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The Effects of the Internet and Social Media on Small and Medium Sized Enterprise Owners in Wales.  
[bookmark: _Toc10140544]Introduction:
            Changing technologies and emerging consumer trends have a significant effect on businesses globally. The influence of the internet and social media is having an increasing impact on factors such as marketing, communication and the consumer relationship. These external factors can create advantages or be detrimental to small and medium sized businesses.
           The research sets out to determine whether small and medium business owners in Wales: 1) perceive the internet and social media as a threat or as a platform to be competitive, 2) have experience and confidence in using new technologies, 3) how different demographical factors may affect the adoption of internet based technologies and 4) how the decision to include/exclude new technologies impacts on their businesses. The aim of this study is to obtain a better understanding of the relationship between business owners in Wales and social media and internet use. 
           This topic is highly relevant because technology and business have become almost inseparable in modern society. Small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) make up for 99.3% of all firms within Wales, employing a third of the population in 2016 (Barry, S. 2016). SME owners are having to become increasingly more sophisticated with their use of technology, including the internet, and often need to compete on a global scale.
         This area of study was chosen because of my personal experience of setting up and running a small local business. It was challenging to find time to carry out the operational tasks in the business alongside using social media effectively to promote the business. The need to embrace technology within any business however is now essential in an increasingly demanding and competitive market place. SMEs in Wales may not be using technology to its full potential and this has implications for their future growth and success.  
            This topic links in with the Future Generations Act of Wales 2015 as small businesses help to create a sustainable and prosperous Wales and often keep tradition and the culture alive (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales. (2019).  

[bookmark: _Toc10140545]Literature review:
Secondary data sources will be used to influence the study and to verify and critically analyse the findings. Because the experiences of business owners are being recorded a background of motivation, intent and characteristics of entrepreneurs must be considered. Link, A., & Siegel, D. (2007) describes entrepreneurs as people who balance risk to run their own businesses. Whereas, Schumpeter, J. (2011) claims entrepreneurship involves innovation and problem-solving attributes. To understand if the sample perceive the internet and social media as a threat or as a platform to be competitive, the motivation and past experiences of the individual have to be considered. This could come down to a range of different factors like geographic conditions and personality type (Fayolle, A., Liñán, F., & Moriano, J. (2014). Older generations may feel less comfortable using technology over newer generations who have grown up amerced in ICT. 
           Reinders and Freijsen book, The E-Factor discusses the potential opportunities that the internet brings in acquiring talent, funding, networking and customer relations. Although, Agwu & Onwuegbuzie highlight some potential risks of technology to the business owners especially when connecting with international markets. Many entrepreneurs still appreciate traditional methods can sometimes be beneficial especially in building strong relationships. This study sets out to further research how entrepreneurs feel the decision to include/exclude new technologies impacts on their businesses.
              Basri, W. (2016) performed a study on how ICT platforms are transforming small business in the Arab world. It was found that increased use of social media can lead to better strategies, reduced operational costs and in turn increase profitability. Also, Cesaroni and Consoli did previous research in 2015 that showed that almost all SMEs questioned outsourced website design to external technology companies and then only 25% of entrepreneurs maintaining their websites themselves. The research showed that although social media use is common in SMEs it is rarely used in a truly profitable way. This paper aims to build upon past research by looking at business owner experiences using Wales as a case study. 

[bookmark: _Toc10140546]Methodological approach:
             Both qualitative and quantitative research methods were considered for the study. The aim of the study is to explore SME owners’ experiences with the internet and social media so a qualitative approach was chosen as it would provide detailed information and meet the premise of the study. Qualitative studies were originally designed for the social sciences to help identify trends and themes in social and cultural phenomena (Ernst, A. (2003). Qualitative researchers are concerned with the meanings that people attach to experiences such as business owners and the technologies they use within the operation of their business (Taylor, S., Bogdan, R., & DeVault, M. (2016). Whereas, quantitative research is recorded in numeric, analytic or statistic data. An advantage of qualitative data over quantitative data is the ability to obtain rich descriptive data about social phenomenon. The disadvantages of qualitative approaches are that it is time consuming and usually has a smaller sample group with the potential therefore of individual bias and it can lack the rigorous control methods of quantitative studies. 
             A phenomenology method will be used which uses small sample groups who have lived through a specific experience, in this case owning a SME. This method focuses on the participants experiences and aims to avoid the preconceived ideas of the researcher (Moustakas, C. (1994).

