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This paper reviews recent research in the fields of e-business and strategic management. It discusses the key issues, questions
and methodologies apparent in the literature to date. The paper also highlights the major research communities and centres and
their interests. The overall intent is to highlight the opportunities for further work, potential approaches and future directions for
inquiry.

1. Introduction

•

In just a few years, business use of the
Internet has grown from a curiosity to a
mainstream activity. Pioneers such as
Amazon.com, Yahoo! E-Bay, Cisco and Dell
have led the way, followed by numerous startups and ventures by traditional and smaller
firms. Interest has not been restricted to the
private sector and e-government has become
a priority in many countries, including the U.K.

•

The hectic pace of advance in the late 1990s
presented challenges and opportunities to
management scholars and students. Suddenly
they were faced with a living laboratory in
which the subjects claimed that a wholly new
set of rules had been invented for the ‘new
economy.’ Normally serious and critical
observers found themselves caught up in the
rhetoric engendered by rapidly rising equity
prices and a wall of new investment in IT
ventures. In response to demand pressures
and faculty interests, Universities and Business
Schools launched numerous new programmes
in e-business and e-commerce. E-everything
became fashionable.
The sobering experience of numerous dot.com
failures,
earnings
disappointments
and
corporate restructurings has taken the bloom
off the rose. MBA graduates have now turned
to the pursuit of traditional career paths in
safer industries. Business Schools are reevaluating the place of e-business in the
curriculum. Nevertheless, the world is not
returning to the ‘business as usual’ of the preInternet era. There is a continuing fascination
with the transformational powers of new and
disruptive telecommunications media. It is
clear that firms in a post-recession economy
will pursue further exploitation of the Internet,
not only through current applications, but
increasingly using mobile and other advanced
technologies.
Against such historical backdrop, this paper
seeks to:
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•
•
•

Summarise in critical fashion recent
publications in e-business and e-strategy;
Identify and classify the key issues and
questions;
Link research interests to concerns of
business and management practitioners;
Identify needs and opportunities for further
investigation;
Suggest further directions for inquiry and
an agenda.

2. E-Business and business
management research
This paper does not attempt to address the
entire literature of Internet application and
business management. Nor does it address
research into the development and testing of
the technologies themselves. The scope is
restricted to the strategic impacts of the new
information
and
telecommunications
technologies for businesses and managers.
Sub-fields of business such as e-marketing, eoperations, e-finance and supply chain
management are only considered in passing.
For more details readers are directed towards
the growing specialist literatures in those fields.
As Clarke (2000) has noted, electronic
commerce presents unusually significant
obstacles to academic study and high-quality
research, including:
• Its recent emergence;
• The rapid change that has always
characterised the domain;
• The very substantial variation in behaviour
in apparently similar contexts; and
• The enormous attention paid by media and
marketing
interests,
with
inevitable
distortion of terminology and data.
To this list may be added:
• The lack of familiarity with e-commerce
technologies by many management
scholars;
• The lack of established instruments and
research approaches.
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To place these observations into context, ebusinesses have been launched, progressed
to IPO, grown and then collapsed in less time
than a typical PhD student might take to
complete the literature study and fieldwork of
his or her dissertation. Major shifts in industry
landscapes have also occurred in less than the
usual cycle time for publication in top
management research journals. It is hardly
surprising that serious research has lagged
significantly on practice to the extent of
sometimes appearing irrelevant. Surveys and
marketing-directed case studies by consulting
firms have filled a void.
However, just as numerous texts on ebusiness and e-commerce are now listed in
publishers catalogues, whereas there were
next to none a few years ago, so there is now
appearing a growing literature of e-business
research. A number of specialist e-commerce
journals have been launched (see reference
section at the end of the paper).

