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THE ROLE OF E-COMMERCE IN ALLEVIATING THE CHALLENGES FACED BY SMES IN THE UK DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC


Abstract
The introduction chapter has evaluated the background of the research and analyse the effectiveness of e-commerce in the SMEs and the way it management the challenges during pandemic. The aim and objectives of research has been demonstrated appropriately. Further, it has depicted the rationale and significance of the research in a proper manner. 
The literature review has outlined that the SMEs can lower the operating cost of the business, increase the customer reach, and also target the market with great efficacy including e-commerce. The limited resources of business, the lack of enough expertise are crucial challenges about e-commerce adoption. Using personalised content, integrating e-commerce with social media platforms can gain higher benefits. The literature review is devoid of industry specific data, instead it has focused on SMEs business.
The methodology of the study has included the positivist philosophy, the deductive approach. Primary data collection has been followed by the researcher. Including 6 participant and open-ended questions an interview has been conducted. The Primary quality analysis has helped to highlight the way e-commerce helped the SMES to tackle challenges in the Covid-19 pandemic time. The ethical consideration with informed consent of all participants has increased the accuracy of the study.
The findings and analysis chapter has performed a primary qualitative data collection method in the form of a semi-structured interview with a few managers. The focus has been on to figure out the role of e-commerce in pandemic situation and the way it has mitigated challenges for SMEs. The analysis has discussed about e-commerce operations, which focus on production, sales, and customer support, have been crucial in helping SMEs overcome the difficulties they faced during the pandemic. Observing the finding and discussion the study has recommended following the personalised content to increase consumer engagement. The integration of social media channels and e-commerce can also increase the customer reach. 
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[bookmark: _Toc165288581]Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc165288582]1.1 Introduction 
Ecommerce plays a significant role in delivering appropriate service to the people during the pandemic. E-commerce helps to reach towards the larger audience and increase the customer numbers through their appropriate service. However, the physical store is unable to reach a wide range of customers, hence the e-commerce service allows the UK SMEs to manage the business by mitigating challenges throughout the pandemic. The study focuses on the effectiveness of e-commerce in the business of the UK and the way it helps in solving the issues in Covid-19. During Covid-19 the small business was unable to reach its customers and manage the organisational sales. E-commerce service strategies have been effective in targeting “larger audiences” and enhance the customer base perfectly. Besides that, the research demonstrates the background and objectives of the research to make it more relevant. The rationale and significance of the research is also depicted appropriately within the study. Finally, it evaluates the structure of the research and the way it helps in developing the overall research appropriately. 
[bookmark: _Toc165288583]1.2 Background 
The covid-19 pandemic has created a major issue in the small business of the UK and businesses have seen a major drop in the sales. As per the view of Gao et al. (2023), developing e-commerce services help the SMEs to manage the pandemic and revamp the business condition in an effective way. The pandemic has affected the growth of the business majorly and shifting to e-commerce helped in reducing the business issues during the pandemic. The small business of the UK majorly getting hitted during the pandemic and sip[ply chain process of the company also affected due to the sudden lock down. One of the small sized companies of the UK “Chauffeur Services Direct” has lost 70%-80% bookends during Covid-19 and it created a major loss to the business (theguardian.com, 2024). In addition, “small and medium sized” businesses play an effective role in enhancing the economic condition of the UK market. Different technological adaptation and digital marketing was also adopted by the SMEs during the pandemic to enhance the e-commerce service through effective e-commerce (statista.com, 2023). Applying the e-commerce service within the business helps in improving the organisational growth and enhances the sales appropriately. Thus, many SMEs have used the e-commerce service during the pandemic to reduce the business challenges and revamp the business condition more accurately. As stated by Papagiannidis et al. (2023), store close was the problem in the pandemic and customers were not able to purchase products as per requirements. A large number of small businesses within the UK have faced financial loss due to the lockdown and employee cust for lack of financial resources within the business (theguardian.com, 2024). Hence, using the “e-commerce” service process helps the SMEs to control the challenges properly. Besides that, effective technological infrastructure of the e-commerce business makes the delivery process easier and it help the SMEs to mitigate the supply chain issue during Covid-19 pandemic. Adoption of the “e-commerce” service process allow the business in developing the business condition of SMEs by mitigating the challengers in the UK market. Thus, the SMEs can manage the sales revenue and economic condition of the business during the pandemic situation perfectly. 
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[bookmark: _3znysh7]Figure 1.1: E-commerce sales growth 2020-2026 in the UK 
(Source: statista.com, 2024)
The first figure demonstrates the growth of e-commerce service in the UK market and the way it helps in expanding the sales more effectively. The e-commerce sales by 2022 had developed by 4.2% however it was reduced compared to 2020. On the other hand, during the pandemic the e-commerce service has developed by 46.5% and it is the highest growth in the UK market (statista.com, 2024). The sales have been developed by applying e-commerce service and it helps a lot in revamping the business growth in an effective way. However, in 2026 the e-commerce sales in the UK market is expected to enhance by 4.1%. 
In addition, e-commerce services play an effective role in managing the business condition more effectively and increase the sales revenue in a proper manner. The research depicts the effectiveness of using e-commerce and managing the sales by mitigating the business issues during Covid-19. The UK has a more advanced “e-commerce market” and the developing numbers of e-commerce users may help in improving the business condition more effectively (statista.com, 2024). The e-commerce use of the country by 2023 is “60 million” and it enhances the business revenue of the SMEs more effectively (statista.com, 2024). Developing number of online shopping among the people is the significant reason to increase the population of e-commerce in the UK market. According to Heinemann (2023), e-commerce is effective in enhancing the online trade and revamp the business growth perfectly across the globe. Besides that, the traditional selling process was disrupted during the pandemic situation and customers are not getting services from the companies. As per the view of Hasan et al. (2023), improper service processes also hinder the customer numbers within the organisation. Therefore, using the “e-commerce” service helps in managing the supply chain process for the customers and provides appropriate service as per the needs. 
[bookmark: _Toc165288584]1.3 Hypothesis 
H1: The e-commerce has helped “to alleviate challenges of SMEs and enhance the performance during the Covid-19 pandemic period”.
H0: The e-commerce had no significant role “to alleviate challenges of SMEs and enhance the performance during the Covid-19 pandemic period”. 
1.4 Aim and objectives 
Aim 
The aim of the study is to analyse the importance of e-commerce during Covid-19 pandemic and the way it mitigates the business challenges that are faced by the SMEs in the UK.  
Objectives
· “To investigate the role of e-commerce during Covid-19 pandemic to alleviate challenges of the SMEs in UK”
· “To find out the effect of e-commerce on the performance of SMEs in UK throughout Covid-19 pandemic period”
· “To identify the current benefits and limitation of e-commerce to SMEs business in UK” 
· “To highlight effective strategies of following e-commerce for SMEs concerning these challenges” 
[bookmark: _Toc165288585]1.5 Research question 
· What is the role of e-commerce in the Covid-19 pandemic in mitigating the business challenges of SMEs in the UK market?
· What is the impact of Covid-19 pandemic in managing the business through e-commerce service in the UK SMEs? 
· What are the current limitations and benefits of developing e-commerce in the UK SMEs?
· What are the strategies to reduce the challenges that are developed for using e-commerce in SMEs? 
[bookmark: _Toc165288586]1.6 Rationale 
E-commerce services play a significant role in providing appropriate service during the pandemic situation. The rationale of the research is to identify the impact of e-commerce in the “small and medium sized” business of the UK and the way it helps in managing the service of process. The study analysed the way e-commerce reduces the business challenges in Covid-19 and the way it helps to provide quick responses to the customers. Besides that, it also demonstrates the challenges during the pandemic and the way e-commerce manages the business issue of SMEs by promoting its growth. On the other hand, the e-commerce rate in the UK market is enhancing day-by-day and it may help many organisations to expand their merchandise growth more effectively (statista.com, 2024). The SMEs of the UK used “e-commerce” within the organisation to reduce the challenges like supply, delivery and customer satisfaction during Covid-19. Besides that, it helps in managing the entire customer service process through the e-commerce procedure and reduces the challenges properly. 
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[bookmark: _1t3h5sf]Figure 1.2: E-commerce market rate 2020-2029 in the UK 
(Source: statista.com, 2024)
The above graph demonstrates the penetration rate in the UK e-commerce market and the continuous growth in the upcoming years. The e-commerce market rate is predicted to reach by 91.07% in 2029 and may help the SMEs to revamp its online business condition in a proper manner (statista.com, 2024). However, continuous increase if the e-commerce service process may help in boosting customer experience and enhance brand loyalty correctly. As stated by Yang et al. (2023), the e-commerce service has increased aggressively after the pandemic and its influence in managing the business condition of the SMEs in an effective way. In addition, it may help in improving the entire “supply chain system” of the UK SMEs more effectively. As opined by Rahman and Salam (2023), the customers can take advantage of the e-commerce service by sitting at their home and purchasing a product by watching it through an online platform. Besides that, the shopping behaviour of the customers have been changed by developing the e-commerce service process during the pandemic. It also helps the SMEs of the UK to enhance the sales revenue and profit range appropriately during the pandemic situation. Therefore, the increased e-commerce service in the UK market can help the SMEs to enhance the production and profitability in the current market as well. 
[bookmark: _Toc165288587]1.7 Significance
The study signifies the effectiveness of the “e-commerce” service process in the business and the way it helps different SMEs during the pandemic. After the pandemic many SMEs in the UK started adopting “e-commerce” to deliver proper delivery service to its customers without any kind of delay. The SMEs of the UK are able to mitigate the challenges in the business during pandemic by using e-commerce service and it helps in enhancing the growth of the companies effectively. As stated by Iglesias-Pradas and Acquila-Natale (2023), delivering products through the ecommerce process helps to manage the customer base during the pandemic and achieve all the success in a proper way. Hence, the e-commerce service process is majorly used in the UK SMEs to mitigate the business challenges correctly. The disruption of the pandemic in the usual life of the people affected and the “customer shopping” behaviour also changed drastically. In addition, utilisation of the e-commerce service helps in coping up with the challenging situation perfectly (Higueras-Castillo et al. 2023). Moreover, the consumers also influence the SMEs to shift towards the “e-commerce” service process. Thus, the SMEs can enhance more economic benefits during the pandemic and maintain the overall business condition appropriately. 
[bookmark: _Toc165288588]1.8 Research structure 
 (
Chapter 1: Introduction
Chapter 2: Literature Review
Chapter 3: Methodology
Chapter 4: Findings, analysis and discussion
Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations
)
[bookmark: _17dp8vu]Figure 1.3: Structure of the research
(Source: Created by author)


