innovations. Social skills cannot replace improvements in affordability,
infrastructure, accessibility or consumer protection. Rather, they are a single organizational asset

that could help users to be more confident while interacting with digital services.

The implications must be taken with a pinch of salt. Financial inclusion, financial digital literacy,
financial customer adoption, and a national digital-payment policy were not measured. It cannot
therefore be concluded that there is a direct link between employee social skills and financial
inclusion at the population level. The results provide an indication of an organisational

mechanism that may be used to support customer understanding, trust and confidence.
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Additional studies of customers, merchants and policy makers would be needed to determine if

these employment practices result in broader societal consequences.

5.5 Chapter Summary

The results were discussed with the help of Human Capital Theory, Social Capital Theory and
Emotional Intelligence Theory in this chapter. Emotional intelligence was known to be a
relational skill that helps in managing emotions and challenging relationships. Persuasive
communication was seen as a process of communicating the value of digital services, and
building trust among stakeholders. Networking was defined as internal and external social capital
that enabled cooperation, information sharing and opportunities. The findings of the discussion
revealed that these skills were interlinked and were impacted by the employee roles,
organisational practices and the Sri Lankan fintech context. The most significant theoretical
contribution is the emphasis placed on the employee level interactions and an understanding of
social skills as relational practices in addition to their own. This conclusion is given in the

overview chapter and is directly addressed in the research questions in the next chapter.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

6.1 Overall Conclusion

The study aimed to understand and explain the perception and description by the employees of
PayHere and U Pay on the role played by social skills for the success and development of digital
fintech startups in Sri Lanka. The research involved semi-structured interviews with 12
participants (employees) and focussed on emotional intelligence and persuasive communication

and networking as sensitising concepts, rather than as statistically measurable variables.

It is concluded by the authors that the study participants saw social skills as relevant to the
relational and organisational processes in which digital services were delivered and supported.
Employees used emotional intelligence to deal with emotions, understand the concerns of
stakeholders and respond to challenging situations in a constructive manner. They were able to
use persuasive communication to enlarge the audience on technical services, to communicate
value and to build confidence. Networking facilitated both internal coordination and external

networking.

The results did not prove that these abilities were singularly responsible for the financial results,
market expansion or customer loyalty. They demonstrated instead that elements of social
interactions were linked to increased customer confidence, teamwork, service adoption,

stakeholder cooperation and business opportunities.

The study also found that there was an interaction between the three social skills. Often,
employees described situations in the workplace whereby emotional understanding and
communication and relationship mobilisation were combined. They were influenced by the roles
played by employees, practices adopted in the organisation, customer awareness of digital

transactions, and the overall fintech landscape in Sri Lanka.
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6.2 Answers to the Research Questions

Main Research Question

How do employees in PayHere and U Pay perceive and describe the ways in which social

skills contribute to the success and growth of digital fintech startups in Sri Lanka?

Social skills were seen as enabling the organisations to transform technological services into
comprehensible, reliable and usable customer and stakeholder experiences. They equated social
skills with complaint dealing, customer trust, teamwork, sharing of knowledge, communication
and relationship building with stakeholders. The contributions were made in the normal
day-to-day interchange of people at work, and were not mediated by one identifiable and

measurable causal pathway.
Sub-question 1

How do employees describe the role of emotional intelligence in managing customer

relationships, teamwork, service challenges and internal organisational performance?

The emotional intelligence was expressed by employees as empathy, listening actively, patience,
self-awareness and emotional regulation. They saw these practices as assisting them to deal with
complaints, stay professional in a crisis, comprehend customers and keep colleagues
relationships positive. Therefore, one would experience emotional intelligence as a customer

facing and an internally relevant capability.

Sub-question 2

How do employees describe the use of persuasive communication in communicating value,

building stakeholder confidence and encouraging the adoption of digital-payment services?

Persuasive communication was found to be characterized by the participants as clear
explanation, logical reasoning, adapting to the audience and demonstrating practical value.
Persuasion was found to be more effective when paired with credibility, and product knowledge
and understanding of the stakeholder's concerns. It was used for customer and merchant

transactions as well as decision making within the company.
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Sub-question 3

How do employees describe the role of networking in accessing knowledge, resources,

partnerships and business-growth opportunities?