3. Literature
A progressive maturing of the literature is
evident in both practitioner oriented and
scholarly publications.
Journals such as Harvard Business Review,
Sloan
Management
Review,
California
Management Review, Business Horizons,
Long Range Planning and the European
Management Journal began to publish articles
on the business use of the Web, virtual
marketplaces, e-retailing and B2B commerce
from about 1994.
In earlier papers (e.g. Rayport & Sviokla 1994,
1995; Hagel, 1996; Evans & Wurster, 1997)
emphasis was on demonstrating what is new
and different about the Web and the
opportunities that it presents for businesses to
innovate in radical ways and to discover new
activity domains. Evidence for assertions made
was typically presented in the form of
anecdote, interviews or case studies.
A more considered reflection on how the
Internet could be used to change competitive
strategies, potentially destroying existing
competencies as well as creating new sources
of advantage began to appear in papers such
as those by Ghosh (1998), Evans & Wurster
(1999), Chen & Leteney (2000), Feeny (2001)
and Rangan & Adner (2001).
Later literature more explicitly addresses the
risks of Internet ventures, barriers to
implementation, success factors and steps
http://www.ejbrm.com
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needed to manage technology-driven change
(e.g Porter, 2001). The more recent literature
also presents increasing evidence of empirical
study in the form of surveys and more
substantial and critical case histories (e.g.
Kotha et. al, 2001). Industry specific studies
have also become more frequent.
Work by Rayport (1999), Mahadevean (2000)
and Timmers (2000) reveals a growing interest
in the concept of a business model and how
the Internet has made possible types of
business model previously very hard, or
impossible, to implement. An example is that of
priceline.com in which consumers ask firms to
bid for their business in a form of reverse
auction. Porter (2001) has criticised much new
economy thinking, including the notion of a
business model. However, it is clear that ebusiness presents many challenges to
traditional thinking in strategy and strategic
management. Notions such as that of a
business model arguably fill a void between
grand concepts of strategy and detailed
implementation, complementing tools such as
the value chain and generic competitive
strategies.
A key concern is how strategy can be
developed in hypercompetitive markets where
the speed of change makes traditional forms of
analysis impractical. Eisenhardt (1998, 1999),
Yoffie and Cusumano (1999) address this
issue with concepts derived from complex
systems theory and emergent strategy-making.
E-business has also confirmed the significance
of the resource based view of the firm.
Competencies,
such
as
knowledge
management and the ability to integrate
complex sets of technological and business
skills, are identified as success factors in a
number of case studies (e.g. Kotha, 1998).
Recent special editions of publications such as
the Journal of Industrial Economics, Journal of
Electronic Commerce Research and the
International Journal of Electronic Commerce
show encouraging signs of increased attention
to
research
rigour
and
appropriate
methodologies.
The references cited at the end of this paper
represent a substantial, if not complete,
coverage of publication in e-business and
management in recent years. For brevity,
referencing from the more specialist ecommerce journals has not been attempted
and readers should explore these journals for
themselves.

© 2002 MCIL All rights reserved

20

S. Drew

4. Research centres
A number of Universities and Business
Schools have established centres for research
and consulting activities in e-business.
Typically such centres provide a bridge
between the academic and corporate
communities and a mechanism for research
workers to attain a critical mass of inquiry.
They are also intended to provide corporate
sponsors with obtain access to independent
and critical advice. They may also assist with
executive education and training. Section 12
provides links to some of the better-known
U.S. and European centres.
The Center for Electronic Commerce at the
University of Texas, Austin has conducted a
number of research studies on the size and
nature of the digital economy. It has acted as a
focus for industry-funded research from firms
such as Dell and Cisco. Leading figures are
Anitesh Barua and Andrew Whinston.
The e-Lab at Vanderbildt University is led by
pioneer research workers Donna Hoffmann
and Thomas Novak. It claims sponsorship by
over two dozen firms and performs surveys,
experimental work and helps firms integrate
the Internet into their business strategies.
The Center for e-Business at MIT lists an
impressive array of industry sponsors and
claims to perform academically rigorous work
in areas such as benchmarking, best practices
and case analysis. It also provides executive
round tables and lecture series. Well known
academic participants from MIT faculty are Erik
Brynjolfsson, Michael A. Cusumano and
Thomas W. Malone.
Centres at European and other non-U.S.
Universities are less well funded. However
interesting examples are those at Cardiff, de
Montford, Nottingham, St. Gallen, Erasmus
and McMaster.
A list of other academic e-commerce research
centres can be found at:
http://dmoz.org/Business/E-Commerce/
Education/Centers/