[bookmark: _Toc165288589]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc165288590]2.1 Introduction
An e-commerce business is an operation that generates its revenue and profits from selling diverse products and services through online platforms. Products and services like household goods, apparels, smartphones, electronic products, medicines and web design services are offered by e-commerce businesses. During the Covid-19 pandemic, the rise of e-commerce business operations across the world is evident, which has contributed to a vast transformation to digital business operation. In this research context, the literature section puts emphasis on the role of the e-commerce section in dealing with pandemic challenges and managing sustainable performance of SMEs. It starts with the identification of challenges faced by SMEs in Covid-19 period, followed by presenting detailed insights on e-commerce effects on those SMEs, both positively and negatively.
[bookmark: _Toc165288591]2.2 Challenges faced by SMEs during the Covid-19 pandemic 
The Covid-19 pandemic has posed a massive challenge to global business operations in the form of disruption in sales and delay in customer services. Majorly, SMEs have faced such challenges leading to the lack of production and service operation, supply chain disruption and improper customer service. One of the major challenges was store closure or shutdown of departmental stores due to lockdown and social distancing guidelines set by governments. The announcement of lockdowns in the UK has seen a large-scale closure of non-essential retail stores. As per the report, the overall sales of large and SME retail in the UK decreased by 1.9% in 2020-2021 (Khaliq, 2021). Eventually, it is evident that the lack of product and service sales might have significantly affected the net income of the SMEs. Managing cash flow is another area of concern which has been raised due to the global Covid-19 pandemic. As opined by Saturwa et al (2021), imposed lockdowns and physical distancing has reduced the number of customers, potentially leading to cash flow constraints and ceased operations. As an outcome, balances between the cash inflow and outflow were a tremendous challenge wherever the credit period for SMEs has enhanced. As an outcome of Covid-19 restrictions, a long-term closure of offline retail chains created disruption in retail sales and customer acquisition. A report says that over 8700 retail stores closed in the UK, due to pandemic as well as customer shift towards online shopping (Jolly, 2021). Hence, it is evident that retail SMEs have faced tremendous challenges in the form of a long-term halt in their businesses, affecting their sales and market profits.
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[bookmark: _35nkun2]Figure 2.1: Decreased retail sales of large and SME operations in UK during the pandemic
(Source: Khaliq, 2021)
Disrupted supply chain is another business area where the Covid-19 pandemic has hit the most. Due to the poor flow of transportation and logistics, many SMEs have faced a tremendous issue in their supply chain systems. Lack of product orders is another factor for the issue of disrupted supply chains for SMEs in different countries. A report highlights that 4 out of 5 retail and manufacturing companies experienced the order-fall issue, which has made a halt upon the logistics and supply chain (Parliament.uk, 2024). During the covid-19 period, many SMEs have experienced a high level of reduction in their customer acquisition. The pandemic has led to the increased consumption of specific products that were consumed lesser or not consumed at all. Therefore, SMEs might have lost their customers on the products that were not relevant to the pandemic period. Due to store closure, many customers were unable to visit and purchase, rather, they went for e-commerce operations. Due to declined sales revenue, retailers in the UK have faced financial losses during the relevant period. For instance, Greggs experienced around £13.7 million of pre-tax loss as their sales volume fell by 30% because of a declined number of customers (Financial Times, 2021). Hence, it is evident that large and SME retail operations have been adversely hit by the pandemic situation, in terms of sales, marketing and financial perspectives.
[bookmark: _Toc165288592]2.3 Rise of e-commerce during Covid-19 pandemic and its role on SMEs’ performances
The e-commerce business sector has affected the global manufacturing, sales and customer service in a positive way, in the form of high access to products, rising sales and customer satisfaction. Precisely, during the pandemic period, the number of e-commerce operations has increased immensely. The major factor is the shift in consumer focus from offline mode to online mode. It is because for customers, getting essential products without any physical contact was the most preferred way of shopping, at the initial stage of Covid-19 pandemic. As per the report, in the UK, around 40% of customers preferred to purchase online in 2020 (Statista, 2023). The percentage further increased to 75% in 2021, indicating the massive change in customer behaviour towards online purchasing. Such occurrences have eased the pathway for e-commerce retail operations entering into the market. The market share of global e-commerce retail, in both large and SME contexts, have increased to 16.1%, in the first quarter of 2020.
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[bookmark: _44sinio]Figure 2.2: Percentage of customers in the UK preferring for online purchasing during pandemic
(Source: Statista, 2023)
The e-commerce operation has played a vital role in handling customer orders through online platforms during the Covid-19 pandemic period. It means SMEs with e-commerce platforms were more likely to hold as many customers as possible, as compared to SMEs with no online presence. As per the report, online shopping sales in the UK has accelerated during the Covid-19 pandemic, with a rise by 48% to around £113 billion (BBC, 2021). Therefore, the report has indicated that pandemic has potentially driven the growth of online shopping, which has created an opportunity for e-commerce businesses to grow. As stated by Dianda and Pandin (2021), e-commerce has a significant and positive impact on the annual income of SME retailers, especially in the pandemic time. E-commerce SMEs can bring a quality financial transaction conducted online, which saves time and efforts from customers. For instance, the rise of digital payment has become so evident in online purchasing that it has enhanced the purchasing frequency and financial safety for customers as well. Price comparison is another key role played by e-commerce that has helped SMEs to be more competitive in the market. There are several e-commerce platforms like Amazon that have the facility to compare products in terms of their quality and prices with other brands. Customers choose those products that are valuable as per their needs and price sensitive. Eventually, SMEs can be competitive by placing their quality products and competitive pricing, within e-commerce platforms.
[bookmark: _Toc165288593]2.4 Effect of e-commerce on the performance of SMEs throughout the pandemic period 
E-commerce is the buying and selling of goods and services globally without incurring additional costs for the actual item, mobile applications, and web browsing as electronic middlemen. Besides, e-commerce has become an indispensable support system for numerous SMEs, providing them with a way to adjust to the swiftly evolving business environment. However, e-commerce is growing quickly despite the uncertainty surrounding the global economy by 2020 which values almost 14.1% of global retail sales (Żmijowska,2023). E-commerce surely offered SMEs in this time frame the chance to overcome the difficulties brought on by the pandemic that affected their operations. The digital advancement has completely changed the way business operates by enabling Producers, Wholesalers, Retailers, and Consumers to make deposits, invest, buy, distribute, share information, investigate, and execute research from nearly anywhere at any time with an Internet connection due to e-commerce technology (Agustian et al., 2023). This growth is extremely necessary for controlling the adverse effects of pandemics when all stores are closed. The e-commerce service has given all necessary items during the lockdown periods and maintains corporate values. 
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[bookmark: _z337ya]Figure 2.3: Numbers of SMEs in the UK
(Source: statista.com, 2024)

