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[bookmark: _Toc238011401]1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc238011402]1.1 Background and organisational problem
Many small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) have integrated e-commerce in their operating architecture. The marketplaces, social-commerce sites, owned websites and digital payment systems can expand the reach, minimize certain transaction frictions and create new customer data. Yet digital access and business value are not equivalent. Information-systems research differentiates between technology investment and realised performance since value is contingent on complementary resources, work practices and conditions in the environment (Melville et al., 2004). Digital-transformation studies also draw the same conclusion: transformation is a process in an organisation in which technologies change value creation and routines, not merely a set of tools (Vial, 2019; Verhoef et al., 2021). It is also framed by Hanelt et al. (2021) as strategic and organisational change. 
This is especially critical to retail SMEs in Bangladesh. The adoption of e-commerce and digital-marketing has been linked to financial and sustainability performance (Gao et al., 2023), whereas studies on Bangladesh-specific focus also prioritize organisational and external success factors, entrepreneurial competence, connectivity and business-data management (Hossain et al., 2024; Hossain et al., 2025). Nevertheless, these findings are not entirely clear as to why companies with equal access to platforms report varying outcome. A retailer can create orders online and experience faulty inventory, high fulfilment expenses, ineffective customer complaint service or reliance on a single market. Adoption has been realised, with value realisation still unvalued. 
In this report, e-commerce adoption refers to an organisational choice to launch and utilise a digital commerce channel or technology. E-commerce value realisation refers to the process by which that utilisation becomes routine and generates long-term financial, operational, customer and strategic gains. Adoption is thus more of a threshold question, whether and why technology is adopted, and value realisation is a process question, how resources are packaged, routines changed and possibilities realised through technology. Zhu and Kraemer (2005) demonstrate that the usage and value of e-business remain different following adoption, which proves the post-adoption depth.
The key organisational issue is thus a capability issue as opposed to a technology-availability issue. Retail SMEs have channel decisions to make, combine orders and inventory, interpret customer data, organize fulfilment, learn through digital experimentation and control external dependencies. The literature identifies six common domains: strategic digital leadership; systems integration; market sensing, customer engagement and analytics; process orchestration and fulfilment; organisational learning and reconfigurators: ecosystem or institutional navigation. These are not regarded as independent variables but as an interdependent portfolio since the strength of promotion cannot always cover weak fulfilment or data can never generate value without decision routines.
The shift matters because managers need more than statistically significant adoption antecedents; they need an explanation of which capabilities must be built, how those capabilities interact and which outcomes should be monitored. It also raises philosophical questions: survey research commonly represents capabilities as measurable constructs, whereas case research treats capability development as situated and processual. A critical-realist orientation is useful because it treats observable outcomes as effects of underlying mechanisms operating in particular contexts (Fletcher, 2017). Pragmatism is also relevant where different forms of evidence are needed for different parts of a managerial problem (Morgan, 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc238011403]1.2 Aim, objectives and research questions
The aim is to critically evaluate recent research on how retail SMEs realise value from e-commerce and to develop a context-sensitive organisational capability framework for Bangladeshi retail SMEs. The objectives are to: (1) review recent research on adoption, post-adoption use, capabilities and value realisation; (2) evaluate the theoretical, ontological, epistemological, axiological, methodological and ethical assumptions evident in that research; (3) appraise one recent empirical study in depth, particularly its philosophy, ethics, reliability and validity; and (4) synthesise the evidence into a preliminary framework connecting context, organisational mechanisms and multidimensional outcomes.
Three questions guide the report. First, what organisational capabilities enable retail SMEs to translate e-commerce use into financial, operational, customer and strategic value? Second, how do technological, organisational and environmental conditions shape the activation and effectiveness of those capabilities? Third, how can the capabilities be integrated into a theoretically coherent and managerially usable framework for Bangladeshi retail SMEs?
[bookmark: _Toc238011404]1.3 Structure of the report
After explaining the review method, the report synthesises the literature through the adoption-value distinction, competing theories, capability domains, Bangladesh-specific evidence, and philosophical and ethical patterns. Matarazzo et al. (2021) is then examined as a theoretically informed multiple-case study. The final sections integrate the findings, present the proposed framework and answer the research questions.
[bookmark: _Toc238011405]2. Literature Review Method and Scope
[bookmark: _Toc238011406]2.1 Review design and rationale
The report employs a systematic critical literature review to investigate the influence of organisational capabilities in the value realisation of e-commerce in retail SMEs. Transparent review procedures make the basis for selection and synthesis more traceable while still permitting interpretive comparison across heterogeneous studies (Snyder, 2019). Similar findings are made by Tranfield et al. (2003) which underscores explicit search, appraisal and synthesis processes in management research. The review focuses on 2021-2026 evidence, and the seminal theory and research-method sources are maintained when needed. Searching, eligibility screening, quality appraisal and thematic synthesis were thus considered to be interrelated phases.
[bookmark: _Toc238011407]2.2 Search strategy
The search included three concepts groups: e-commerce and digital transformation, organisational capability and value realisation and performance, with Bangladesh and emerging economies as contextual terms. ScienceDirect, SpringerLink, SAGE and MDPI were searched and complemented by backward citation tracking. The database searches identified 230 records before screening. Table 1 summarises the search blocks, limits and purpose.
Table 1. Search strategy and scope
	Search block
	Representative terms
	Limits
	Purpose