5. Critical research issues
Identification of key research issues in a new
field of inquiry is a task to be approached with
some care. When economic, business and
political conditions are subject to rapid
changes, the importance of research agendas
for funding and resources can shift quickly.
Therefore it is with some caution that a list of
http://www.ejbrm.com

significant issues in e-business and its
strategic management is presented below.
This list has been derived from apparent trends
in the literature between about 1995 and 2002,
as well as from the author’s experience of
teaching, research supervision, consultation
and dialogue with practitioners.
Some issues listed are not well represented in
the published literature, for example
governance,
ethics
and
aspects
of
organisational change. However, they are
included because, in the light of experiences
such as the Enron and Marconi failures and
present economic conditions, they are likely to
become a focus for future work. Each issue
has been phrased as a question under one of
ten themes, as shown in Figure 1:
1. The Importance and Implications of e-Business:
I. How large is the Internet economy?
II. What is the structure of the Internet
economy?
III. What is the significance of cultural factors on
Internet adoption and usage?
IV. How will e-business impact on society,
lifestyles and consumer behaviour?
V. What will be the effects of the Internet on
macroeconomic growth?
VI. How will e-business affect regional economic
development?
VII. How will the Internet affect national
competitive advantage?
VIII. How will the Internet influence international
trade?
2. The Growth and Development of e-Business:
I. Why has e-business been slow to take off in
many sectors?
II. What are the barriers to adoption of ebusiness for firms of different types?
III. What are the factors enabling the adoption of
e-business?
IV. What should be the role of government in
stimulating growth of
V. e-Business?
VI. What makes an effective business incubator?
VII. What are the causes for failure in dot.com
firms?
3. The Economics of e-Business:
I. How does the Internet improve economies of
scale and scope?
II. What are the effects of lower transaction and
search costs?
III. How important are so-called network effects
and ‘lock-in’?
IV. Does the Internet reduce the costs of
business? Raise efficiency?
V. How will supply chain efficiencies improve?
VI. How can the Internet help create new
markets and customer value?
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4. Opportunity Identification:
I. Which industries and industry sectors present
the most promising
II. Opportunities for e-business?
III. What methods should be used to identify,
analyse and evaluate
IV. e-Business opportunities?
V. What are the major domains in which
traditional businesses should
VI. Look for opportunities to exploit new digital
technologies?
VII. How can businesses redesign their value
chains and value networks
VIII. Using new technologies?
IX. Which new digital marketplaces will prove
viable in the longer term?
X. How should investors value new Internet
business ventures?
5. Business Model Analysis:
I. How can the concept of a business model be
defined?
II. What is the value of the business model
concept?
III. What are useful typologies and classifications
of Internet business models?
IV. What wholly new business models does the
Internet help create?
V. What are important success factors for
different types of Internet business
VI. Models?
VII. How should traditional firms embrace Internet
business models?
VIII. What techniques are available to analyse and
assess business models?
IX. How can firms price and charge for digital
content and services?
X. How should digital content and services be
bundled?
6. Strategy in New Economy Firms:
I. What is the importance of first mover
advantage?
II. How does the Internet increase competitive
rivalry?
III. What types of new competitor does the
Internet help create?
IV. How can firms defend or build competitive
advantage using the Web?
V. How should marketing strategies be adapted
to the Internet?
VI. What strategic resources and competencies
do e-business firms need?
VII. How do generic competitive strategies differ
in nature and implementation
VIII. In an e-business environment?
IX. What makes for a successful business
alliance or partnership in the digital
X. Economy?
XI. What are the strategic options for traditional
firms wishing to embrace eXII. Business?
XIII. What new approaches to strategic
management are needed?
XIV. How can intellectual property and personal
information be protected?
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7. Organisational Change and e-Business:
I. Which leadership styles are most effective in
Internet businesses?
II. What new management competencies must
be developed?
III. What will be the impact of e-business on
organisational structures?
IV. How can the Internet support increased
collaborative and team working?
V. What are the impacts for organisational
learning and knowledge
VI. Management?
VII. In which ways will individuals need to adapt
their work styles?
8. Managing Internet Technologies
I. How should disruptive technologies be
managed?
II. How can technology and business strategies
be linked?
III. How do electronic agents and similar
software affect consumer behaviour?
9. Small and Medium Size Business:
I. Does the Internet represent opportunity or
threat to SMEs?
II. What are the barriers to SME exploitation of
the Internet?
III. How can SMEs exploit e-business?
10. Governance and Ethics:
I. Are issues of corporate responsibility
different in Internet firms?
II. Are
there
issues
of
environmental
sustainability for e-business firms?
III. Should B2B exchanges be regulated? If so,
how?