SMEs might reach clients and maintain business by connecting in person by setting up online stores. Both technological and environmental factors persuade SMEs to support e-commerce for managing pandemic periods (Semerádová and Weinlich, 2021).  In a period of great uncertainty, this flexibility assisted in reducing revenue losses and preserving business continuity. There were over 5.55 million SMEs businesses in the UK in 2023 (statista.com, 2024). Businesses with pre-existing digital and online shopping systems were more able to take advantage of the opportunities the epidemic acquired. Entrepreneurial orientation's impact on the relationship between SMEs' performance in managing the negative consequences of the pandemic in the UK and their embrace of e-commerce (Ballerini et al., 2023). Additionally, by enabling SMEs to reach new client segments outside of their immediate geographic bounds, e-commerce helped businesses expand their markets. Managers' evaluations of the strategic value of e-commerce among SMEs in the transitional phase must be determined by SME managers to establish a positive corporate environment to heal the effects of global pandemic. 
Financial difficulties may arise for SMEs with limited resources due to the expenses linked with starting and running e-commerce platforms, such as digital marketing, website development, and shipping. Over 5.28 million people are employed by SMEs in the UK in 2021, which implies a slow development in e-commerce and helps to improve financial conditions (statista.com, 2024). Furthermore, the online marketplace's increasing competition puts more pressure on pricing methods, which might affect SMEs' profit margins. As mentioned by Özbek et al. (2024), SMEs adopted e-commerce due to customer pressure significantly less likely to experience a drop in operating expenses. E-commerce gave SMEs a way to interact with customers from a distance, however, it came with new difficulties in satisfying customer needs and preserving client trust. 
[bookmark: _Toc165288594]2.5 Current benefits and limitations of e-commerce in SMEs
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[bookmark: _1y810tw]Figure 2.4: Benefits and limitations of e-commerce use in SMEs
(Source: Developed by author)
Benefits 
The performance of the small and medium sized enterprises is an important concern for modern economics’ growth since it plays an imperative role in industrialization. Organisations are increasingly implementing innovation and technology to take more opportunities for successful growth of business. According to the statement of Hussain et al. (2022), the firm performance and the e-commerce use is positively related as the e-commerce mediates to enhance the technological readiness, operation cost. In this era of technological innovation, the technological innovation seems a crucial element to achieve goal coating with the existing adversaries in the market. The use of digital technology is enhancing the competing nature of the small and medium business. Combining technology and human resources form can inevitably enhance technological readiness aiming greater competitive advantage for business. The low-operational cost of the SMEs is another crucial benefit for the SMEs. compared with the traditional way of operation online business needs fewer human resources, less overhead cost and also minimum physical space. Streamlining the operation and by automating regular tasks the operational cost of business can be minimised effectively (Amornkitvikai et al. 2022). E-commerce is also beneficial to SMEs for greater customer reach and target marketing. Different social media platforms are gaining high popularity since the pandemic, and the new e-commerce feature is allowing businesses to easily increase the customer awareness about new products or services (Kadir and Shaikh, 2023). Grabbing the customer attention and targeting the right audience the e-commerce feature seems highly beneficial to the SMEs. e-commerce also helps to take better control of the companies’ operation (Santos et al. 2023). It gives scope to the small business for optimising the customer experience and providing enhanced service. 
Challenges
The crucial challenges of following e-commerce have several mutations also. The increasing competition in the online marketplace, limited resources, experience (training and knowledge) of the SMEs, the payment processing, data and security management are important challenges of using e-commerce into the SMEs. The number of e-commerce businesses is increasing rapidly and the expanded online marketplace is also increasing the competitiveness in the market. The limited resources of the small business are another significant challenge about using e-commerce into the SMEs (statista.com, 2021). According to the opinion of Amornkitvikai et al. (2022), the age of the firm and the experience has a crucial connection with the e-commerce intensity of the firm.  Learning and experience enhance the e-commerce intensity to the form, hence the lack of training knowledge or the experience can decree the intensity of e-commerce for the firm effectively. 
[bookmark: _Toc165288595]2.6 Effective strategies to follow e-commerce in SMEs removing challenges
SMEs can use e-commerce into their business in several ways to grab greater competitive advantage for business enhancing the engagement and loyalty of the customers. 
Personalising the experience of customers
Customers can gain rich insights about the product or service that business wants to offer. The personalised content can fulfil the satisfaction expectations of the customer effectively. Uncovering the possibilities the use of personalised content can give rich insight. Felix and Rembulan (2023), elucidated that following live chant, elevating personalised content and prioritising the responsiveness the customer engagement can be enhanced. It may generate higher consumer attraction and increasing the customer engagement business may establish a long-term competitive advantage in business. 
Integration of e commerce and social media 
The integration between the social platforms and the e-commerce in the marketing can increase the customer awareness. It will help to ensure the financial gain of the small business and reduce the perceived financial risk of business. According to the observation of Shi et al. (2024), internal factors like social influences, habit, hedonic motivation carry more positive effect on the growth of SMEs instead of multiple external factors like effort expectancy, performance expectancy and facilitating conditions. The perceived risk of the investment by SMEs can be lowered by integrating the marketing approach of the business by the integration of e-commerce and the social platforms. 
Government support
The support by the national government plays an integral role apart from the SMEs own effort. It can help to give enough expertise by providing necessary training and education. Moreover, the financial support by the government is also important to motivate the SMEs to adopt digital technologies. Concerning the greater supply chain disruption during the Covid-19 pandemic, the government needs to take initiatives for successful growth of “sustainable e-commerce” for SMEs.  
[bookmark: _Toc165288596]2.7 Theoretical framework 
Technology Acceptance Model
Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) perceived benefit and accessibility factors that influence corporate behavioural intention and system. TAM provides insights into the way consumers adopt and use new technologies (Burns, 2022). Thus, impacts on SMEs business by using this model to raise more productivity. This theory determines how an individual believes about using a certain technology, which affects their actual usage behaviour (Mogajiet al., 2024). Thus, implementation of these theoretical aspects upgraded business operations in the past three decades that impacted on e-commerce growth and SMEs performances. 
SMEs faced many challenges, including decreased foot traffic, interruptions in the supply chain, and shifting consumer preferences. The "perceived ease of use and the perceived usefulness" are the two elements that impact whether users would accept new technology by incorporating TAM theory (Han and Sa, 2022). SMEs use E-commerce platforms as they are user-friendly and useful for their purposes. Furthermore, this theoretical concept concentrated on the significance of potential users' perceptions of their development and longevity.
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[bookmark: _1ci93xb]Figure 2.5: Technology Acceptance Model
(Source: Sciencedirect.com, 2024)
SME growth, job creation, and market expansion are often regarded as the cornerstones of every robust economy. Perceived ease of use for SMEs with limited familiarity with technology includes features including accessibility, technical support, and intuitive interfaces (Grabowska and Saniuk, 2023). With an unparalleled decline in GDP during the initial nationwide lockdown in 2020, the epidemic precipitated a catastrophic recession. On the other hand, perceived utility refers to the conviction that e-commerce can improve company operations, gain new clients, and lessen difficulties brought on by pandemics. Small enterprises constitute the foundation of any economy, and their protection has become more crucial than the effects of COVID-19 on economies worldwide (El Archi and Benbba, 2023). This theory influences SMEs' willingness to embrace e-commerce support in their corporate progression. It achieves business success factors and also manages challenges during pandemic periods. 
Resourced Based View
The Resource-Based View (RBV) emphasises the role of a company's internal resources and competencies in creating a long-term competitive advantage. Theoretically, SMEs have a persistent competitive advantage because of their valued, uncommon, unique, and non-substitutable resources. SMEs use their special resources, including digital skills, technical infrastructure, and customer contacts, to obtain a competitive advantage during pandemics (Mashenene and Kumburu, 2023). A business's ability to generate resources impacts its performance and provides a meaningful competitive advantage.  E-commerce gives SMEs a way to make the most of these in-house assets by reaching a wider audience, improving client interactions, and streamlining operations.
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[bookmark: _3whwml4]Figure 2.6: Resource Based View
(Source: strategicmanagementinsight.com,2024)
Modern, technologically dependent e-commerce has emerged as a valuable tool for SMEs looking to overcome obstacles during a crisis. The strategic decision of a firm is determined by the available resources. Furthermore, SMEs can create unique competencies that are challenging for rivals by deliberately acquiring e-commerce capabilities. Difficulties in their business were eliminated for the companies that had the technical resources. According to Chen et al. (2023), resources contribute to the majority of the decision-making in small enterprises which is clarified by the resource-based view of business in the context of small firms. The use of e-commerce enabled small businesses to maintain their daily operations, and these businesses succeeded in dealing with the intense economic stress within the industry. 
[bookmark: _Toc165288597]2.8 Literature Gap
The benefits of using e-commerce such as minimised operating cost, increasing innovativeness or technological readiness, the higher reach to the customer, the improved targeting is illustrated. The current challenges like lack of expertise, training, and knowledge have also been interpreted. Reviewing the literature, no empirical data about the benefits and challenges in particular types of business like, service, retail or the liability business has not been found. Significant article about the challenges faced by the UK's medium or small business in times of pandemic in different industries has not been accessed. The gap in literature has limited the comparative view on the challenges in different kinds of SMEs during pandemic. 
[bookmark: _Toc165288598]2.9 Chapter Summary
The SMEs during Covid-19 pandemic faced significant challenges in operation during the pandemic. The entire supply chain of SMEs was disrupted in significant ways due to the complete closure and shutdown. The customer accessibility was significantly decreased during this time period. The e-commerce was helped to tackle the supply chain disruption by enhancing the effectiveness of logistics, delivery. It helped to survive many businesses in times of pandemic. This chapter has reviewed the current benefits of SMEs with e-commerce use and the limitation of the business. The business can lower the operating cost, increase reach, on the other side, lack of experience or expertise are significant challenges. It reviewed effective strategies like integration of social media and e-commerce to enhance effectiveness of business. The study has also reviewed the theoretical foundation about using e-commerce in SMEs to justify the suggestion for higher growth opportunities. 


