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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this article is to explore how mimetic pressures affect an 
internationalizing small- and medium-sized enterprise’s adoption of 
e-commerce in the retail business, and by so doing generating insights 
into the different available responses to such pressures. A single, qua-
litative case study research design is employed to conduct an in-depth 
analysis of a retail SME. The data shows evidence of mimetic pressures 
that are perceived by the retailer. A trajectory of organizational 
responses to these pressures are identified by examining the changes 
that the investigated retailer made in its organization. By probing 
deeper into retail SMEs’ decisions to use e-commerce as a vehicle for 
international growth, this article contributes to extending the under-
standing of how internationalizing retail SMEs can respond to mimetic 
pressures and adopt e-commerce strategies that provide a fit with their 
business models. One empirical case provides limited possibilities for 
generalization. Further studies that can enhance the understanding of 
retailers’ various responses to mimetic pressures of e-commerce in 
different contexts are therefore suggested.
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Introduction

E-commerce is a mega-trend with a strong impact on international business (E-Barometer 2015). 
E-commerce, defined as the ‘trading of goods or services over computer networks such as the 
Internet’ (Eurostat 2017), offers considerable opportunities for retail firms to reduce operational 
costs, connect with internationally dispersed customer segments, and provide an enhanced and 
adapted customer experience (Melén Hånell et al. 2020; Tolstoy, Jonsson, and Sharma 2016; 
Tolstoy et al. 2021). The dramatic changes in market conditions caused by the Corona Pandemic 
have also contributed to accentuate the digital development for firms, pushing e-commerce 
activities to increase in many firms (Hänninen, Kwan, and Mitronen 2021). Hence, as indicated in 
recent studies (Hänninen, Kwan, and Mitronen 2021; Tolstoy et al. 2021; Tolstoy, Rovira 
Nordman, and Vu 2022), the impact of e-commerce on the international business of retailers 
is likely to be even more critical to understand, both from a theoretical and practical perspective.
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In the broader literature about small firm internationalization, scholars have noted that 
e-commerce comes with the potential to offset small and medium-sized enterprises’ (SMEs) 
inherent resource and size disadvantages, and thus enables these companies to compete on 
equal footing with large multinationals (Oviatt and McDougall 1997; Tolstoy et al. 2021; 
Tolstoy, Rovira Nordman, and Vu 2022). Within the context of retail business, e-commerce 
presents opportunities for SMEs by opening up fast tracks to new foreign customers while 
allowing for cost reductions (Colton, Roth, and Bearden 2010). Recent research, however, notes 
that international SMEs have been comparably slower and more unwilling to adopt e-com-
merce practices than larger firms (Abebe 2014; Fillis and Wagner 2005). Some reports show 
that SMEs, even though they invest in e-commerce, seem to fall behind their larger counter-
parts when it comes to the actual utilization of e-commerce sales channels; for example, in 
terms of reaching out to more international customers and new markets (Swedish Agency for 
Economic and Regional Growth 2018). Previous studies, based on resource- and competence- 
based frameworks, considered SMEs’ relative lack of resources and skills to be the reason for 
this discrepancy (Fillis and Wagner 2005; Tiessen, Wright, and Turner 2001). In this study we 
look for alternative explanations, namely that variations in the institutional context will affect 
SMEs’ motivations to engage in international e-commerce.

In this study, we argue that adoption of e-commerce by internationalizing SMEs is not only 
driven by resource and competence considerations and rational decision-making, but also by 
the inclinations of companies to conform to pressures exerted by the social environment. 
Institutional theory stipulates that organizations are exposed to pressures which may make 
them apt to conform to practices and policies that are widely deemed to be legitimate in the 
institutional settings they operate in (Meyer and Rowan 1977). This means that managers, 
especially in highly uncertain environments, will mimic the practices of other organizations in 
their industry when they perceive these as being appropriate (DiMaggio and Powell 1983).