Figure 1: Significant e-Business issues

6. Methodologies
Since the growth of businesses that use the
Internet as a core infrastructure is a very
recent phenomenon, it is hardly surprising that
much investigation in the literature to date is of
an exploratory nature. Theory building has
taken place at the intersection of:
• Case study
• Extrapolation of known characteristics of
the technology to business settings (e.g.
reach, interactivity)
• Extrapolation of existing theories of
strategy,
marketing,
psychology,
economics and complex systems (e.g.
network effects, increasing returns)
An example is the work of Ghosh (1998),
which builds on characteristics of the Internet
to derive a new construct he terms ‘navigation’
that he presents as being central to
competitive advantage and success.
Many academic empirical investigations and
surveys in e-business have suffered from small
© 2002 MCIL All rights reserved
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sample sizes, with consequent questions as to
the meaning, validity and reliability of findings.
Many case studies have also been prepared
more for descriptive and teaching purposes
rather than to trigger theory building or
investigation. Examples have often been
chosen because a firm appears frequently in
the press or popular journals. There has also
been a notable absence of longitudinal case
study designs, or of well structured multiple
case study designs. Some online case studies
are presented in the reference section at the
end of the paper.
As with much previous information systems
research, a commercial influence on research
agendas is evident. This is a double edgedsword in that corporate involvement helps
provide necessary funding and access to data
at the potential expense of objectivity and
requirements for confidentiality.

7. Analysis
To identify gaps in the present literature and to
highlight opportunities for future work the
literature referenced at the end of the paper
was reviewed and mapped on to the list of
questions in Figure 1. The result is shown in
Figure 2. Readers should note that in this
Figure each reference has not only the date of
the publication but reference to the sub
question in small roman numerals listed in the
relevant section of Figure 1. The following
commentary on Figure 2 is in order:
Despite the apparent lack of publication on the
importance and implication of e-business,
there has been much work in this area. For
example the Center for Electronic Commerce
at the University of Texas has published a
number of reports and books on the ‘Internet
Landscape.’ This topic is also frequently the
subject
of
research
by
government
departments, agencies and international
organisations such as the OECD. Web sites
such as Cyberatlas.com publish regular
updates as to Internet usage and uptake of eCommerce.
The literature on organisational change and ebusiness also appears to be sparse. However
there is a large body of related literature on
technology and change, virtual organisations,
organisational development and restructuring
that was not addressed in this analysis. This
can be found in well-known journals such as
the Academy of Management Review and
Journal,
Organizational
Dynamics
and
Organization Science.
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There is a surprising lack of literature on
governance and corporate social responsibility
in e-business. This may be due to a perception
that concerns of e-businesses are not unique
in this area and are the same concerns as
those of any other business. The Enron
collapse is currently under investigation, but it
is clear that many more factors than a faulty ebusiness model contributed to this mammoth
corporate failure. It is not clear yet whether ebusinesses that cause a redesign of existing
supply chains and distribution systems may
harm or improve the environment through their
impacts on transportation systems.
I. The Importance and Implications of e-Business:
Quelch & Klein (1996, viii)
2. The Growth and Development of e-Business:
Chen & Leteney (2000, iii), Hansen (2000, v),
Kotha et. al. (2001, iii), Lee & Wang (2001, ii)
3. The Economics of e-Business:
Berthon et. al. (1996, vi), Carlton (2001, v), Clay
(2001, ii), Evans & Wurster (1997, i, ii, iii, iv),
Garicano (2001, ii), Hoffman & Novak (2000, vi),
Scott Morton (2001, iv, vi)
4. Opportunity Identification:
Alba et. al (1997, vi), Barua et. al. (2001, iv),
Benjamin & Wigand (1995, v), Burke (1997, iii),
Evans & Wurster (1999, iii), Feeny (2001, iii, iv),
Ghosh (1998, iii), Kaplan & Sawhney (2000, v),
Ordanini & Pol (2001, v), Rayport & Sviokla
(1995, iv), Rayport & Sviokla (1994, iii), Rosen &
Howard (2000, i), Scott Morton (2001, i), Wise &
Morrison (2000, v)
5. Business Model Analysis:
Armstrong & Hagel (1996, v), Barua et. al. (2001,
vi), Benjamin & Wigand (1995, iv), Dutta & Segev
(1999, iv), Evans & Wurster (1999, iv), Goolsbee
(2001, vi), Kaplan & Sawhney (2000, iv), Keh &
Shieh (2001, v), Klein & Quelch (1997, iv, vi),
Kotha (1998, iv, v), Mahadevan (2000, i, ii, iii, iv),
Rayport (1999, i, ii, iii, iv), Rayport & Sviokla
(1994, iv, vi), Timmers (2000, i, ii, iii, iv), Werbach
(2000, v), Willcocks & Plant (2001, vi), Wise &
Morrison (2000, iv)
6. Strategy in New Economy Firms:
Alba et al. (1997, v). Barua et. al. (2001, ix),
Benjamin & Wigand (1995, viii), Benoy et. al.
(2001, v), Daniel & Klimis (1999, ii, iii, iv),
Eisenhardt (1999, ix, x), Eisenhardt (1998, iv, x),
Gertner (2001, ii, iv), Ghosh (1998, iv), Goolsbee
(2001, ix), Gulati & Garino (2000, ix), Harvey et.
al. (1998, v), Hoffman & Novak (2000, v)Hoffman
& Novak (1996, v), McWilliam (2000, v), Ordanini
& Pol (2001, iv), Petersen et. al. (1997, v), Pitt et.
al. (1999, v), Porter (2001), Quelch & Klein (1996,
v), Rangan & Adner (2001, iv), Reichfeld &
Shefter (2000, iv), Rosen & Howard (2000, ix),
Venkatraman (2000, iv), Yoffie & Cusumano
(1999, iv, x)
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7. Organisational Change and e-Business:
Dutta & Segev (1999, iii), Eisenhardt (1999, ii)
8. Managing Internet Technologies
Day & Schoemaker (2000, i), Luftman & Brier
(1999, ii), Short & Venkatraman (1992, ii), Smith
(2001, iii)