[bookmark: _Toc165288599]Chapter 3: Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc165288600]3.1 Introduction
The princess and techniques applied for identification and analysis of the applied information in particular research is termed as research methodology. The research methodology selection is a significant task to any study for maintaining accuracy establishing the validity and reliability of the data. The study has focused on the important role of e-commerce to lead the SME business in the UK, removing and mitigating the challenges during the Covid-19 pandemic. The research philosophy, approach, strategy, data collection, analysis of data for this research have been illustrated in this chapter.
[bookmark: _Toc165288601]3.2 Research philosophy
The research philosophy is a particular belief on the princess to gather data or phenomenon and its application into the research. The core aim of the research philosophy selection is to give proper guidance by illuminating unconscious values, beliefs and assumptions. The positivism philosophy has been applied to evaluate the role of e-commerce for alleviating crucial challenges of SMEs in the UK in time of Covid-19 pandemic. The positivism philosophy seems immensely beneficial to observe reality depending on the human experiences about specific incidents (Karupiah, 2022). The philosophy has helped to analyse the observation of the research participants to determine the significance of e-commerce to help SMEs during Covid-19 pandemic. The research philosophy has been involved to understand the evolution of the SMEs in the UK with the emergence of Covid-19 pandemic.
[bookmark: _Toc165288602]3.3 Research approach
The researcher has applied the deductive approach to investigate the way e-commerce supported the small and medium sized business in the UK in the critical time of Covid-19 pandemic. The research approach through observed the opinion of the participants crucially. It helped to evaluate and analyse the opinion of the research participants taking control. The deductive approach seems helpful to explain the way different variables and concepts are connected to the cause and effect’ (Hall et al. 2023). It helped to think logically and come to a conclusion, defining the opinion and observation of the research participants. The deductive approach has given the opportunity to the researcher to explain the different variables and concepts and the cause-effect relation between these different variables into the study (Bell et al. 2022). The key challenges faced by the small business of the UK, and the role of the pandemic to drive the acceptance of e-commerce for small business has been investigated thoroughly in this study. 
[bookmark: _Toc165288603]3.4 Research strategy
Plan applied to carry out the search process and information access is stated as the research strategy. The qualitative strategy has been included to answer the research questions. Effective research design seems highly useful to the researcher for accomplishing objectives of research within the given time (Leavy, 2022). It is also beneficial for gaining the most useful solution for the outlined research problems. Qualitative research seems beneficial for accessing the feelings and thoughts of each research participant. The qualitative design provides empirical guidance to any study including effective sample size (Hennink and Kaiser, 2022). The qualitative strategy has been enabled in developing the understanding of the important meaning that participants ascribe to experiences. The selected design of research has been contributed to the study for accomplishing the crucial tasks and answering the research questions based on the observation of the participants. 
[bookmark: _Toc165288604]3.5 Data collection
Data collection refers to the mere procedure of collecting or gathering data required to conduct a study. Primary data collection procedure has been selected by the research of this study (Sylvia and Terhaar, 2023). The primary data has been given notable information and the valuable opinions of the participants that contributed to conduct this study. The primary data incorporates real evidence such as, stimuli that impact the decision-making, any external issues into business (Abbate et al. 2023). The researcher has collected primary data conducting direct interviews with open-ended questionnaires with managers of SMEs through all the phases in this study. Various elements that have affected the company operation during the Covid-19 pandemic have been outlined profoundly using the primary data.
[bookmark: _Toc165288605]3.6 Data analysis
The systematic process to apply logical techniques or statistical techniques for describing and illustrating the collected data is defined as data analysis. Primary qualitative analysis has been applied in this research to evaluate and analyse the collected primary data. According to the opinion of Zhao et al. (2023), the data analysis is a crucial task for any research for reliable interpretation of the collected data to reach a suitable conclusion on the topic. The qualitative analysis of the gathered primary data in this research has helped to find out the unique characteristics of traits. It has outlined the crucial challenges faced by the SMEs during the endemic and the way e-commerce helped to overcome the challenges. Condensing and measuring the analysis of the data collection helped to draw profound conclusions on the chosen topic. The role of e-commerce to SMEs in the United Kingdom for mitigating challenges during Covid-19 pandemic has been understood effectively with this data analysis. 
[bookmark: _Toc165288606]3.7 Population and sampling
Population means the entire group that is focused while collecting data and the sampling refers to the specific group from that the data is collected. Total 25 populations have been focused that are involved with the SMEs’ operation in the UK. The research has involved 6 participants as a sample among the 25 population to collect necessary data for conducting this study.  The sampling process is mainly classified into two forms-the purposive sampling and the non-purposive sampling that can be divided into various types like cluster sampling, simple random sampling method, the quota sampling (Marcella-Hood and Marcella, 2023). The ‘quota sampling process’ has been followed to involve the interview participants for this research. The quota sampling helped the researcher to represent the total survey population accurately. This helped to avoid any kind of overrepresentation or under representation and has significantly created a sample. This helped to note the important phenomena of e-commerce to help the small business of the UK for managing challenges.  
[bookmark: _Toc165288607]3.8 Validity and reliability
The “validity and reliability” are the important concepts applied for evaluating the research quality. It indicates the wellness of the research method or the research techniques. The reliability means the consistency of any measurement, on the other side the validity refers to the accuracy of that measurement. The maintenance of the “reliability and validity” in research is crucial for improving the accuracy of any study (Kucker and Chmielewski, 2022).  The researcher has included the research participants and chosen important open-ended questionnaires to maintain the reliability of the research. The selection of the clear research method has helped the researcher to manage the reliability into this study. Ensuring the use of appropriate questionnaires in the interview princess and the informed consent of the research participants have helped to maintain the validity of the study. T has enhanced the accuracy of the discussion into this study in a significant manner. 
[bookmark: _Toc165288608]3.9 Ethical Consideration
The ethical consideration refers to the ‘set of principles’ for guiding the entire research practice and design. The must needed ethical principles include informed consent, voluntary participation, confidentiality, anonymity, potential for harm and fair communication. Managing the ethical principles in this study about the role of electronic commerce to SMEs growth during Covid-19 pandemic, the researcher has collected informed consent of each research participant. The dignity, confidentiality of the research participants has been maintained profoundly. The maintenance of the ethical consideration has guided this study and it has increased the accuracy of the study. Ethical consideration helps to protect the rights of participants, managing safety, wellbeing (Kandi and Vadakedath, 2022). The maintenance of the ethics to this study about the significance of e-commerce to tackle challenges confronted by UK SMEs in time of the Covid-19 pandemic, has promoted fairness, truth and accuracy. 
[bookmark: _Toc165288609]3.10 Limitation of methodology
The crisis during the Covid-19 pandemic forced a large number of small businesses to redesign their old design and traditional business model. The electronic commerce or the e-commerce has significantly helped to tackle the crucial challenges during the pandemic. The study including primary data the researcher has made the discussion more reliable, relevant and accurate for giving answers to the specific research questions and objectives. However, this study is devoid of the secondary data that has set the limit of the discussion. The inclusion of both the primary and secondary data could be more effective for giving answers to the important research questions and enhance the argument. Due to the limited resource this study has only followed the primary data collection method for addressing the objectives in this research.  
[bookmark: _Toc165288610]3.11 Chapter Summary
The positivism philosophy and deductive approach have been applied into this research to evaluate and analyse the opinion of the research participants. The primary data collection and qualitative analysis method has been followed. Further, considering the ethics the right of each research participant has been protected and it has minimised the chance of misinterpreting data. The primary dataset has alleviated the quality of the study providing valuable evidence;however, the method is deprived of secondary data collection that has limited inclusion of data. 