	E-commerce adoption
	("e-commerce" OR "online retail*" OR "digital commerce") AND (SME* OR "small and medium enterprise*") AND (adoption OR utilisation)
	2021–2026; English; scholarly
	Identify adoption antecedents and contextual conditions

	Value realisation
	("e-commerce" OR "digital transformation") AND SME* AND ("value realisation" OR performance OR "value creation")
	2021–2026; seminal work where necessary
	Identify post-adoption mechanisms and outcomes

	Capability theory
	SME* AND ("digital capability" OR "dynamic capabilit*" OR "organisational capability") AND (performance OR value)
	Peer-reviewed priority
	Identify capability mechanisms and competing theories

	Bangladesh/context
	("e-commerce" AND SME*) AND (Bangladesh OR "emerging econom*") AND (capability OR performance OR adoption)
	Bangladesh prioritised
	Assess contextual transferability and institutional conditions


[bookmark: _Toc238011408]2.3 Inclusion, exclusion and quality appraisal
Selection criteria kept the review focused on the organisational problem rather than consumer purchase intention or technology acceptance alone. Eighteen studies met the topic-specific eligibility and quality criteria and were included in the thematic synthesis. Foundational theoretical and methodological works were used where necessary to interpret the evidence and are cited in the relevant sections. Empirical evidence from Bangladesh and comparable emerging economies received greater contextual weight because institutional and infrastructure conditions affect transferability.
Table 2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria
	Criterion
	Included
	Excluded

	Period
	2021–2026 contemporary evidence; older seminal theory/method sources where necessary
	Older non-foundational studies with limited relevance

	Unit/context
	SMEs; organisational e-commerce/digital transformation; Bangladesh and comparable emerging economies
	Consumer-only studies without an organisational mechanism

	Phenomenon
	Adoption, post-adoption use, organisational capability, value realisation and business performance
	Purely technical system design or algorithmic studies

	Outcomes
	Financial, operational, customer or strategic value; capability mechanisms
	Outcomes unrelated to organisational value

	Source quality
	Peer-reviewed research and established scholarly theory/method texts
	Unclear publication status or weakly evidenced commentary

	Transferability
	Sufficient contextual information to judge applicability
	Context or method insufficient for the intended inference



Quality appraisal was qualitative rather than reduced to a single numerical score. The weighted evidence was based on theory–method alignment, construct clarity, design and inference, transparency, context and transferability, and ethical reporting. This is important because methodological strengths depend on the question: cross-sectional surveys can be used to estimate associations between firms, but case studies are better to determine processes and mechanisms; neither design by itself can determine all the dimensions of value realisation.
Table 3. Quality appraisal framework
	Dimension
	Question applied to each source
	Interpretive consequence

	Theory–method fit
	Does the design fit the theoretical claim and research question?
	Greater weight where theory, measures and inference are coherent

	Construct clarity
	Are adoption, capability and value distinguished clearly?
	Broad or conflated constructs interpreted cautiously

	Design/inference
	Can the design support association, process explanation or causal claims?
	Cross-sectional causal language treated cautiously

	Transparency
	Are sampling, measures/coding and analysis described sufficiently?
	Limited reporting reduces confidence

	Context
	Are sector, country and institutional conditions explicit?
	Transference to Bangladesh at mechanism level.

	Ethics/bias
	Are consent, confidentiality, common-method or researcher effects addressed?
	Unaddressed bias limits evidential weight


[bookmark: _Toc238011409]2.4 Screening, coding and thematic synthesis
Figure 1 summarises the identification, screening, eligibility and inclusion stages using the PRISMA 2020 flow structure (Page et al., 2021). A total of 230 records were identified in the database search and 18 studies were found to meet the topic-specific eligibility and quality criteria of thematic synthesis.
[image: ]
Figure 1. PRISMA-style flow of literature identification and selection
Source: Adapted from Page et al. (2021).
After the screening, the studies included were catalogued in a coding matrix. The synthesis shifted towards initial ideas into descriptive groupings and then toward higher-order analytical themes, which is in line with thematic synthesis logic (Thomas and Harden, 2008). The initial codes included the adoption conditions, organisational resources and routines, technology-enabled actions, contextual influences, value outcomes, and methodological or philosophical assumptions. Codes were compared across studies and grouped when they described the same organisational mechanism. Higher-order themes were retained where grouped codes were conceptually distinct, supported across the evidence base and directly relevant to explaining value realisation. Contradictory and non-significant findings were retained to clarify the boundaries of each theme. Table 4 shows the progression from source-level concepts to the six capability themes.
Table 4. Development of analytical themes during synthesis
	Source-level codes
	Cross-study consolidation
	Analytical theme

	Management commitment; digital knowledge; strategic orientation; resource allocation
	Direction, governance and prioritisation of e-commerce activity
	Strategic digital leadership

	Connectivity; systems integration; business-data management; security
	Reliable control of digital transactions and organisational information
	Systems-integration capability

	Customer knowledge; market signals; analytics; responsiveness
	Conversion of digital interaction into market and service decisions
	Market-sensing, customer-engagement and analytics capability

	Inventory control; order processing; delivery; returns; reconciliation
	Coordination of routines required to fulfil the online promise
	Process-orchestration and fulfilment capability

	Learning; experimentation; knowledge sharing; business-model change
	Evaluation and reconfiguration of routines and resources
	Learning and reconfiguration capability

	Platforms; logistics; payment providers; regulation; external support
	Management of external dependence and institutional conditions
	Ecosystem and institutional-navigation capability