Drawing on institutional theory, our study suggests that institutional processes are an 
important factor in explaining how e-commerce is taken up, implemented and acted on by 
retail SMEs as they have an impact on firms’ proclivities to adopt new practices (DiMaggio and 
Powell 1983). From this vantage point, we perceive a gap in research for in-depth explanations 
about how such social-context factors influence internationalizing retail SMEs’ adoption of 
online sales channels. This research gap is noteworthy because of the untapped potential of 
e-commerce as a vehicle for the international expansion of SMEs. Accordingly, the purpose of 
this article is to explore how mimetic pressures affect an internationalizing small- and medium- 
sized enterprise’s adoption of e-commerce in the retail business, and by so doing generating 
insights into the different available responses to such pressures.

Institutional theory has long been widely accepted and used in international business 
literature (e.g., Berry, Guillen, and Zhou 2010; Kostova and Roth 2002). In this article, we 
build on the theoretical framework by Oliver (1991) and Battard, Donnelly, and 
Mangematin (2017) to conceptualize institutional pressures and firms’ corresponding 
responses to them (Oliver 1991). We also draw on recent e-commerce studies which 
indicate the role of institutional pressures in shaping the intentions of SMEs to adopt 
online sales channels (Morschett and Schu 2014; Sila 2013). This study contributes to retail 
and international business research concerning SME internationalization by i) probing 
deeper into retail SMEs’ underlying decisions to use e-commerce as a vehicle for interna-
tional growth, and ii) providing explanations for variance over time in international SMEs’ 
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adoption of e-commerce practices. In sum, this study contributes to extending the under-
standing of how internationalizing retail SMEs can respond to mimetic pressures and 
adopt e-commerce strategies that provide a fit with their business models.

Conceptual background

Theoretically, this study combines the institutional theory framework with literature on 
SME internationalization through online sales channels. We begin with a discussion of 
why it is important to include institutional theory in studying e-commerce adoption by 
internationalizing retail SMEs. We then provide a brief review of the institutional perspec-
tive on the adoption of new practices and define isomorphism, mimetic pressures and 
different responses to these pressures.

SME internationalization and e-commerce

Literature about small firm internationalization has foreshadowed that Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICTs) are beneficial for small companies in their endeavors 
to expand internationally by negating the impact of distance (Poon and Swatman 1997; 
Tolstoy et al. 2021). ICTs offer a new transaction logic that, if connected to a logistic infra- 
structure, enables more cost-effective economic exchanges between buyers and sellers 
across borders (Knight and Cavusgil 2004; Oviatt and McDougall 1997), thereby enabling 
SMEs to internationalize faster and on a broader scale and scope (Pezderka and Sinkovics 
2011). More companies have now emerged that compete internationally almost exclu-
sively via e-commerce means, and while most of these companies are large, SMEs are 
catching up (Kurnia et al. 2015; Hutchinson et al. 2009; Tolstoy et al. 2021; Tolstoy, Rovira 
Nordman, and Vu 2022).

In comparison to larger companies, SMEs often have less financial and managerial 
resources (Eggers 2020; Melén Hånell et al. 2020) and are more influenced by the personal 
objectives of their owners and managers (Christmann, Alexander, and Wood 2016). In 
comparison to MNEs, whose advantages often are attributed to the assets that they 
control, the innate advantages of SMEs instead stem from their abilities to adapt to 
market changes (Eggers 2020; Knight and Liesch 2016). This malleability of smaller 
organizations also, arguably, makes them susceptible to institutional pressures.

Studies that previously have investigated the phenomenon of international e-com-
merce in SMEs, have found that many such firms encounter severe hurdles when trying to 
implement e-commerce in foreign markets (Melén Hånell et al. 2020; Tolstoy et al. 2021). 
There are a variety of internal and external factors that influence the implementation of 
e-commerce (Fillis and Wagner 2005). Whereas internal factors can be connected to e.g. 
management capabilities (Houghton and Winklhofer 2004), external factors can relate to 
the companies’ industrial, cultural, and institutional contexts (Pezderka and Sinkovics 
2011; Tiessen, Wright, and Turner 2001).