[bookmark: _Toc165288611]Chapter 4: Findings, Discussion and Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc165288612]4.1 introduction 
The key findings of the research is evaluated concisely in the section and it helps to provide knowledge connecting with the research question. The understanding of the research thoroughly evaluates the research and it helps in answering all the research questions perfectly. The interview process is developed to answer the research question and get proper knowledge on the e-commerce service process during the pandemic. Six managers are asked five questions to identify their experience on the e-commerce service process and the way it helps the organisation in mitigating the challenges appropriately. The entire findings are discussed properly in this section. 
[bookmark: _Toc165288613]4.2 Primary Qualitative (Semi-structured Interview)
Q1. How many years do you have experience in working and have you seen any operational changes since you joined?
	Participants
	Responses

	Manager 1
	Well! Let me think, I guess I have been working for almost 6 years in my organisation, before the pandemic hit.
Yes, a massive change with e-commerce operation in our sales and customer service

	Manager 2
	I joined my current company way back in 2015 and I hold a manager position in sales and customer service operation.
Ofcourse, I have seen a drastic change in the way of selling products, from traditional selling to online selling with an e-commerce website.

	Manager 3
	I have an experience of more than 5 years working in the current apparel company.
As a Sales Manager, I have experienced a change in  the way of selling our products to customers. We have started selling through online platforms.

	Manager 4
	A lot of experience I have in my current company, for say, almost 7 years. Yes, I have joined here in 2017.
My company has started selling gift products through third-party e-commerce sites like Amazon.

	Manager 5
	Well, I joined my present company in 2013 and I have seen a lot of changes since my joining.
The most recent and relevant change, I have seen, is the introduction of an e-commerce site in our product sales and customer delivery service operation.

	Manager 6
	I guess I have been working here for more than 5 years with a recent promotion to the administrative department.
A recent change, I have observed, is that the management has found the need to put its sales and marketing through online mode and my company is working on partnering with a renowned e-commerce operation.


Table 4.1: Interview response 1
Q2. What challenges have your SME operations faced during the Covid-19 pandemic? 
	Participants
	Responses

	Manager 1
	Massive! Covid-19 restricted our sales operation because of a long-term lockdown and social distance.

	Manager 2
	That was a tough situation for our company to maintain the flow of sales during the pandemic and at some point of time, we were running with losses because of low sales revenue.

	Manager 3
	During the pandemic, our company initially failed to reach even a decent number of customers. It was very challenging for us to maintain the cash flow and sales service. 

	Manager 4
	We have three in-street stores in Birmingham and all of them were closed during the Covid-19 pandemic. You know, it was painful for us to lose customers because of a reason that was not in our control.

	Manager 5
	Our company is 12 years old and for the first time since its establishment, it has experienced a financial backlash during Covid. As we were unable to have direct selling options at that time, our sales operation was totally down. 

	Manager 6
	I can say about two major challenges that our household appliance operation has faced. Our company had to close down its stores and we had to rely on telephonic orders from customers only. Another challenge was the border closure that has disrupted our quick-delivery service to customers.


Table 4.2: Interview response 2
Q3. Why do you think e-commerce has played a major role in SMEs operations during the pandemic?
	Participants
	Responses

	Manager 1
	Definitely a positive role you know and we were initially not sure how it can deal with the challenge we were facing. Eventually, I perceived that e-commerce has become easier and convenient for customers to purchase without visiting our stores.

	Manager 2
	I believe e-commerce has played a two-dimensional role in the pandemic and post-pandemic era. Customers have, now, the opportunity to choose a wide range of products online. Then, we, as professionals, have enabled our digital growth and software handling.

	Manager 3
	As per my opinion, e-commerce has changed the course of product sales and customer service in the entire SME businesses. Sales and customer service has become more digital where we can approach them without any physical contact, during the pandemic.

	Manager 4
	For our gift product sales, we have managed to expand our customers beyond the city of Birmingham and surrounding areas, thanks to the decision made by our management to sell products through e-commerce sites.