Outcome codes were consolidated separately into financial, operational, customer and strategic value. The capability themes were then interpreted through TOE, RBV, dynamic capabilities and affordance theory: TOE located contextual conditions; RBV clarified resource complementarity; dynamic capabilities explained renewal; and affordance theory connected technology-enabled possibilities with organisational action. Heterogeneous SME definitions, cross-sectional self-report designs, pandemic-period effects and limited Bangladesh-specific retail evidence were carried forward as boundaries on inference.
[bookmark: _Toc238011410]3. Critical Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc238011411]3.1 E-commerce adoption versus value realisation
Adoption has dominated SME e-commerce research because it is more readily operationalised and measured. TOE-based studies show the value of this approach: Nguyen et al. (2022) identify technological, organisational and environmental influences on online-retailing utilisation, while Bening et al. (2023) and Indiani et al. (2025) emphasise organisational readiness, decision-maker characteristics and facilitating conditions. This post-positivist variance logic is well suited to explaining entry into digital commerce because adoption can be represented as a measurable state. Its weakness is ontological compression: treating adoption as a stable variable can obscure the routines through which technology becomes embedded and creates value.
Post-adoption value requires a process explanation. Zhu and Kraemer (2005) show that e-business usage and value vary after adoption. More recently, Merín-Rodrigáñez et al. (2024) identify business-model innovation as a partial mechanism, while Ballerini et al. (2023) show that platform access matters only when firms actualise relevant affordances. The epistemic requirement therefore changes because association alone is insufficient unless research can also explain how routines and capabilities convert technological possibilities into outcomes.
The distinction also exposes a causal problem. Cross-sectional correlations are unable to prove whether digitalisation enhanced performance or even whether more competent firms were in a better place to adopt. Self-reports by managers also have the risk of common-method variance where the digital maturity and performance are reported by the same respondent (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Sales can also be boosted by short term demand shocks or platform incentive, which do not establish long-lasting routines. The value-realisation research thus needs evidence of mechanisms, sequencing and persistence.
Dynamic capabilities provide a better explanation of post-adoption change compared to TOE alone due to their sensing, seizing and transforming focus (Teece, 2007). They cannot substitute TOE, which is still useful in specifying contextual constraints and enablers. The more plausible explanation lies in the layer: context informs possibilities, operational and dynamic capabilities define how they are exploited, and value is realised when the results of digital activity warrant the outlays and risks of digital activity.
[bookmark: _Toc238011412]3.2 Meaning and dimensions of e-commerce value
The value of e-commerce is multidimensional and cannot be decreased to revenues growth. Financial value encompasses contribution margin, cash-flow impacts, acquisition costs, transaction costs together with return on digital investment. Gross online sales can increase and the net value decrease when commissions, advertising, returns or failed deliveries rise at a higher rate. Technology is thus a component of a broader organisational system as opposed to an independent productivity input (Melville et al., 2004).
Operational value deals with the reliability and efficiency with which digital demand brings about the completion of transactions. Some of the relevant indicators are inventory accuracy, order-processing time, fulfilment cost, cancellation, returns and payment reconciliation. Yu et al. (2022) associate digital-transformation capability with operational performance, but aggregate measures can conceal where value is lost. Operational indicators can be more diagnostic as they can pinpoint routines that can be modified by managers.
The customer value encompasses convenience, responsiveness, trust, service recovery and retention. According to Matarazzo et al. (2021), digital transformation is associated with creating customer value, which is based on sensing and learning. Strategic value comprises of market learning, channel flexibility, resilience and innovation. Ballerini et al. (2023) demonstrate that not all digital affordances result in performance, as this is important since value dimensions may be in conflict: increasing the reach may complicate the logistics, whereas marketplace visibility may raise sales and platform dependence at the same time.
Among resource-constrained SMEs, financial and operational value can be the most short-term since liquidity and failure to execute pose a threat to survival. They are also relatively responsive to objective measures like contribution margin, stock accuracy or failed-delivery rate. Customer and strategic value is more difficult to isolate due to the fact that trust, learning, resilience and flexibility are partially perceptual, lagged and context dependent. Variations in the measurement of value in studies thus indicate both access to data and epistemological choice. The framework considers value as a balanced result set and enquires who is creating value, how and at what cost.
[bookmark: _Toc238011413]3.3 TOE and competing explanations of digital use
The technology-organisation-environment (TOE) model positions organisational innovation in the context of technology, organisation and environment (Tornatzky and Fleischer, 1990). In e-commerce these include infrastructure and compatibility, organisational resources and leadership, and external conditions such as competition, regulation, logistics and platforms. The breadth is practical in the emerging economies and it is not subject to technological determinism. Nevertheless, TOE better determines the conditions linked with adoption, rather than the processes that lead to the creation of value (Nguyen et al., 2022; Hossain et al., 2024).
The strong point of TOE is as well its limitation. Broad constructs like organisational readiness or top-management support can be used to determine where associations are present without indicating what routines managers need to change (Nguyen et al., 2022; Hossain et al., 2024). A large coefficient of environmental support fails to provide explanations of whether a firm is able to identify a support programme, internalise the knowledge offered or transform it into an operating change. The framework can thus be taxonomic: it informs researchers of where to look but not necessarily how value is created.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) provides an even more limited explanation. Davis (1989) hypothesizes that perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use are the most important determinants of individual technology acceptance. TAM is useful when the problem of interest is employee or consumer acceptance of a given system, however, it cannot be used in the current research question as retail SME may accept the system in question and still be unable to combine inventory, deal with returns or to derive lucrative customer insight. The unit of analysis is also different: the individual beliefs do not necessarily combine into organisational capabilities.