Internally, employees reported that networking helps to facilitate information sharing,
coordination and problem solving. The external networking area was related to keeping customer
and merchant relationships, gaining referrals, building partnerships and accessing opportunities.
Networking was consequently seen as a tool within the normal business relationships within and

outside the organisation.

Sub-question 4

How do emotional intelligence, persuasive communication and networking interact in

employees’ everyday work, and how is their use shaped by the Sri Lankan fintech context?

The results showed that the three social skills were often used simultaneously. Understanding
was enhanced by emotional intelligence, explanation and influence was enhanced by persuasion,
and the foundation for cooperation was networking, which was assisted by emotional
intelligence. Their usage varied based on the role of the employee, the stakeholder group,
organisational routines and their experience with the digital-payment services. Within the
participants' accounts, it was particularly evident in the context of building trust, giving

explanations, and mobilising relationships in Sri Lanka

6.3 Contributions of the Study

Emotional intelligence and persuasive communication and networking are interrelated employee
practices, which the study contributes in the conceptual field. It does not suggest a relationship
between independent and dependent variables that has been statistically established, but rather
provides a qualitative explanation of how social skills are applied in the processes of work and

relationship.

The theoretical contribution comes from the synergy of Human Capital Theory, Social Capital

Theory and Emotional Intelligence Theory. This integration is an explanation of employee social
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skills at the same time as their individual capacities, emotional and interpersonal practices and

means to build access to relationship resources.

The study also has relevance by focusing on employees, not just the founders or senior leaders,
across customer-facing, technical, operational, business-development and managerial functions.
It shows that the daily interactions between employees are integral to those processes in which

digital startups share value with employees, customers, and stakeholders.

Empirically the study offers context-specific insight of 2 organisations in the digital-payment
environment in Sri Lanka. It thus adds to the small body of qualitative literature focused on

employees' social skills at the organizational level in emerging economy digital startups.

From the practical point of view, the results of the study serve as a foundation for the
recruitment, training, and internal communication and relationship management approaches that

take into account the complementary role of technical and social competencies

They are contributions that should be considered within the field of the study's methodology. The
findings offer insights that are contextually specific and may be transferrable, but cannot form

universal causal relationships or generalisations across all fintech startups.

6.4 Recommendations

Based on the results of this study, it is possible to make several recommendations that will help
to improve the effectiveness of employee-level social skills in digital startups, and in particularly,

in the fintech sector in Sri Lanka.

To begin with, organizations must focus on incorporation of social skills in the recruitment and
selection procedures. Although technical expertise still matters, in this study, it was shown that
other competencies that are equally important to the success of an organization are emotional
intelligence, networking skill, and persuasive communication. To assess the interpersonal
capability of the candidates, employers should use competency-based interviews, behavioral
tests, and situational judgment tests. Goleman (1995), supports this approach by stating that

emotional competencies are powerful predictors of performance in the workplace.
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Secondly, fintech startups must invest in continuous training and development programs to
increase the social skills of employees. Formed training courses based on emotional intelligence,
communication strategies, interaction with customers and management of conflicts can greatly
enhance the performance of employees. Lariviere et al. (2017) emphasize that by training
employees in the area of emotional and relational skills, it is possible to improve the quality of
services and customer experience in the digital environment. Mentorship and coaching programs
can also be implemented in the organization to enable experiential learning and development of

skills.

Thirdly, organizations must be proactive in ensuring that both internal and external networking
and relationship-building activities are promoted within the organization. On the internal front,
interpersonal relationships among employees can be reinforced through team-building activities,
collaborative working environments and knowledge sharing platforms. Outsourcing Participation
in industry events and partnerships and customer engagement programs can help the business
expand its business networks and presence in the market. This is in line with Nahapiet and
Ghoshal (1998) who hold that social capital plays a significant role in the performance of an

organization as it enhances the extent of collaboration and sharing of knowledge.