	Manager 5
	We are operating with a departmental store in the city of Manchester and with e-commerce operation, we have managed to enhance our product segment by adding different types of masks. E-commerce has played a key role in that.

	Manager 6
	As we are on the verge of introducing e-commerce in our operation, we primarily assumed that this will bring more customers at a time with a wide range of product offerings. E-commerce might help us widen our sales operation with enhanced market segments.


Table 4.3: Interview response 3
Q4. What strategies have you undertaken to transform your SMEs operations to e-commerce operations?
	Participants
	Responses

	Manager 1
	Yeah, that was very important for us to decide the strategies for introducing e-commerce in our business. Our management has decided to make its own e-commerce website with differentiated product segments. 

	Manager 2
	As I have observed, our sales and management team has primarily focused on the quality of product shipment to customers. With that focus, we have decided to follow the order fulfilment process for accurate shipping, to bring out the benefits of using e-commerce. 

	Manager 3
	As you know that customers are craving for having detained insights about a product, we have followed a quality content marketing strategy in our e-commerce operation. Our management has formed a new team, content management team, for that. Their responsibility is to create good contents for our products and services, including those in our own e-commerce website.

	Manager 4
	E-commerce strategy is itself a digital sales and marketing strategy that our company has  been following since the pandemic hit. As we are focused on offering unique and diverse gift items, we have adopted the differentiation strategy. Not only the diverse products, we are also approaching our customers with multiple outsourced e-commerce sites.

	Manager 5
	Well! We are highly focused on giving convenient and easier access to our products, for our market consumers. So, we have adopted quality SEO strategies. With these strategies, our IT and R&D teams will continue updating our e-commerce website to make it more personalised for customers.

	Manager 6
	We will be focusing on the content marketing strategy and our customers will get, you know, the best possible insights with attractive texts, images and videos. Social media marketing and email marketing will be the additional strategy where our customers will get timely notifications.


Table 4.4: Interview response 4
Q5. Do you experience any benefits and limitations after introducing e-commerce operations in your company and what are they?
	Participants
	Responses

	Manager 1
	Yeah, Immediate impacts I have seen after our company introduced e-commerce sections. The major one is the enhanced number of customers as we decided to increase our product segments and facilitated service offerings.

	Manager 2
	I am concerned with some drawbacks of e-commerce in our business. The major one, for me, is the potential data privacy breach that can hamper our reputation in front of our market consumers.

	Manager 3
	As you know e-commerce is the digital mode of marketing, sales and customer service, cost-reduction can be a  major benefit we can  grab. I believe that managing product storage or warehouse management and advertising and marketing can be done with reduced costs incurred.

	Manager 4
	After introducing e-commerce, I have observed that our company’s sales revenue has increased, along with the level of customer acquisition.

	Manager 5
	Our company has a focus on being competitive and I believe our e-commerce section would allow customers to compare product quality and prices with our competitors. 

	Manager 6
	I have a little concern with the challenge of using e-commerce even if I know it would higher up our sales process. I am worried about the technical deficiencies in handling the e-commerce software. As our team members are not fully aware of e-commerce technology use, it may lack authentic domain, network problems and so on. 