Among the studies that have zeroed in on external factors, a few suggest that 
institutional elements had both enabling and constraining effects on international 
SMEs’ e-commerce adoption (Morschett and Schu 2014; Tiessen, Wright, and Turner 
2001). For example, when studying a sample of Canadian SMEs, Tiessen, Wright, and 
Turner (2001) found that the investigated companies were exposed to external 
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pressures when they implemented international e-commerce, although their study did 
not capture the specific business outcomes of this process. Similarly, a case-study about 
Swedish Internet-based companies showed that mimetic behavior shaped the interna-
tionalization processes of these companies (Forsgren and Hagström 2007). In effect, 
managers were found to be compelled to internationalize in a rapid manner to keep up 
with the perceived expansion-pace of other Internet-based firms (Forsgren and 
Hagström 2007). Studies also show interesting empirical results in the retail SME con-
text. Based on a sample of 864 SMEs from different sectors of retail and wholesale trade, 
Morschett and Schu (2014) illustrate that institutional isomorphism influences the 
investigated SMEs’ intention to establish an online channel. The findings discussed 
above suggest that companies can become inclined to imitate the actions taken by 
other firms under the condition that those actions are perceived to be successful and/or 
legitimized in some other way.

In summary, most empirical studies, both from the retail literature and the broader SME 
internationalization literature have used firm resources and competences to explain the 
adoption and development of e-commerce in foreign markets (Daniel, Wilson, and Myers 
2002; Houghton and Winklhofer 2004; Oinas 2002; Tolstoy et al. 2021; Tolstoy, Rovira Nordman, 
and Vu 2022). Although previous studies pointed out the significance of institutional pressures 
as a force in e-commerce adoption (Morschett and Schu 2014; Sila 2013), less attention has 
been paid to the institutional processes shaping SMEs’ use of online sales channels for 
internationalization. In specific, there are to the best of our knowledge, no in-depth studies 
that demonstrate how institutional pressures influence international retail SMEs’ adoption of 
e-commerce. We argue that such an in-depth study requires the adoption of an institutional 
theory framework and a longitudinal research design. Such a study can arguably capture how 
a retail SME can develop an attitude towards e-commerce, and how its response to institu-
tional pressures develops over time.

An institutional theory perspective on adoption of new practices

Institutional theory posits that because firms and other organizations inevitably pursue 
their interests and objectives within social contexts, they tend to conform to rules, 
expectations and beliefs that are expressed by their environment (Meyer and Rowan 
1977). A central tenet of the institutional perspective is that organizations sharing the 
same environment will employ similar practices and thus become ‘isomorphic’ and, 
thereby, attain legitimacy and generate positive social evaluations and success (e.g., 
DiMaggio and Powell 1983). Three types of pressures are identified that reinforce iso-
morphism (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Scott 1987). Coercive pressures are the result of 
both informal and formal pressures exerted by more powerful organizations (e.g., a given 
legal restriction); mimetic pressures occur when organizations respond to uncertainty by 
adopting practices and organizational patterns of other, successful organizations (e.g., 
dominant trends in the market); and normative pressures stem from organizations’ 
tendency to adopt practices considered appropriate in their environment (e.g., through 
professional associations).

Among these, mimetic pressures have drawn significant attention as the dominant cause of 
isomorphism. In the literature, mimetic motives are used to explain adoption of practices in 
firms ranging from management systems (e.g., Hillebrand, Nijholt, and Nijssen 2011) to 
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e-commerce technologies (Sila 2013). In the international business field, it is used to explain 
how firms imitate one another’s patterns of internationalization, with respect to the sequence 
of entry, entry timing and entry mode (e.g., Cheng and Yu 2008; Lu 2002). The underlying 
argument in these studies is that a firm’s nonconformity to the current trends in its environ-
ment may lead to fears of being left behind and to fail in a competitive context; thus, firms will 
tend to mimic the new practices in which the others are engaging (Westphal, Gulati, and 
Shortell 1997). Empirical studies suggest that firms will be responsive to what is happening in 
the marketplace, not because mimicry is the right business practice, but because that is what 
the competition is doing (Swilley, Hofacker, and Lamont 2012).