RBV and dynamic capabilities close this gap in a strategic way: RBV discusses the heterogeneous resource bundles, whereas dynamic capabilities discuss their renewal (Barney, 1991; Teece, 2007). Affordance theory is used to understand why the same technology can open up different possibilities to different actors and why they need to be actualised. The theories are therefore assigned distinct roles rather than combined indiscriminately: TOE supplies context, RBV resource logic, dynamic capabilities process, and affordance actualisation the bridge between technological possibility and organisational action.
[bookmark: _Toc238011414]3.4 Resource-based view and dynamic capabilities
The RBV characterizes performance heterogeneity by resources and capabilities that are both valuable and hard to imitate by rivals (Barney, 1991). In retail e-commerce, relevant resources include digital infrastructure, customer information, brand reputation, employee skills, managerial knowledge and supplier or logistics relationships. The framework is useful because access to marketplaces and software is increasingly commoditised. If competing retailers can subscribe to the same platform, technology ownership cannot by itself explain persistent performance differences. Value depends on complementary resources and the routines through which they are organised.
However, a static resource inventory is poorly matched to digital commerce. Platform rules, customer expectations, payment practices and delivery standards change rapidly. Dynamic-capabilities theory addresses this by focusing on a firm's capacity to sense opportunities and threats, seize them through commitments and investments, and transform or reconfigure its resource base (Teece, 2007). Matarazzo et al. (2021) identify sensing and learning as important in SME digital transformation and customer value creation. Mele et al. (2024) similarly emphasise knowledge-based dynamic capabilities, while Fang et al. (2024) show that digital capability is related to dimensions of digital business-model innovation and competitiveness.
Dynamic capabilities nevertheless attract legitimate criticism. The concept becomes tautological if successful adaptation is treated as both evidence of capability and the outcome it explains. Peteraf et al. (2013) identify diverging conceptions of the construct, while survey measures of sensing or reconfiguration may capture managerial confidence rather than an observable routine. Cross-sectional designs are especially inadequate in a theory of change since temporal sequencing is not demonstrated but assumed. A critical-realist reading is therefore preferable: capability should be evidenced through mechanisms and repeated organisational practices, not inferred retrospectively from success.
Another difference is required between the ordinary and higher-order capabilities. Ordinary operating capabilities are inventory control, order processing, complaint handling and payment reconciliation: they execute the existing business model. Sensing new customer patterns, reallocating resources across channels or redesigning the fulfilment model is dynamic since it alters the configuration of ordinary capabilities. Both types of ability are consequential to value realisation. A retailer that feels an increase in online demand but is unable to meet orders predictably will not experience value; and a retailer with well-developed routines but no capacity to react to platform or market change may come to be irrelevant. That is why the proposed framework considers dynamic capabilities as a renewal cycle which works on a portfolio of ordinary capabilities instead of being an alternative to them.
The practical implication is sequencing. Advanced analytics or business-model innovation often presuppose basic data discipline, reliable order handling and managerial attention. Similarly, Warren and Wagner (2019) consider digital transformation as a continuous process of strategic renewal instead of a one-time technology project. This is important to the Bangladeshi retail SMEs, since the process of capability development is path-dependent and constrained by resources. Managers cannot just duplicate the digital layout of a bigger company; they need to develop on the basis of current routines, relationships and knowledge. Dynamic capabilities are thus most helpful when they are based on particular, observable organisational practices and not considered as a broad synonym of agility.
[bookmark: _Toc238011415]3.5 Affordance actualisation, platform governance and dependence
The affordance theory is the reason why the same technologies may yield varying results in organisations. An affordance is a goal-directed action opportunity that arises as a result of the relationship between the actor and technology but not as a technical characteristic. This relational ontology questions deterministic assumptions according to which a platform has value outside of organisational use. A market place can provide access, transaction processing or customer information, but these opportunities can only be realised when realised and realised. Ballerini et al. (2023) reinforce this difference by demonstrating that e-commerce commitment and platform choice facilitates various affordances and that not all affordances can be converted into performance.
This view supplements dynamic capabilities since the theories provide responses to various questions. The theory of affordance describes what a given digital arrangement enables; dynamic capabilities describes how a firm repeats in identifying, selecting and reconfiguring resources to such possibilities. The distinction also disciplines the proposed framework. 'Using analytics', for example, should not be treated as value in itself. The affordance is improved market knowledge; actualisation requires data quality, interpretive skills and decision routines; value is realised only if assortment, pricing or service improves.
A firm-centred affordance account can understate power. Platforms control fees, search visibility, data access and dispute procedures; policy changes can therefore weaken an affordance without any internal change by the SME. Dependence on payment and logistics providers creates the same problem because partner failure becomes part of the retailer's customer experience. The ecosystem capability, then, involves checking on partner performance, knowing platform rules, having alternatives and not being dependent on one partner. This is especially relevant to Bangladesh, in which SMEs frequently utilize external partners instead of internal ownership to access capabilities.
[bookmark: _Toc238011416]3.6 Organisational capability domains for e-commerce value realisation
The literature supports a configuration of capabilities more convincingly than a single generic 'digital capability'. Six domains are analytically distinct, operationally interdependent and sufficiently observable to be studied through routines, records and managerial practices.