Table 4.5: Interview response 5
Findings from the interview data
E-commerce operations have been instrumental in dealing with challenges faced by SMEs in the pandemic period, based on production, sales and customer service. From the above semi-structured interview session, it is evident that all participants have agreed that transforming to digital business operations with e-commerce has been a massive change in their SME operations. According to their opinion, store closure during Covid-19 period was a long-term challenge due to lock-down and social distancing measures posed by governments. Various governmental authorities and departments have posed lockdown policies to ensure stay-at-home-orders and save human lives from coronavirus (Arnon et al. 2020). Therefore, the challenge of shutdown of stores has had a major impact on SMEs’ sales, marketing and customer service operation. Eventually, the participating sales and marketing managers have viewed that disruption in sales operation has reduced the amount of revenue, which has adversely affected the profit and loss margin of SMEs.
The data gathered from the interview session has indicated that SMEs have primarily failed to reach a decent number of customers with their traditional sales and marketing approaches. As all the stores were closed, customers were restricted to telephonic orders from the SMEs. More customers, in that time, preferred to switch to those organisations that were delivering products and services through e-commerce platforms. As an outcome, SMEs were losing their loyal customers as they were unable to reach them online. SMEs with e-commerce websites are always beneficial for customers as they come to know about a wide range of products at a time. Losing customers have probably led to the loss of market share, brand reputation, cash flow and net income. Besides, it is understood that Covid-19 pandemic periods have resulted in the disruption in SMEs’ supply chain system, because of border closure.
As per the interview findings, it is evident that e-commerce has played a major role in providing high access to products and convenient way of purchasing. With few clicks in their laptop or smartphones, customers can get multiple products with detailed insights about its ingredients, materials and quality, which they used to do in retail stores. Product listing pages in e-commerce sites are constructed by listing information and array information formats, leading to spatial product information for customers. Eventually, after finding their products are good with quality and quantity, they go for purchasing those online. As stated by Kedah (2023), e-commerce significantly accelerates the SMEs’ sales operation, potentially leading to the benefits from information technology. One of the participating managers has also viewed that doing e-commerce sales means adopting digitalization in their SME operation, which can be considered as the internal digital growth as well. For instance, adopting e-commerce needs a long-term training and development programs for the responsible professionals. It may further lead to a sustained growth of digital literacy that can make the SME workforce technologically qualified and independent. Higher digital literacy and skills can help sales professionals in SMEs handle e-commerce software applications.
From the data findings, it is also understood that introducing e-commerce in SME operations can be performed by undertaking a few quality strategies. One of the major e-commerce strategies is the content marketing strategy. A participating manager has claimed that forming a new content management team for the e-commerce section is a key approach to set quality contents with videos, images and texts. As viewed by Ho et al (2020), the purpose of a content marketing strategy is to create and distribute valuable, relevant and consistent contents for attracting a wide number of customers. With this strategy, the SME operations can be able to put insights about their products such as weight, design, colour, size, materials, warranty periods and others. Customers can have a benefit of comparing each product and service of a SME operation with its competitors. Eventually, the concerned SME operation could gain a high competitive advantage in the retail market. Another essential strategy is the differentiation strategy that is required for managing e-commerce operations, which is directly based on different product segments. With this strategy, SME operations can present multiple product segments in different web-pages in their e-commerce sites. Apart from that, order fulfilment is another critical strategy through software application. With this, SMEs can maintain their flow of product shipping and customer delivery, with the help of advanced customer order management systems and inventory control.
[bookmark: _Toc165288614]4.3 Discussion 
Businesses turn their attention to online sales to lessen the impact on the economy.  Since the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted traditional business processes, SMEs faced never-before-seen obstacles that required quick adaptation to thrive in the new normal. COVID-19 has made it more likely for customers to shop online and use contactless payment methods. E-commerce has become an essential instrument for SMEs to deal with the difficulties of the epidemic. Besides, through this channel UK SMEs raise their sales values almost 26.5% in 2022 (statista.com, 2024). The adoption of the operational dynamics of SMEs managers and the obstacles they faced during the pandemic are examined in the qualitative data gathered from semi-structured interviews with these managers. Moreover, e-commerce diversifies sales channels, which decreases reliance on conventional stores and increases market penetration across regional borders. Sales of both physical and digital goods are included in transnational commerce; globally where almost 97% of cross-border online trade consists of tangible goods (statista.com, 2024). The e-commerce tactics utilised for change, as well as the advantages and disadvantages of e-commerce integration are key concerns of this research that delivers key insights through the interpretation. 
E-commerce platforms provide the ability to carry out business operations in SMEs despite physical constraints by facilitating digital interactions and remote transactions. The mechanism of income growth is changing. As mentioned by Seeberg et al. (2023), one of these indications has attracted the attention of specialists, who predict that the process of income development will change during the twenty-first century. The impact of shop closures and supply chain disruptions was lessened by SMEs due to this digital rotation, which allowed them to maintain vital income streams and client relationships. Large enterprises must purchase the majority of their food and household goods from distant computer networks that are set up at the customers' convenience. Diversification strengthened SMEs' operational resilience regarding uncertainty by improving their capacity to withstand external forces and adjust to shifting consumer behaviours.
E-commerce adoption provides a variety of strategic advantages to firms in the context of e-commerce usage, including the creation of new market segments and improved consumer interaction tactics.  SMEs might broaden their online consumer base by utilising e-commerce platforms, which allowed them to connect with customers who were reluctant to visit physical stores because of health concerns for purchasing from home (Kadir and Shaikh, 2023). For example, e-commerce lowers operating costs, increases market share, boosts supply chain effectiveness, and fosters closer ties with customers. By reaching a wider audience, SMEs managed to diversify their clientele and seize hitherto unexplored revenue streams. Thus, e-commerce sales reached approximately 5.8 trillion in 2023 (statista.com, 2024). Adoption of e-commerce also strengthens competitive advantage, which consists of alliance building, innovation, development, differentiation, and cost savings.  Numerous e-commerce platforms enabled targeted promotional efforts and personalised marketing, allowing SMEs to better satisfy their customers by customising their goods to fit their tastes.  Thus, it upgrades the consumer experience and sales potential that assures the increments of the corporate economy and supports in overcoming economic threats during pandemic periods. 
SMEs face significant challenges in growing and attracting new customers, as well as in competing with global firms, due to their smaller size and resource limitations in comparison to their bigger counterparts. The top worries of SMEs managers were found to be those related to data privacy, cybersecurity, and online fraud that also declines economic values (Arroyabeet al., 2024).  This indicates that strong security measures and compliance standards are necessary to protect client data and preserve confidence.  SMEs can increase their worldwide visibility, engage in new clients despite geographic obstacles, and provide more effective and convenient service to their current clientele by developing their e-commerce skills. Thus. SMEs may build stronger relationships with clients and encourage repeat business by implementing features such as product recommendations, personalised discounts, and engaging chat assistance that promotes enduring brand advocacy and consumer loyalty.
Small businesses' adoption of sustainable practices is driven by e-commerce. However, SMEs with limited technology resources and knowledge had difficulties with website construction, digital marketing strategies, and e-commerce platform integration due to technical issues. The SMEs technology adoption is increasing at a significant rate (statista.com, 2024). Small businesses need to determine whether their operations are socially, environmentally, and financially sustainable in order to draw in and keep global customers. The implementation and upkeep of e-commerce infrastructure can be ensured by partnership with external specialists and service providers, investment in training and upskilling efforts, and support (Popescu and Dumitrescu, 2023).  Moreover, development may be characterised as giving future generations' access to natural resources first priority. Similarly, UK’s regulatory compliance and legal issues, such as tax consequences and consumer protection laws, require attention to minimise legal liabilities and corporate unethical approaches. Thus, e-commerce business has expanded the corporate growth and raises efficiency to omit the adverse effects of pandemic threats. Hence, companies must generate environmentally friendly goods, and retailers should stock things for the environment and the ecosystem. 
Progression of e-commerce business has assured massive change with e-commerce operation in sales and customer service that is superior to heal the financial values significantly. SMEs may identify emerging possibilities, optimise product offerings, and fine-tune marketing strategies by obtaining insightful knowledge about customer behaviour, purchasing habits, and market trends through the use of data analytics tools and methodologies. In 2024, the eCommerce market is expected to generate over $109.30 billion in revenue (statista.com, 2024). This indicates the efficiency of e-commerce business channels for preventing the threats of economic fallout during post pandemic periods. The e-commerce ecosystem's SMEs benefit from this customised strategy since it increases customer engagement and loyalty and generates long-lasting value. As a result, adoption of e-commerce addresses a drastic change in the way of selling products, from traditional selling to online selling with an e-commerce website. SMEs can acquire a competitive edge in the digital marketplace by optimising operational efficiency, reducing risks, and capitalising on market dynamics through the utilisation of data-driven insights. The market is predicted to reach a volume of almost $156.90 billion by 2029, with revenue forecast to expand at an annual growth rate of nearly 7.50% from 2024 to 2029 (statista.com, 2024). Additionally, SMEs can use data analytics to customise their client journey by customising avenues for communication, advertisements, and product suggestions to each customer's tastes and requirements. 
Among the most significant obstacles that SMEs encounter during a pandemic are increased expenses and decreased revenue. Since the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted traditional business processes, SMEs faced never-before-seen obstacles that required quick adaptation to thrive in the new normal (Sharma et al., 2024). In addition, other significant challenges for SMEs that arise during post-pandemic periods for various restrictions include inflation, raw material costs, insurance costs, poor demand for items and services. Managers who had varied years of experience in their organisations reported a significant movement in sales and customer service toward e-commerce operations. The usage of digital platforms has changed how marketers communicate with consumers and eliminated the risk of incurring losses due to a decline in sales. Moreover, this shift in marketing strategies from offline to online channels highlights how flexible and resilient SMEs can be when faced with outside challenges.
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[bookmark: _2u6wntf]Figure 4.1: Effects of Pandemic on E-commerce
(Source: Sharma et al., 2024)
The business had struggled to achieve even a respectable number of consumers during the pandemic. The difficulties that the managers described were indicative of the pandemic's complex effects on SME operations.  Sustaining sales and cash flow proved to be quite difficult. The main worries were supply chain and delivery service interruptions, cash flow issues, store closures, and declining sales revenue. In the UK, SMEs' operational and financial values have drastically decreased, which is detrimental to their ability to expand and remain a viable business (Razzak et al., 2023). Therefore, these difficulties hamper the achievements of the susceptibility of SMEs to external shocks and the necessity of creative solutions to maintain continuity of operation.
Another important advantage for SMEs in e-commerce is a low operating cost that is beneficial for SMEs to raise brand size. E-commerce has become a key tactic in reducing the negative impact of the epidemic on SME businesses. Operating an online business usually involves minimum staff, fewer expenses, and less infrastructure than traditional business operations. In the face of social distancing policies and lockdown restrictions, managers reached a consensus regarding the revolutionary significance of e-commerce in enabling market reach, client engagement, and earning money. The COVID-19 pandemic has expedited the growth of electronic commerce to encompass new enterprises, clientele, and product categories (Żmijowska, 2023). SMEs remain competitive and change the business environment due to the digitization of sales and customer service operations. Hence, the changes in the e-commerce landscape are long-lasting that give the potential for more pandemic waves, the ease of the new buying patterns, the expense of training, and the motivation for businesses to profit from investments in new sales channels. 
E-commerce is the purchase and sale of goods and services online, and the exchange of money and the selling of commodities or services. Managers presented a comprehensive plan for implementing e-commerce operations, including content marketing, order fulfilment optimisation, website construction, and strategic alliances with external e-commerce platforms.  Moreover, companies can reach the largest possible customer base through e-commerce activities. The complexity of e-commerce integration necessitates coordinated activities across several functional domains assuring implementation success. Consumers are longing after in-depth product insights. It has operated an online store using a high-quality content marketing approach.  A new content management team that increases critical efficiency in SMEs has been developed by corporate management. A significant number of SMEs have prioritised the integration of e-commerce into their business processes. The e-commerce website is being updated by IT and R&D teams to provide customers with a more customised experience (Akin, 2024). When it comes to production, sales, and customer support, e-commerce operations have been crucial in helping SMEs overcome the difficulties they faced during the pandemic. The implementation of lockdown and social estrangement policies by governments during the COVID-19 pandemic provided a persistent issue for store closures. Therefore, lockdown protocols have been implemented by several government agencies and departments to enforce stay-at-home directives to prevent the coronavirus from harming people.
SMEs' operations in sales, marketing, and customer service were significantly impacted by the difficulty of shop closures. Increased customer acquisition, improved sales revenue, cost savings, and competitive positioning were among the advantages of e-commerce adoption that were thought to arise. People view e-commerce as a way of communicating with other business partners, which boosts company performance (Kedah, 2023). The involved marketing and sales managers noticed that the interruption of sales operations had decreased revenue, which harmed SMEs' profit and loss margins. Thus, a company's ability to use e-commerce can save waste and energy expenses, boost environmental performance, and guarantee corporate sustainability. Therefore, e-commerce has become a crucial strategic requirement for SMEs that aim to surmount unparalleled obstacles, preserve business continuity, and leverage nascent prospects in the virtual marketplace. 
[bookmark: _Toc165288615]4.4 Summary 
The chapter summaries the collected information from the interview analysis of six managers on the e-commerce service of UK SMEs. The operational changes, and the challenges in SMEs during the pandemic have been analysed appropriately. In addition, the role of e-commerce in the pandemic situation has been depicted appropriately through the interview analysis. However, proper analysis of the interview data helps to enhance the relevance of the research and make it more successful. Further, it discussed the entire findings to answer the research objective and question perfectly. 