Not all organizations are equally affected by social dynamics and responses to pressures can 
vary. Scholars have argued that organizations can respond differently when they perceive 
institutional pressures (e.g. Battard, Donnelly, and Mangematin 2017; Oliver 1991). Responses 
can range from compliance to resistance via different adoption modes of a certain practice 
(e.g., firms may change their practices, symbolically adopt practices or decouple formal policies 
from practices) (Battard, Donnelly, and Mangematin 2017). Oliver (1991) suggests five cate-
gories of strategic responses, specified as: (1) acquiescence, (2) compromise, (3) avoidance, (4) 
defiance, and (5) manipulation. These responses vary depending on the levels of compliance 
to pressure. Acquiescence is a compliance-strategy for firms that fully comply with institutional 
pressures. The other four strategies represent increasingly active non-compliance responses to 
institutional pressures. Responses towards compliance depend on a firm’s willingness and 
resources to conform as well as the context of the pressures.

To identify and describe further patterns in organizational adaptation in different contexts, 
Battard, Donnelly, and Mangematin (2017) suggested a framework that offers three spatial 
dimensions along which diverse organizational responses can be efficiently mapped out. 
These dimensions are: (1) the physical space, that includes material entities that characterizes 
the structure (i.e., buildings, equipment, formal rules and policies); (2) the mental (cognitive) 
space that is related to meanings and symbols as well as individuals’ perceptions of the 
pressure; (3) the social space, that encompasses identity both within the organization and 
a community (i.e., in a certain industry or market). In this view, organizations per se do not 
respond to institutional pressures; rather, physical, mental, and social organizational spaces 
can integrate institutional expectations separately and to varying degrees. In this respect, firms 
may adopt a certain practice by reconfiguring one or more organizational spaces while 
decoupling the rest. In line with this argument, full compliance describes reconfiguration of 
all three spaces (i.e., physical, mental and social), whereas more symbolic responses are 
responses that have no or only partial effects on each organizational space. In this manner, 
a new practice can be symbolically adopted without letting it impact core activities (Kostova 
and Roth 2002).

Method

Research design and case selection

The empirical data presented in this paper describes how a retail SME case-firm responds to 
mimetic forces of e-commerce in its industry over time. Case study approaches are 
particularly beneficial to use when ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions are posed (Yin 2003) and 
when researchers want to build new theory from data (Eisenhardt 1989). Similar to recent 
studies that also focus on international retailing and international SMEs (e.g. Christmann, 
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Alexander, and Wood 2016; Melén Hånell et al. 2020), we use an in-depth, qualitative, 
single case-study design for the purpose of this paper. This design allows the study of 
micro-level organizational processes and can capture incidents of decision making, invest-
ments and mobilization of resources for adopting e-commerce practices. Data for the case 
is collected by using a historical process view (Pettigrew, Woodman, and Cameron 2001). 
A historical process view is especially beneficial for studying processes that take place over 
time such as adopting new practices and analyzing actors’ expectations, motives and 
reflections of a process as an integrated part of other events that concurrently take place.