The other important recommendation is to improve the problem of persuasive communication in
organizations. The training of employees should be devoted to the effective communication of
the characteristics of fintech solutions, the responses to customer needs, and the establishment of
trust based on open interactions. This is especially crucial in encouraging the use of digital
payment systems. Alalwan (2018) is of the opinion that credibility and consistency are essential
in the process of persuasion using digital technologies. Cialdini (2001), in turn, emphasizes the

significance of credibility and consistency in effective persuasion using digital technologies.

Additionally, the organizations ought to promote a supportive organizational culture that helps to
develop and execute social skills. Examples of the behaviors that leaders should model include
empathy, open communication, and collaboration, among others, and be able to create an
environment in which employees feel valued and motivated. According to Tajvidi and Karami
(2021), these cultures have been proven to boost employee engagement and organizational

performance.
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Also, it is also suggested that companies should implement a holistic performance management
system that assesses the technical and social competencies. Employees should also be rewarded

to show that their interpersonal skills are important and should be constantly improved.

In a broader sense, policymakers and schools should help to nurture human capital with high
social skills. Emotional intelligence, communication, and networking skills should be included in
the academic curricula and professional training programs to prepare graduates to the needs of
the digital economy. It is especially applicable in such emerging markets as Sri Lanka, where the

development of fintech startups requires a qualified and flexible workforce.

6.5 Limitations of the Study

Irrespective of its contributions, there are a few limitations of this study that we should take into
consideration. To begin with, the small sample size of the study is a limitation because it will
concentrate on a relatively small number of respondents in two fintech firms, PayHere and U
Pay. Although this gave the opportunity to conduct a deep qualitative analysis, it might restrict
the generalizability of the results to the wider fintech sector or other industries. More detailed

insights might be offered by future research with a larger and more diverse sample size.

Secondly, the research design is a qualitative research design that, though useful in examining
perceptions and experiences, can lead to subjectivity in data interpretation. The use of
self-reported data provided by respondents can also lead to such biases as social desirability bias,
when participants will provide themselves with a favorable image. Creswell (2014) also argues
that qualitative research is, by definition, interpretive, and that this may compromise the findings

objectivity.

The other limitation is the geographical focus of the study; it is limited to Sri Lanka. Although
this can offer useful context-specific data, the results might not be directly applicable to fintech
startups across other countries with different economic, cultural, and technological contexts.
According to Bourdieu (1986), the contextual factors are relevant to the social capital and

interpersonal dynamics, and might not be the same across regions.

The paper also gives little consideration to other aspects that could contribute to startup success

such as organizational strategy, technological capabilities or market conditions. Social skills are
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indeed important but it is just one of a complex group of variables, which play a role in

organizational performance.

Time limitation was also a limitation since the study was done within a time limitation, thus
limiting the ability to have a longitudinal analysis done. Consequently, the study only records a
cross-section of employee perceptions as opposed to a longitudinal analysis of employee
perceptions. Longitudinal studies may offer more insight into the results of social skill

development and performance throughout various phases of organizational development.

6.6 Suggestions for Future Research

To begin with, future research must take into account the use of a larger and more diverse sample
of multiple fintech firms and perhaps other fields of the digital economy. This would help
increase the generalizability of the results and give a wider picture of the role of social skills in
various organizational settings. There might also be a quantitative or mixed-method method that
would be used to complement the qualitative information and to statistically prove the

relationships that have been identified in this research (Creswell, 2014).

Secondly, a longitudinal study could be carried out in future studies to determine the extent to
which social skills influence organizational performance. The ability to track employees and
organizations over time enables researchers to better understand how emotional intelligence,
networking, and persuasion can evolve over time, and contribute to overall long-term success.
This would yield useful information as to the sustainability of these competencies as competitive

advantages.

The other significant field that warrants future research is analysis of industry-based variations.
Although this paper investigates the role of social skills in fintech startups, similar research can
be carried out in other industries to establish whether the significance of social skills in various
industries differs. According to Kietzmann et al. (2011), the differences between digital business

models are significant, and this may affect the role of interpersonal competencies.

The interaction between social skills and technological capabilities could also be researched in
the future. Technology is the key factor in digital startups, and it can be interesting to discuss

how social skills can be used to supplement technical expertise in driving innovation and
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performance. This is consistent with the view of Vargo and Lusch (2004), who stress on

incorporation of resources in value creation processes.