[bookmark: _Toc165288616]Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc165288617]5.1 Conclusion
Covid-19 pandemic has transformed the way of operation, manufacturing of almost every business throughout the world. The SMEs were significantly affected due to the complete lockdown and social distancing issue during the pandemic. The entire supply chain including manufacturing, logistics, delivery were affected. E-commerce helped these businesses, opening new ways to continue business. The research is focused on evaluation of e-commerce roles to tackle challenges in the time of Covid-19 pandemic. The primary data based qualitative analysis has become convenient to outline the major challenges faced by companies during the Covid-19 pandemic. The SME practitioners may achieve various benefits implementing e-commerce infrastructure. These firms can enhance the overall performance reducing the operating cost and increasing the technological readiness of the firm. The SMEs can achieve a greater competitive advantage building competency. The limited resources of the SMEs, the lack of expertise, knowledge are important shortcomings of using e-commerce for SMEs. The personalised content, live chat can enhance the communication with the customers. Integrating social media and e-commerce, SMEs can also gain higher benefits. Governments mainly emphasise on policy making for large industries; hence the SMEs have a significant contribution to the economic growth of a country. Giving necessary support with policy, training and development the e-commerce use in small business can be enhanced.
[bookmark: _Toc165288618]5.2 Linking with objectives
[bookmark: _Toc165288619]5.2.1 Linking with objective 1
The Covid-19 was restricted the operation including sales of the small and medium business in the UK. The flow in the supply chain was disrupted in this time period that created a long-term adverse impact on the business. The decreased customer reach has affected the profitability of business and created a significant threat to the finance of SMEs. The findings stated that businesses having experience of 12 years in the industry also faced crucial financial difficulties for the reduced sales in the Covid-19 period. E-commerce was given the way to tackle these high difficulties of the business. Improving the reach helped to manage the operation and financial challenge of the company. 
[bookmark: _Toc165288620]5.2.2 Linking with objective 2
E-commerce has affected the SMEs in UK in a positive manner. It helped to manage the accessibility as customers were able to purchase things without visiting the physical stores of the company. The distancing issue decreased the reach of the customers and it decreased the overall profitability of the business. The e-commerce helped to tackle this issue positively.
[bookmark: _Toc165288621]5.2.3 Linking with objective 3
SMEs can gain a number of benefits to business using e-commerce. The firm's technological readiness can be enhanced with the e-commerce with the e-commerce inclusion. Small business can increase the customer awareness, target audience and lower the operating cost of business conveniently. The over cost and overall cost of operation can be reduced with the e-commerce. “Small andmedium businesses” may generate a greater revenue andprofitability gaining highlycompetitiveadvantage in business.
[bookmark: _Toc165288622]5.2.4 Linking with objective 4
The personalised content, live chat with the customers can improve the communication with the customer. The digital marketing effort can be enhanced and business can gain greater attention from the potential buyers. The integration of different social platforms like Facebook, Instagram seems helpful to improve the engagement and reach of the customers. 
[bookmark: _Toc165288623]5.3 Recommendations
· Using unique content through social media platforms to integrate e-commerce use
Concerning the customer reach and the targeting of the customers, small businesses can use different social media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook to spread awareness about products or services. It would be beneficial to business for increasing the reach and target the right audience more conveniently. Integrating the social media and the e-commerce SMEs can gain better results into business with minimum investment.
· Following personalisation 
Recommendations to the SMEs to use e-commerce include using personalisation, live chat, content improvement. The personalisation may enhance the customer engagement (Felix and Rembulan, 2023). Building positive customer experience SMEs can gain greater advantage in business. The elevated engagement, gratifying experience of the customer may strengthen customer loyalty effectively in the UK. The personalisation will be helpful to improve the customer satisfaction level.
· Proving enough support by the government to implement e-commerce in SMEs
The government support can increase the motivation of using e-commerce in small businesses. The support of the government plays an essential role to make the industry policies highly effective and enhance the innovativeness of organisations (Hussain et al. 2022). Supporting programs by the government can encourage and give enough support to the SMEs in the UK to use e-commerce into business. Emphasising on the “financial incentive criteria”, supporting “training and necessary development program” can enhance the use of this technological innovation to the small businesses effectively. It seems reasonable to tackle the pitfalls of using e-commerce in SMEs such as high implementation cost, lack of training and knowledge of e-commerce usage.
[bookmark: _Toc165288624]5.4 Research limitations
The implication of this study about the role of e-commerce use in small business focuses on the small and medium sized business in the UK. The study has not put its focus on specific industries such as manufacturing business, service business or retailers. The challenges of the SNEs during the Covid-19 period, the way e-commerce helped the business to tackle challenges, current benefit, limitation and strategies have been discussed instead aiming for more competitive advantages for SMEs.
[bookmark: _Toc165288625]5.5 Future Scope
The discussion with the interview participants in this study has emerged significantly giving crucial insight about the challenges faced by the SMEs during the SMEs. It has outlined the crucial challenges faced by the small or medium business in the UK under the vulnerable situation caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. Moreover, it has given suitable insight about the current benefits of e-commerce application in SMEs along with the pitfalls. Future researchers may investigate the open innovation, innovative capabilities, and innovation business models suitable for SMEs. The theoretical foundation and the in-depth discussion based on the real events faced by SMEs would help to sum up more possibilities in future research. 









Appendix 1.
Q1. How many years do you have experience in working and have you seen any operational changes since you joined?
	Participants
	Responses

	Manager 1
	Well! Let me think, I guess I have been working for almost 6 years in my organisation, before the pandemic hit.
Yes, a massive change with e-commerce operation in our sales and customer service

	Manager 2
	I joined my current company way back in 2015 and I hold a manager position in sales and customer service operation.
Ofcourse, I have seen a drastic change in the way of selling products, from traditional selling to online selling with an e-commerce website.

	Manager 3
	I have an experience of more than 5 years working in the current apparel company.
As a Sales Manager, I have experienced a change in  the way of selling our products to customers. We have started selling through online platforms.

	Manager 4
	A lot of experience I have in my current company, for say, almost 7 years. Yes, I have joined here in 2017.
My company has started selling gift products through third-party e-commerce sites like Amazon.

	Manager 5
	Well, I joined my present company in 2013 and I have seen a lot of changes since my joining.
The most recent and relevant change, I have seen, is the introduction of an e-commerce site in our product sales and customer delivery service operation.

	Manager 6
	I guess I have been working here for more than 5 years with a recent promotion to the administrative department.
A recent change, I have observed, is that the management has found the need to put its sales and marketing through online mode and my company is working on partnering with a renowned e-commerce operation.
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