When conducting a single case study, it is important to choose a feasible case (Yin 2003). 
The chosen case-company is an SME that belongs to the Swedish retail industry. The company 
is active in a sector where the advent of the Internet and e-commerce has had a relatively 
rapid uptake: the book selling business (Ellis-Chadwick, Doherty, and Hart 2002). The case- 
company’s name has been anonymized and is, therefore, called the Book-company from here 
on. We chose the Book-company case by following a purposeful sampling strategy (see 
Eisenhardt 1989) of Swedish retail SMEs. The first step of our sampling process was to look 
for suitable retail-companies in the Business Retriever Database. The total number of retail- 
firms in the Business Retriever Database with SNI industry code 47 (i.e., containing Swedish 
retail businesses except for motor vehicles and motorcycles) was18651companies. 
A subsample was chosen that consisted only of retail-companies that: 1) were SMEs (had 
10–249 employees); 2) had headquarters in the Stockholm region (encompassing about 25% 
of the total number of Swedish retail companies) and 3) had achieved longitudinal interna-
tional growth (only including companies that were older than 20 years and generated at least 
10% of their turnover from international sales). Based on these criterions, 19 firms were 
identified. Of the 19 firms, 5 were randomly chosen and agreed to participate in the study. 
Out of these, the Book-company was chosen for our inquiry due to its revelatory potential, and 
the extent of information richness and accessibility that the case provided. An interesting 
aspect with the Book-company was its varying approach to e-commerce adoption over time. 
The Book-company started a web-store as a part of its international expansion strategy. After 
some time, the web-store was, however, shut down. Thus, the Book-company case offered us 
both specific insights into the motivations for e-commerce adoption and insights into the 
motivations for divesting adoption processes. The availability and accessibility to information 
about the Book-company case provides vital information about the organizational and 
environmental conditions that this study focuses on. Hence, the choice of the Book- 
company case was based on the principle of relevance rather than representativeness 
(Stake 1994). The Book-company provides data that suits the analytical objectives well and 
the data is also practically relevant for the purpose of this study. Table 1 presents a summary of 
the Book-company.

Table 1. Information about the Book-company.

Regi 
sterd

Turn- 
over 

2017*

Staff 
and 

2017
% of turnover from foreign 

markets 2017
% of turnover from 
on-line sales 2017

Foreign market 
operations 2017

Main foreign 
customer base

1989 150,3 
MSEK

76 About 15–20 % derived 
from markets within 
Europe

None Has established its 
own physical 
stores.

Finland, 
Germany, 
UK

*Year the study started
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Data collection and analysis

Even though we have conducted several semi-structured interviews with key informants 
in the Book-company, the case mainly builds on extensive archival data that has been 
collected about the company. Archival data is useful for providing cases with empirical 
depth. It can also be used to verify information from other data sources and generate 
a longitudinal perspective (Layder 1993; Welch 2000). In this study, we follow the proce-
dures described in earlier works (e.g., Ekman et al. 2014). The archival data sources that we 
draw information from in this study include company annual reports, news articles, press 
releases, and company websites (see Table 2). Because the case company is anonymized, 
the participants’ identities are held in confidence and archival data sources, as they 
indicate the name of the case-firm, are not revealed.

To work in a systematic manner, members of the research group first conducted 
a review of documents by collecting official data about the Book-company from the 
company’s website and from the Business Retriever Database. The latter is particularly 
useful for providing relevant data because it collects both numerical data about compa-
nies (e.g., presented in annual reports) and news articles that have been written about the 
companies. One research-group member read all articles that were linked to the Book- 
company and saved the news items that were deemed to be relevant in a specific data- 
file. Articles that provided specific information about the firm’s business processes, 
citations of employees etc. were saved, whereas articles that just mentioned the firms 
in passing were discarded (see Table 2).

After collecting in-depth archival data about the company, the data was chronologi-
cally arranged by using the qualitative analysis software tool NVivo. The data was coded 
after particular events (e.g., the opening of a web-store), date of the event and data 
source. When the archival data had been arranged, data analysis was conducted in several 
steps in an iterative manner. First, a chronological timeline for the case company was 
constructed. This timeline was built up around the occurrence of critical events (reported 
in e.g., annual reports or news articles about the company). The timeline was then used to 
construct the interview guide for the key-respondents in the company. During the inter-
views, the respondent was able to follow the timelines and answer questions about 
specific events. An example of a typical interview question is: ‘We can see here in the 
timeline that the company’s profit margin increases significantly between 2001 and 2003, 
what was the reason for this in your opinion?’ Our questions also involved the current 
situation of the business at the time of the interview and future plans.