Also, researchers might investigate how leadership affects the development of employee social
skills. Although this paper is on employees, leadership practices like coaching, mentoring, and
organizational culture can have a great impact on the development and implementation of social
competencies. According to Tajvidi and Karami (2021), leadership plays an important role in
determining the organizational behavior, which is why it might be considered a potential area to

be investigated further

The other possible area is the examination of cross-cultural variations in social abilities. Because
cultural norms and values determine interpersonal behaviors, comparative studies in various
countries may be able to shed some light on how social skills are perceived and functioning in

different situations. This would increase the international applicability of studies in this area.

Lastly, future studies might focus on the effect of digital communication tools on social skills
development and application. As the utilization of remote workplaces and online platforms
grows, how emotional intelligence, networking, and persuasion function in the virtual world is
becoming a more and more important issue. Alalwan (2018) observes that digital platforms can
have a great impact on the user behavior, which can also impact the interpersonal interaction in

the organizations.

To sum up, although the present study offers some profound knowledge about the importance of
employee-level social skills in digital startup success, there is still much room to further research.
Future research can build on this study to create a more in-depth account of the role of social
competencies in organizational performance in an increasingly digitalized and interconnected

world.
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APPENDIX A

Data Structure and Coding Development

Al. Purpose of this Appendix

This appendix provides an explanation of how the interview material was organized from the raw
extracts of responses to first-order codes, second-order concepts and aggregated themes. The
extracts are illustrative examples that have been chosen because they illustrate the analytical
progression fairly well. They are not necessarily from each participant, nor in order of
appearance. Participant codes are used to anonymize participants: PH stands for PayHere and UP

for U Pay.

The analysis aimed to reveal the progression of employee accounts of emotional intelligence,
persuasive communication, networking and contextual conditions into larger patterns. The data
structure produced will aid in the findings and discussion of Chapters 4 and 5. Themes are not

statistically tested causal relationships, but rather are participants' perceptions.
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A2. Participant Coding Key

Participant Code Organisation General Work Area Source Interview Record

Client communication, merchant

PH1 PayHere . o Respondent 01
support and internal coordination
Business-client interaction and internal

PH2 PayHere o Respondent 04
coordination
Strategic partnerships and client

PH3 PayHere ' Respondent 06
relations
Customer operations and transaction

PH4 PayHere Respondent 07
support
Junior operations, customer assistance

PHS5 PayHere o Respondent 09
and coordination
Customer-relationship support and

PH6 PayHere o Respondent 11
partner coordination
Client engagement and operational

UP1 U Pay Respondent 02
support
Customer support and business

UpP2 U Pay _ Respondent 03
operations
Business development and

UP3 U Pay . ' ' Respondent 05
client-relationship management
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Participant Code Organisation General Work Area Source Interview Record

Customer support and business

UP4 U Pay o Respondent 08
coordination
Customer service and operational

UPS U Pay Respondent 10
support
Client support and business

UP6 U Pay Respondent 12

coordination
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A3. Overview of the Data Structure

Figure A1l. Overview of the progression from first-order codes to aggregated themes

Second-Order

First-Order Codes Aggregated Themes Related Research Question
Concepts
Staying calm; clear updates; avoiding  — Emotion — Theme 1: Emotional Intelligence @ — RQ1: Emotional intelligence in
emotional reactions; prioritising urgent Regulation under as a Relational Capability customer relationships, teamwork
issues Pressure and service challenges
Listening carefully; empathy; — Empathy and — Theme 1: Emotional Intelligence @ — RQ1
acknowledging concerns; reflecting on Reflective as a Relational Capability
behaviour Awareness
Explaining benefits; using evidence; — Value — Theme 2: Persuasive — RQ2: Communicating value,
adapting explanations; addressing Communication Communication as Value building confidence and
concerns and Adaptive Translation encouraging adoption
Persuasion
Maintaining clients; partnerships; —  External Social — Theme 3: Networking as Internal — RQ3: Accessing knowledge,
referrals; opportunity access Capital and External Social Capital resources, partnerships and
opportunities