First, strategic digital leadership aligns e-commerce with target customers, the value proposition, financial priorities and organisational constraints. Adoption studies identify top-management support, technological orientation and innovativeness as relevant (Nguyen et al., 2022; Bening et al., 2023), but support becomes a capability only when expressed in decisions: channel selection, margin and service objectives, resource allocation, accountability and performance review. Enthusiasm without such discipline can increase digital activity while reducing profitability.
Second, digital infrastructure and systems-integration capability relates to quality connections between orders, inventory, payments, accounting and customer records. Hossain et al. (2025) emphasise technological factors and business-data management. To small retailers, integration does not have to imply the use of costly enterprise software, standardised product codes, disciplined data entry, reconciled spreadsheets and clear exception procedures can be more useful than fancy tools that are not used regularly. Cybersecurity falls under this category since hacked accounts or information can destroy continuity and trust.
Third, customer-engagement and analytics capability converts digital traces into decisions, market-sensing. The information is generated by searches, reviews, returns and transaction histories but data volume is not analytical ability. Sensing and learning are associated with customer value creation (Matarazzo et al., 2021), and consumer-knowledge generation was demonstrated to be able to mediate performance (Ballerini et al., 2023). The practical ability is thus to choose significant actions, discern trends and relate platform measurements to cost, assortment, service, and fulfilment choices.
Fourth, process orchestration and fulfilment capability comprises of inventory visibility, order verification, picking and packing, payment reconciliation, courier coordination, returns and complaint resolution. Yu and colleagues (2022) relate digital-transformation ability to operational performance, although front-end sales can value-destroying in the case of uncontrolled cancellations, delivery failures or returns. This capability should overcome internal control and dependence on partners where external couriers and cash-on-delivery are crucial.
Fifth, capability of organisational learning and reconfiguration helps the firm to test, evaluate and institutionalise change. Mele et al. (2024) focus more on knowledge creation and sharing, whereas Merin-Rodriganiz et al. (2024) demonstrate that business-model innovation intermediates the performance impact of digital transformation in part. Learning thus involves halting unproductive initiatives, recording good practices, training not just a single employee and redistribution of resources otherwise experimentation is the acquisition of tools and not building capacity.
Sixth, ecosystem and institutional-navigation capability concerns platforms, payment providers, couriers, suppliers, regulators and support organisations. TOE recognizes the environment, yet companies vary in the capacity to read and act on the same. Organisational capabilities are thus partner selection, service monitoring, acquisition of external knowledge, regulatory awareness and contingency planning. They are especially valuable to resource-limited SMEs that need external access to specialised capabilities instead of possessing them.
The six domains are not additive, but complementary. Unreliable fulfilment cannot be fully offset by marketing, analytics is not very effective when the quality of transaction data is poor. This configurational argument also implies sequencing: systems integration and fulfilment discipline may precede advanced analytics, while learning becomes more important as channels multiply. The management question is what is the current management capability that limits value and what is the adjacent capability that needs to be developed. 
[bookmark: _Toc238011417]3.7 Bangladesh-specific evidence and the prioritised research gap
Bangladesh-specific evidence confirms the relevance of digital commerce but remains fragmented. Gao et al. (2023) report positive associations between e-commerce and digital-marketing adoption and MSME financial and sustainability performance. Hossain et al. (2024) emphasise critical success factors and entrepreneurial competence, while Hossain et al. (2025) focus on technological factors supporting e-commerce adoption. Collectively, these studies contest a technical explanation by demonstrating that organisational and managerial circumstances count. To a large extent, however, the evidence is based on cross-sectional questionnaires, general performance constructs and samples that lump sectors or firm types together.
The biggest gap is not a further adoption model but a combined explanation of how Bangladeshi retail SMEs build and integrate capabilities to maintain value following adoption. Mechanisms like inventory accuracy, the return management and contribution margin are not properly studied, platform, payment and logistics dependencies are not yet a relationship that firms can direct actively and longitudinal evidence is scarce. These gaps are interrelated, as cross-sectional models have the ability to find associations without showing the ways routine develop, interact and continue to exist in an open institutional environment.
To fill the gap, the proposed framework connects TOE conditions with the six-domain capability portfolio, affordance actualisation and four value outcomes, and learning and reconfiguration offers a feedback mechanism. It is tentative as opposed to empirically verifiable. Its contribution is thus conceptual and diagnostic: it defines mechanisms and quantifiable practices which can be tested in future through longitudinal, mixed-method or comparative designs by Bangladesh-based research.
[bookmark: _Toc238011418]3.8 Philosophical, methodological and ethical patterns in the literature
A recent study on SME e-commerce shows opposing philosophical tendencies. In survey-based studies, the concepts of adoption, organisational readiness, digital capability and digital performance are often translated into measurable constructs, which are based on the premise of post-positivist assumptions that observable relationships exist between these constructs (Nguyen et al., 2022; Gao et al., 2023). This method is advantageous for comparison across larger numbers, but it has more limited explanatory power when predictors and outcomes are obtained from the same informant at the same time, since the temporal order is unspecified and association between predictors and outcomes might be inflated due to common-method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Matarazzo et al. (2021) on the other hand, analyze digital transformation and customer value creation as organizational processes using multiple cases. This contrast is significant—survey designs are more robust when it comes to estimating patterned relationships while case evidence can give you a great look into how capabilities are interpreted, enacted and reconfigured in context.