Table 2. Summary of archival and interview data in the investigated case firms.
Archival data Interview data

News items Annual reports Interviewees Interviews

Found Downloaded
2 269 517 17 Sales director 

Deputy CEO

April, 2017 
March, 2018 
May, 2019 
February 2022
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Face-to-face interviews were conducted (in teams of two investigators) during 2017, 
2018, 2019 and 2022 with two key-respondents. The main key-respondent was an 
individual that had the most significant experience from managing the international 
online-expansion in the company. Another key-respondent was interviewed to follow 
up the present state of affairs in the Book-company and corroborate the validity of 
information provided in the previous interviews with the main key-respondent. The 
interviews lasted between half of an hour to one hour each. After the interviews had 
been transcribed, the transcriptions were sent to the interviewees to ensure that nothing 
was misunderstood.

Based on both archival data and interview data, an individual case story was written. In 
this, all instances alluding to the case-firm’s internationalization and activities regarding 
e-commerce were included. By including rich information about the case-firm from 
several sources, the researchers were able to analyze decisions and activities of e-com-
merce adoption within the context of the case story and examine why and how these 
events occurred. The historical process view and the use of archival data in our analysis, 
provided us with the opportunity to view the process based on the relationships between 
events that took place over time (i.e., the statements in the annual reports or in interviews 
with the media revealing both intentions and plans about an event before it took place 
and interpretations and evaluations by the managers after it happened). We could, 
thereafter, triangulate the data with the respondents’ retrospective comments from the 
interviews. The interviews allowed us to move beyond the secondary archival data 
sources and follow the present development of the Book-company.

Once the individual case story was written, analysis was conducted by utilizing a visual 
process map to be able to analyze a dynamic set of contextual and internal elements that 
interact with one another over time (Langley 1999). This enables the researchers to 
present findings in sequential parts that show observed significant change(s) in the 
firms’ responses. For example, changes in the organizational structure and/or in the 
technologies/infrastructure for implementing on-line sales is noted as alterations in the 
physical/material space. On the other hand, changes regarding the management’s per-
ceptions of e-commerce practices are categorized as alterations in the mental/cognitive 
space. Finally, all changes in how the firm positions itself in the industry is categorized as 
alterations in the social/identity space.

Case findings

An overview of the Book-company’s international growth

The Book-company is a retail chain for paperback books. When the study starts in 2017, it 
runs 21 stores in Sweden and some selected European markets (see Table 1). When the 
Book-company was founded, the aim was to revitalize the paperback book concept by 
making the most popular titles accessible to consumers via the support of a strong 
distribution network. At first, the company opened stores at locations where many 
travelers passed by, such as central stations or airports. In the late 2000s, the company 
opened its first store abroad. When the study starts, the international sales comprise 15– 
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20% of the company’s total revenues. The company has no online sales operations and no 
announced plans of adopting e-commerce practices. Table 3 provides examples of mile-
stone activities in Book-company’s chronological timeline.

E-commerce adoption

For the Book-company, e-commerce has been an established part of the competitive 
environment almost since its start. In the late 1990s, the Swedish book industry is 
going through a crisis with a dramatic drop in the overall book sales and the threat 
from on-line book retailers becoming ever more apparent (Archival data source 
1997). The Book-company however seems persistent in its focus on growing via 
investments in physical stores and manages to increase its sales over the years. 
The Book-company’s continuous growth despite the challenges in the industry 
soon draws attention to the company. The business press often refers to the Book- 
company as the ‘dark horse’ of the industry (Archival data source, 1997). In an 
interview from 1997, the CEO/founder explains that this success is due to the 
company’s investment in physical customer contact instead of digital services 
(Archival data source 1997): ‘Our stores are not even equipped with computers . . . 
The employees are not expected to spend their time pricing or looking for books in the 
registers, but only to be focusing on the customers.’