[bookmark: _Toc10140547]Purposed data collection procedure: 
             The researcher’s academic supervisor will be noted at all stages of the study to ensure that the university’s standards are met. A one to one interview setting will be the method for collecting data because it is personal and the participants should be able to respond freely. Group interviews are time efficient but there is the influence of compliance and not everyone is comfortable talking in a group. The interviews will be recorded using a digital recorder to ensure all transcribes accurately depict the participants responses. 
              The questions will be semi structured to have fixed points that coincide with the chosen topics to assure the validity of the interview. The questions will be carefully chosen to reflect the aims of the study ensuring that irrelevant information is not collected. Semi structured interviews allow for the participants to expand further on the questions and unexpected themes may emerge which will inform the study. There also gives opportunity for the interviewer to guide the interviewees if they have misinterpreted the questions’ meaning. The questions will be open ended to encourage more detailed responses from participants.
              The context of the interviews will be chosen to be convenient, comfortable and private so that the participants will be able to focus fully on the questions. Face to face interviews were chosen rather than telephone interviews because they are more personal and likely to provide better quality responses. The interviewer will need to be friendly but consistent when asking the questions, so the results are valid and reliable. 
            A sample group of 10-15 small and medium business owners in Wales will be selected. Non-probability sampling will be used to encourage a wide range of industries, age groups, experience, geographic and psychographics. This should produce a more robust set of results. 
Ethical standards will be complied with throughout the study. Each of the interviewees will be provided with an ethics form detailing the study topic, how the data collected will be used and assurances on protecting the confidentiality of each member of the sample group. Written compliance with ethical standards is also important for the researcher in case of unforeseen problems in the future. 

[bookmark: _Toc10140548]Planned data analysis and presentation:
             Once the interviews have been recorded using the voice recorder they will be transcribed into a word processing software and then arranged within a matrix table. The study will use an interpretive analysis approach where themes are identified within the accounts of the participants (Welsh, E. (2002). Relevant reoccurring themes will be identified within the transcript and sorted into categories and any irrelevant material to the aims and studies of the procedure will be removed. The themes were then condensed and conclusions were drawn from the data. This analysation process was chosen as it is an effective way of drawing thematic conclusions from a large transcript. 
              Results will then be presented in table form. The questions will be designed to help answer the research objectives. Although because of the nature of the unstructured interview new emerging themes may be discovered. 

[bookmark: _Toc10140549]Research planning and ethics:
[bookmark: _Toc10140550]Limitations:
            Limitations of the study may be that the interview conditions affect the participants because it is not a typical situation and some people may find it challenging. This could affect the quality of the responses. 
             The sample size proposed is small and specific so it will not be possible to generalise the results to the wider population.
             There will be practical constraints with accessing the sample group and arranging the interviews at a convenient time and location. The interviewer is a white young male and this may influence some respondents and create bias effects.
             The choice of questions needs to be selected to avoid unintentional bias and to provide enough detail to draw meaningful conclusions from the data. Bilingualism will be important in Wales so there needs to be an option of Welsh or English.
              The conclusions from this study could be used to inform a larger, more diverse study which will produce more reliable data for analysis. Also, the time frame, resources and word count of the study are limitations to the depth of research. 
               

[bookmark: _Toc10140551]Ethical considerations:
         Ethics help us determine standards for what is considered acceptable and not acceptable for the researcher. Unethical practices can lead to invalid results and damage the integrity of the study. When working with qualitative data using human subjects, human rights laws must be followed. Keeping to ethical standards and principles is key to the reputation of the researcher, the institution and to the security of the participants (Burg, B. L., & Lune, H. (2004).  
          The research may bring up sensitive issues that could be stressful for the interviewees. It is therefore important to be sensitive to the emotions of the sample whilst deciding the questions and throughout the research process. The participants will always be given a choice as to whether they want to carry on with the study. 
           All participants in the study will be given an ethics form to sign. This is a contract between the interviewees and the researcher, clearly stating the ethical standards of the study. The form gives the researcher the informed consent of the participant to use their personal experiences within the study. These ethical standards also protect the confidentiality of the subjects involved. It is important to not share information between participants to protect any sensitive information, confidentiality and ensure the validity of the results.
 
[bookmark: _Toc10140552]Budget, resources and time management:
            There are four main stages in carrying out this research after this proposal. 
Preparation, initial research (literature reviews, academic reading), setting ethical standards for the study and creating appropriate ethics forms. Preparing suitable and relevant interview questions. 
Data collection, selecting sample groups, organising interviews and carrying out interviews. 
Data analysis, transcribing data, identifying themes and drawing conclusions, making sure they are relevant to the studies aims and objectives.
Review Amendments, critical reflection, alterations and evaluation. 
          Underneath is a table with a more detailed outline of the different steps and an estimate of the time it will take to complete each step. External factors that are out of the researchers control include availability of participants and potential delays due to unforeseen circumstances and these must be factored into the time management to ensure the schedule is realistic.  
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Resources needed: 

           During the research, the following resources will be needed:

· Physical and online reading materials. 
· Communication methods for contacting sample group. 
· A voice recorder for interviewing. 
· A computer with access to Microsoft Word for transcribing. 
· Printed ethics forms. 
Budgeting:
            The budget needs to include possible travel expenses for the interviewees and interviewer, room hire, administrative materials, equipment for recording and analysing the data. The participants will initially be contacted by phone and this will have a cost.
              There may be costs involved with researching the study such as purchasing books or articles. There is a time cost to everyone participating in the study, but it would be hoped that the participants would give their time voluntarily. 
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