There is an opportunity for business model
analysis from a more holistic perspective. The
concept of a business model and its use within
strategic management also needs to refined
and argued to address the criticisms raised by
Porter (2001).

8.4 Evaluation of E-Business models
9. Small and Medium Size Business:
Kleindl (2000, i, ii, iii), McDonagh & Prothero
(2000, i, ii, iii), Steinfeld & Whitten (1999, i), Webb
& Sayer (1998, i, ii, iii)
10. Governance and Ethics:
N/A

Figure 2: Gaps in the literature and
opportunities for further research

8. Conclusions and future
directions
In conclusion, there is an emerging literature
on e-business, which as is to be expected, is
mixed in quality and degree of academic
rigour. There are many opportunities for further
publication and PhD research.
There are a number of potential future
research areas that can be identified from
study of Figure 2:

8.1 E-Business and international
management
The impacts of the Internet on trade and the
importance of cultural factors appear to be
areas ripe for investigation.

8.2 The impacts of the Internet on
SMEs
E-business is frequently presented as an
opportunity for smaller businesses to expand
geographically and even to globalise. However
Internet technologies also allow larger
competitors to acquire the much-vaunted
characteristics of smaller firms, i.e. flexibility,
customer intimacy and focussed business
strategies. In which sectors is the Internet an
opportunity for SMEs? In which sectors is it a
threat? There is also much scope for
investigation of the effectiveness and
management of the large number of business
incubators that have been established to help
grow e-business firms.

8.3 Business models
Much of the literature on business models
discusses the concept of a business model in
terms of a customer value proposition, pricing
strategy or particular Internet technologies.
http://www.ejbrm.com

The topic of valuing Internet businesses is one
of major concern to bankers, venture
capitalists, institutional and private investors.
Although there is work that has been done and
published in the finance literature, there would
be appear to be scope for work also to be
done in the e-business and strategy field linked
to study of business models.

8.5 Organisational change and
E-Business
There are a number of topics under this
heading that appear worthy of further study.
These include the leadership characteristics
required to manage in hypercompetitive and
‘fast’
environments,
use
of
Internet
technologies for collaborative working and
principles for the design of organisational
structure in a networked environment.

8.6 Governance and ethics
As indicated earlier, there are
issues such as environmental
that will become increasingly
future
years.
There
is
multidisciplinary study.

likely to be
sustainability
important in
scope
for

Although this paper has taken a broad
approach and attempted to address the more
serious literature in e-business, it must be
acknowledged that it represents to significant
degree the author’s experiences and opinions.
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