Supporting colleagues; cross-functional — Internal Social — Theme 3: Networking as Internal — RQ3
coordination; information sharing Capital and External Social Capital
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Second-Order

First-Order Codes Aggregated Themes Related Research Question
Concepts
Combining empathy, explanation and =~ — Interdependence in — Theme 4: Interdependence of — RQ4: Interaction of skills and
relationship maintenance Practice Social Skills and Contextual influence of the Sri Lankan fintech
Conditions context
High workload; angry customers; time — Contextual — Theme 4: Interdependence of — RQ4
pressure; mentoring and learning Constraints and Social Skills and Contextual
Skill Development Conditions
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A4. Theme 1 Data Structure

Figure A. Data structure for Theme 1: Emotional Intelligence as a Relational Capability

Aggregated

Exemplary Response Extracts 1st-Order Code 2nd-Order Code

Dimension

“I listened carefully, remained calm,
and acknowledged their concerns... [
was able to resolve the problem and

retain the client’s trust.” (PHI1)

Calm regulation during Emotion Regulation
— — —
o service disruption under Pressure
“I stayed calm and focused on giving
clear updates instead of reacting
emotionally... This helped reduce panic
and maintain trust.” (UP2) Theme 1: Emotional
Intelligence as a
“I think about how my tone, words, and Relational Capability
behaviour may have affected others.
This self-reflection helps me improve.”
(PH2) .
Reflective empathy and Empathy and
— — —
conflict repair Reflective Awareness

“I listened to both sides and encouraged
open communication. My neutral and
empathetic approach helped restore

teamwork.” (UP1)
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AS. Theme 2 Data Structure

Figure A. Data structure for Theme 2: Persuasive Communication as Value Translation

Exemplary Response Extracts

and real examples... I listen
carefully to concerns and adjust

my communication style.” (PH3)

“I highlight how a solution
improves efficiency... I listen to
concerns and adjust my

approach.” (UP3)

“I use data, clear explanations,

1st-Order Code

Adapting evidence
and benefit

explanations

2nd-Order Code

Adaptive and
Evidence-Based

Persuasion

“I persuaded a client to adopt our
upgraded payment solution by
explaining its benefits in

efficiency and security.” (PHI1)

“When introducing a new feature,
I highlight how it improves speed

and convenience.” (UP2)

Translating features

into practical benefits

Benefit-Focused

Value Explanation

Aggregated

Dimension

Theme 2:
Persuasive
Communication as

Value Translation
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A6. Theme 3 Data Structure

Figure A. Data structure for Theme 3: Networking as Internal and External Social Capital

Exemplary Response Extracts

quickly when needed and
improves coordination between

departments.” (PHS)

“Regular communication,
responsiveness and reliability help
improve collaboration and ensure

smoother workflow.” (UP4)

“Networking helps me get support

1st-Order Code

Mobilising internal
ties for support and

workflow

2nd-Order Code

Internal Social
Capital for

Coordination

Aggregated

Dimension

Theme 3:
Networking as

Internal and

“I engage regularly with clients
and industry partners. Networking
helps identify new business

opportunities.” (PH3)

“Networking helps U Pay expand
its reach and establish

partnerships.” (UP1)

Mobilising external
ties for partnerships

and opportunities

External Social
Capital for
Opportunities

External Social

Capital
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A7. Theme 4 Data Structure

Figure A. Data structure for Theme 4: Interdependence of Social Skills and Contextual Conditions

Exemplary Response Extracts

“Through communication, empathy
and problem-solving, I restored trust

and continued engagement.” (PH1)

1st-Order Code

2nd-Order Code

Combining empathy, Interdependence of
] ) ) explanation and Social Skills in
“Emotional intelligence helps ‘ ‘ _
) relationships Practice
understand problems, persuasion
explains solutions, and networking
maintains relationships.” (UP2)
“Angry customers and workload
pressure can affect communication
quality.” (PH4) Contextual

“I learn from experienced
colleagues and improve emotional
control and time management.”