Critical realism is a helpful synthesis of these positions. It acknowledges that organisational structures and mechanisms need not be a specific participant's account, and knowledge of the structures and mechanisms is fallibly observed and interpreted (Fletcher, 2017). This is relevant to e-commerce value realisation as the same phenomenon, such as weak online sales, can be caused by different things alone and/or in combination, such as poor fulfilment, weak customer sensing or platform dependence. The pragmatism offers an alternative methodological approach that chooses methods based upon the research problem, as opposed to being philosophically loyal to one method (Morgan, 2014). In this topic operational evidence can provide evidence of changes in value, and interviews and process evidence can provide explanation for how and why the value changes.
Axiology is also relevant because of the decisions made by the researcher about what is to be valued as significant outcomes, the participants and the interpretations (Pretorius, 2024). In the field of qualitative management studies, the relationship between researcher and participant can influence what is revealed and how the information is understood (Cassell, 2005). Such matters are especially pertinent to SME ecommerce research as owners and employees can talk about business-sensitive data, failed ventures, customer information and platform conflicts. Thus, good data practice is necessary for informed consent, confidentiality, proportionate anonymisation and responsible data management (Saunders et al., 2019). There is also an interplay between ethical quality and evidential quality – if participants are aware that there may be commercial or work consequences they may be reluctant to share, and thus the interpretation may be less credible.
Overall, the literature indicates a methodological imbalance between dynamic theoretical claims and mainly cross sectional evidence. The capability development would be better captured by longitudinal and multi-source designs, as persistence and causal sequencing would be more likely to be captured, especially if dynamic capabilities are theorised as processes of sensing, seizing, and transformation over time (Teece, 2007). A critical-realist mixed-method approach is thus suitable for exploring the proposed Bangladesh framework as it can integrate measurable outcomes and evidence concerning the mechanisms and contextual conditions that produce them. This stance does not assume that one method is necessarily better than another; it is a view in which method, evidence and inference work together in the context of the question asked.
[bookmark: _Toc238011419]4. Philosophical and Methodological Analysis of Matarazzo et al. (2021)
Matarazzo et al. (2021) Digital transformation and customer value creation in Made in Italy SMEs: A dynamic capabilities perspective is chosen because it is a study closer to the mechanism that is the focus of this report than a typical adoption study. It is a multiple case design based on six Italian SMEs, which connects the concepts of digital transformation, organisational change and customer value creation and is appropriate for assessing the interplay of philosophy, methodology and inference.
The study is ontologically consistent with the perspective that the effects of organisational mechanisms, including sensing and learning, go beyond what a single participant may describe and epistemologically, those mechanisms are apprehended through evidence and interpretation in and of situational organisings. Matarazzo et al. (2021) need not be given a "heavier" philosophical make-up than what their design offers. It makes sense, however, to read this as a critical realist as critical realism allows for explanations to be developed from observed events and participant accounts without having to assume that the mechanisms employed are universal (Fletcher, 2017).
This fit is a strength because a purely positivist survey could test whether a score on a digital-capability measure is related to customer value, but it would not provide as much information on the formation of routines or on how similar technologies are used differently. On the other hand, a strong constructionist approach would highlight the process by which managers build up the meaning of ‘digital transformation'. An analytically useful midway is attained by Matarazzo et al. (2021) who view organisational accounts as evidence but create a theoretically informed explanation. This is an example of the role ontological and epistemological assumptions play in the generation of legitimate evidence and interpretation (Pretorius, 2024).
Methodologically, the six case design allows cross case comparison of the occurrence of similar processes under different organisational conditions. Thus, Matarazzo et al. (2021) can offer more evidence of the mechanism of a single case design, but it is not able to determine prevalence. Case research is not aimed at statistical generalisation, but rather analytical generalisation, and the extent of transfer is dependent on the coherence of the theoretical reasoning and the transparency of evidence-to-claim chain (Yin, 2018).
Transferability is a key constraint, as a result. The ‘Made in Italy’ context may include aspects such as brand reputation, export orientation or customer relationship that are different from many Bangladeshi retail SMEs. Matarazzo et al. (2021) should therefore be transferred at the level of mechanism rather than copied as a template. Sensing and learning remain plausible capabilities, but platform dependence, logistics variability, payment practices and resource scarcity may alter how those mechanisms operate in Bangladesh (Hossain et al., 2025).
Reliability is better interpreted as dependability and transparency than literal repeatability in qualitative case research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Confidence in Matarazzo et al. (2021) therefore depends on a clear and auditable connection between case evidence and theoretical interpretation. Yin (2018) similarly emphasises case protocols and traceable evidence. Reporting convergent and contradictory evidence would further minimize the risk that the language of dynamic capabilities was understood predominantly in successful cases only.
Validity also must include the breaking up into components. Construct validity relies on evidence of digital transformation, dynamic capability, and customer value are consistent with their theoretical definitions, while explanatory validity must consider alternative causes, the direction of causal flow, and negative cases (Yin, 2018). As in Matarazzo et al. (2021), the importance of case comparison is thus not so much the quantity of the firms as the fact that evidence substantiates the proposed mechanism more than it does plausible alternative ones. Triangulation reinforces inference if it neither reinforces nor simply reiterates the same interpretation.
Temporal evidence is especially critical as dynamic capabilities are about sensing, seizing, and transforming over time (Teece, 2007). The interpretation of Matarazzo et al. (2021) is best applied when it is possible to see that customer value has changed as a result of changes in their routine and deployment of resources, and not just in the ex-post view of successful results. Case inference can be enhanced by multiple sources of information and time-stamped evidence (Yin, 2018). Future research would benefit from repeating the interviews, analysing the platforms, operational records and documentary evidence to differentiate effects from causes and to understand if effects carry over or not.