(UP6)

Managing pressure

through learning

Constraints and
Capability

Development

Aggregated

Dimension

Theme 4:
Interdependence of
Social Skills and
Contextual

Conditions
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AS8. How the Themes Were Developed

The interviews were read a number of times to look for meaningful information relevant to the research questions. The first
descriptors were given for actions, experiences and interpretations as described by the participants. The similar labels were then
categorized as first-order codes. For example, remaining calm, avoiding emotional reactions and providing regular updates were
grouped as emotion regulation under pressure.

The first-order codes were then aggregated into second-order codes. Emotion Regulation under stress and Empathy and reflective
awareness were combined into the theme Emotional Intelligence as a Relational Capability. Persuasive Communication as Value
Translation was comprised of adaptive and evidence-based persuasion and benefit-focused value explanation. Relationship processes
were twofold Internal and External, and combined into Networking as Internal and External Social Capital. Interdependence of Social
Skills and Contextual Conditions was the final category, which included the use of integrated skills and contextual constraints.

Themes were contrasted between PayHere and U Pay and checked against the full set of the interviews' responses. A comparison of
similarities and differences and isolated accounts were taken into account in the interpretation. The extracts were chosen because they

made an obvious code or theme rather than because they needed to be equally represented.
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A9. Alignment with the Research Questions

Research Question

Relevant Second-Order Concepts

Aggregated Theme

RQ1: Emotional intelligence 1in  customer

relationships, teamwork and service challenges

Emotion Regulation under Pressure; Empathy and

Reflective Awareness

Emotional Intelligence as a Relational Capability

RQ2: Persuasive communication, value and Adaptive and Evidence-Based  Persuasion;
Persuasive Communication as Value Translation
stakeholder confidence Benefit-Focused Value Explanation
RQ3: Networking, knowledge, resources and Internal Social Capital for Coordination; External
. _ _ . Networking as Internal and External Social Capital
opportunities Social Capital for Opportunities

RQ4: Interaction of social skills and contextual

conditions

Interdependence of Social Skills in Practice;

Contextual Constraints and Capability Development

Interdependence of Social Skills and Contextual

Conditions
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Appendix B: Interview Guide

Interview Questions

impulses and  decision-

making

Theme Research Objective / Focus | Interview Questions
Demographics To understand participant 1. How many years have you
background worked in the digital startup or e-
payment industry?
Emotional To explore how employees 2. How do you perceive the role of
Intelligence (EI) manage emotions and emotional intelligence in your
understand others in business daily work at PayHere/U Pay?
interactions 3. Can you give an example of a
time you managed a difficult
client or team conflict using
emotional skills?
Self-Awareness To examine awareness of 4. How do you reflect on vour own
one’s own strengths, behavior and reactions in
weaknesses, and impact professional situations?
Self-Regulation To assess control over 5. Describe a situation where you

had to stay calm under pressure.
How did you handle 1t?

Social Awareness /

Empathy

To understand understanding

of others’ emotions

How do you anticipate clients’ or
colleagues’ needs or reactions in

your work?

Persuasion Skills

To examine ability to
influence  decisions  and

outcomes

How do you convince clients or
colleagues to adopt your ideas or
solutions?

Can you share an example where
your persuasion led to a

successful business outcome?
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Networking Skills | To  explore  relationship- 9. How do you build professional
building within and outside relationships to support your role
the organization in the startup?

10. What role does networking play
in growing PayHere/U Pay?

Team To link social skills with 11. How do you leverage your social

Collaboration internal teamwork skills to collaborate with team

members?

Customer To link social skills with 12.How do your emotional,

Relations client satisfaction persuasion, and networking

skills affect client interactions?
13. Can you provide a specific case

where these skills improved

client satisfaction or retention?

Business To assess contribution of 14. In your opinion, how have social

Performance /| social skills to growth and skills contributed to the success

Startup Success innovation and growth of PayHere/U Pay?

15.How do you measure the
effectiveness of your social
interactions on business results?

Challenges & | To explore barriers and skill 16. What challenges do you face in

Improvement development applying social skills in your

work?

17. How do you improve or develop
these skills over time?

18. What additional support would

enhance social skill

effectiveness?
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