From an axiological point of view, the qualitative interpretation is not value free. Researchers determine the significant episodes and how evidence is coded, and which theoretical language is used to frame the narrative (Pretorius, 2024). Reflexivity is thus important when analysing a study like Matarazzo et al. (2021) as the language of DT can provide for success-oriented narratives. Cassell (2005) demonstrates more generally how the researcher's identity and approach to interaction may inflect the management interview; the mapping of assumption and access conditions contributes to the interpretive transparency.
SME research can be ethically benign, with little physical risk and a high degree of commercial sensitivity. Competitive information can be revealed through failures of initiatives, financial results, strategy, and customer information. Saunders et al. (2019) highlight the need for informed consent, confidentiality and responsible data management in business research. These principles are relevant also in assessing case-based work – Matarazzo et al. (2021) – voluntary participation, secure storage and proportionate anonymisation protects the participants; weak confidentiality can also compromise evidential credibility – what is presented is different.
The alternative methods would be used to address different questions instead of enhancing the same design. A positivist survey could be used to determine the prevalence and strength of the relationship; a constructionist study could be used to examine how managers construct meanings of digital transformation but would make causal-mechanism claims more cautious. For the Bangladesh problem, a methodologically stronger extension of Matarazzo et al. (2021) would preserve comparative case depth while adding longitudinal and multi-source evidence. Following retail SMEs through specific digital changes and linking interviews with operational outcomes would improve temporal inference, test contextual variation and retain the study's principal strength: explanation of how organisational change produces value.
[bookmark: _Toc238011420]5. Integrative Discussion
Apparent disagreement across the literature largely reflects differences in what is being explained and how it is measured. Adoption-oriented studies identify conditions associated with uptake, whereas post-adoption research examines how digital use becomes performance. Nguyen et al. (2022) emphasise contextual antecedents of online-retailing utilisation, while Gao et al. (2023) report positive associations between e-commerce adoption and SME performance. In contrast, Merín-Rodrigáñez et al. (2024) identify business-model innovation as a partial pathway to performance, and Matarazzo et al. (2021) locate value creation in sensing, learning and organisational change. These findings therefore address different stages of digitalisation rather than necessarily contradicting one another.
The theory comparison is in favour of the layered interpretation. TOE helps to identify contextual enablers and constraints, but provides only limited explanation of how favourable conditions become value over time. RBV explains why similar technologies can lead to different outcomes as value is dependent on complementary resources (Barney, 1991). Dynamic capabilities offer the best process explanation for post-adoption value as they concern adaptation over time (Teece, 2007), and as sensing, seizing and reconfiguration are all part of adaptation over time. The process logic is supported by Matarazzo et al. 2021, and Ballerini et al. 2023, demonstrate how affordances explain the actualisation of technology-enabled possibilities. Theories are thus complementary if both have different explanatory roles.
The most significant mechanisms are not necessarily the ones which are the most technologically advanced. Yu et al. (2022) link digital-transformation capability to operational performance and Ballerini et al. (2023) demonstrate the contribution of consumer-knowledge generation to performance. In that situation, dependable order and inventory integration, margin consciousness, fulfilment control and disciplined learning might then deliver more instant value for the resource-poor retailers, whilst fundamental processes stay precarious. Capability development should be driven by the bottle-neck: if the deliveries are failing, the focus should be on delivery and ecosystem capability; if the deliveries are stable but there is no good repeat purchase, then the focus should be on analytics and customer engagement.
Capability interactions also seem to be more configurational than just additive. Leadership can't create value without systems integration and fulfilment, and analytics can drive up demand only to see realised value fall if either inventory accuracy or delivery capability is low. This is in line with the dynamic-capability perspective which sees resources as not just stand-alone assets but ones that need to be combined and reconfigured (Teece, 2007). Similar aggregate capability scores may therefore conceal different operational bottlenecks. The managerial implication is sequencing rather than maximisation: basic control over orders, inventory, payments and fulfilment should support investments whose returns depend on those foundations.
Going beyond revenue growth should also be used to measure performance. Gao et al. (2023) illustrate the importance of using e-commerce as a part of wider performance measures, although financial measures should be complemented with operational, customer and strategic measures. For Retail SMEs in Bangladesh, contribution margin by channel, fulfilment success, repeat purchase, platform concentration would become more relevant in understanding digital growth in relation to liquidity, execution quality and resilience as compared to just traffic and gross sales.
The methodological limitation is the lack of dynamic claims and mostly static evidence. The cross-sectional designs create association, but are not able to provide evidence of capability formation, temporal sequencing or persistence, and common-source self-report measures also result in common-method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). In comparison, Matarazzo et al. (2021) offer more process evidence across several cases, but at the expense of the depth of context and hence statistical generalisation. To address the question of why capability trajectories and value outcomes differ, repeated measures and process evidence – longitudinal operational data – are therefore required. The synthesis as a whole moves beyond a list of adoption determinants by providing some details on where organisational intervention can take place and how future research can examine the proposed mechanisms.
[bookmark: _Toc238011421]6. Proposed Organisational Capability Framework
The framework consist of four layers: context, capability configuration, affordance actualisation and multidimensional value. Figure 2 places government support, external digital infrastructure, competitive intensity and platform governance and logistics/payment reliability in the TOE context. These conditions do not directly result in value, but rather influence the viability, impact and effort required to deploy capability.
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Figure 2. Proposed organisational capability framework for e-commerce value realisation
Source: Author's synthesis drawing on TOE, RBV, dynamic capabilities and affordance actualisation.
The six domains capability portfolio lies at the core: strategic digital leadership, systems integration, customer sensing and analytics, fulfilment orchestration, learning and reconfiguration and ecosystem navigation. It is not a universal sequence, but more of a portfolio – some dependencies will probably be there. Reliable transaction data is essential for analytics; when platforms and couriers are involved, ecosystem capability becomes more of a factor; and foundation systems integration and fulfilment discipline becomes more important. Dynamic capabilities work across the portfolio in the form of sensing, seizing and transforming (Teece, 2007).
Affordance actualisation is a connection between capability and value and not a direct, and also theoretically weak, arrow from technology to performance. Platform reach, payment convenience and customer data are potential, not the results. Actualisation means when capability translates into changed practice, for instance, when assortment is adjusted based on customer feedback, stock data is used to minimise overselling, or when courier arrangements are reviewed based on the analysis of failed deliveries. The causal proposition is specific: capabilities enable the firm to sense and mobilise the possibilities afforded by technologies, and value is a function of whether the new practices afforded by the technologies lead to better outcomes than cost.
The outcome layer is made up of 4 dimensions. Financial value comprises contribution margin, cash conversion, acquisition cost and return on digital investment. Operational value encompasses order-cycle time, stock accuracy, failed-delivery rate, return handling quality and reconciliation quality. Customer value involves aspects such as trust, responsiveness, service recovery, repeat purchase and retention. Strategic value encompasses market learning, channel flexibility, resilience, innovation and decreased reliance on a single route to market. These measures are more diagnostic than a general 'performance' construct and can be tailored to the size of the firm and available data.
The model has a feedback circuit since outcomes should change managerial attention and resource allocation. The high sales but low margin channel might lead to a strategy change, repeated complaints about late delivery might lead to a change of courier, and a successful service experiment might be institutionalised. The feedback loop thus reflects a dynamic capability logic to value realisation: it is not a one-off effect of adoption.
The framework adopts only concepts that have a theoretical foundation, are measurable, are of importance to the organisation, can be influenced by management, and can explain directly the adoption–value gap. Each arrow represents an explicit mechanism: context conditions capability deployment; capabilities enable affordance actualisation; actualisation produces observable outcomes; and outcomes feed back into learning and reconfiguration. A set of related practices are clustered together in six domains to prevent proliferation of variables.
Managers need to practice by specifying the value they want to achieve, identifying what is the current bottleneck, evaluating the capability most closely associated with the current bottleneck, and choosing a limited intervention. If it's a decrease in margins along with an increase in sales, the diagnosis should be focusing on fulfilment cost, returns and platform fees, not necessarily more customer acquisition. When stock-outs prevail, systems integration and inventory discipline come first before cutting edge analytics. This helps to prevent the "locking up" of scarce resources between value and activity.
The framework provides testable propositions for research. E-commerce use should impact upon value via capability actualisation in addition to adoption; capability complementarities may give rise to threshold effects; environmental factors should shape capability effectiveness; and learning and reconfiguration should enhance value persistence over time. These propositions could be tested in the context of Bangladeshi retail SMEs using longitudinal surveys or panel data and/or critical-realist case comparisons.
This is a provisional framework. It is based primarily on theory and published literature and not necessarily on organisational documents, stakeholder interviews, pilot studies or first-hand observation of Bangladeshi retailers. Those are in the next empirical step. The current report therefore distinguishes conceptual contribution from empirical confirmation: the model is a theoretically justified structure for future testing, not a validated universal solution.
[bookmark: _Toc238011422]7. Conclusion
This report aimed to understand how retail SMEs can progress from e-commerce adoption to ongoing value realisation and to build a context-specific capability framework for Bangladesh. The first research question was related to the organisational capabilities that are important. The evidence supports six interdependent domains: strategic digital leadership, systems integration, customer sensing and analytics, process orchestration and fulfilment, organisational learning and reconfiguration, and ecosystem or institutional navigation. The combination of them is their value! Bottlenecks in other parts of the system can neutralise individual strengths.
The second question was about context. While technological, organisational and environmental conditions are important factors in determining what firms can do, the TOE framework fails to explain how this value is realised. Dynamic capabilities are the most robust process logic, the RBV theory helps in defining complementary resources and the affordance theory helps in explaining why a technological potential still needs organisational action. Thus, context affects capability feasibility and effectiveness, but is not a deterministic cause of performance.
The third question was on integration into a Bangladesh relevant framework. The proposed model establishes the connection between TOE context and a six domains capability portfolio, affordance actualisation and multidimensional value and a learning feedback loop. It builds on adoption models, with actionable mechanisms and tangible outcomes including contribution margin, stock accuracy, fulfilment reliability, repeat purchase and resilience. Theoretically, its contribution is that it brings together the notions of post-adoption value, capability configuration and actualisation, and not technology ownership. Its management contribution is diagnostic, meaning that companies can determine the capability that is limiting the value and prioritise their intervention accordingly.
There are also restrictions on what can be asserted based on current evidence. Qualitative cases have mechanism depth in the form of self-report design, but limited contextual transfer, and cross-sectional self-report designs are poor supports for capability that is dynamic and sustained. The appraisal of Matarazzo et al. (2021) illustrates the continued value of process evidence and the need to consider philosophy, validity, ethics and transferability as a combination. Thus, further empirical studies should examine the framework in a longitudinal manner, using several sources of data for Bangladeshi retail SMEs. The framework is now a theoretically based statement, rather than a universal model, to be examined empirically.
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