During the 2000s, e-commerce practices are becoming more established and 
online retailers are claiming a greater share of the market. Some physical bookstores 
are forced to close down due to economic reasons, which consequently reinforces 
the online pressure that businesses are under (Archival data source 2004). However, 
the Book-company’s growth and profitability still seems unaffected. In 2008, the 
company is deemed to be the second most profitable book retailer in the Swedish 
market and is preparing to expand internationally (Archival data source 2008). 
However, despite the company’s explicitly verbalized plans for international growth 
over the years, e-commerce has not been mentioned in any annual reports or 
interviews in the press.

Table 3. Examples of important chronological timeline events for the Book-company.
1989 The company is registered and opens its first store at the Stockholm Central Station.
2002 The company has by now opened nine stores in large Swedish cities.
2005 The management considers an international expansion. At the time, paperbacks are, however, unusual in other 

Scandinavian countries.
2008 The company opens its first foreign store, at one of the airports close to Berlin, Germany.
2010 The company opens its second foreign store in Finland, at Helsinki’s Central Station.
2011 The company opens its own Swedish webstore. A Finnish webstore is planned for 2012.

The company makes a joint venture agreement with the German company to open a subsidiary in Germany.
2012 The company is sold to a large Swedish media group.

The webstore is closed. The company develops an informative website instead of the store.
2014 The company now has access to 25 stores, 20 in Sweden, 3 in Germany, and 2 in Finland. The plan is to double 

the number of stores within the next five years.
2016 Three stores are opened in UK.

The Book-company acquires its German partner’s share of the subsidiary in Germany.
2017 The company’s expansion continues, a fifth store is opened in Germany. 

2022 The Corona-pandemic has hit the company hard and all foreign stores are closed except one German airport- 
store. 13 Swedish stores remain.
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In 2010, the Book-company appoints an external CEO, a decision described by the 
board as enhancing the possibilities for growth (Archival data source 2010). Even though 
the new CEO has no specific experience from the book business, he has broad retail- 
experience. Already within the first days in his new position, the CEO verbalizes his growth 
plans for the company and highlights e-commerce as one of the major growth strategies 
(Archival data source 2010). During the same year, an e-commerce strategy appears in the 
annual report for the first time (Archival data source 2010).

Following the strategic plan, the Book-company opens up its first web-store in 
May 2011. The launch of the web-store is reported broadly, in both mainstream media 
and the industry-press. In the 2011 annual report, the Book-company describes its online 
activities as complementary to its core business (Archival data source 2010). In an inter-
view from 2011, the CEO follows up on this idea: ‘The aim is to reach places where we do 
not have a physical store’ (Archival data source 2011).

The web-store offers the same prices and return policies as the physical stores, also 
with the possibility of free of charge delivery. The web-store launch is presented as the 
first step of an overall growth strategy including extensions in the product-portfolio with 
e-books and audio books and opening of international web-stores (Archival data source 
2011). The Book-company’s digital strategy is highly praised by the industry. The company 
is nominated for the ‘best e-commerce’ award in 2011 by an industry interest group 
(Archival data source 2011). When asked about why the company was so late to adopt 
e-commerce practices, the CEO answers in an interview from 2011: ‘[.] we do not watch 
and follow what others do’. He also comments in another interview, ‘Sometimes it is better 
to wait and avoid mistakes’ (Archival data source 2011).

In 2012, not long after the launch of the web-store, the Book-company is acquired by 
a Swedish large media-group. A new external CEO is appointed. In an early press release, 
the new CEO highlights that the company plans to continue growing both within Sweden 
and internationally. The growth-strategy, however, does not include any investments in 
e-commerce (Archival data source 2012). Soon thereafter, the company’s web-store is 
closed down. In the following annual report, the decision is explained based on the web- 
store’s poor economic performance (Archival data source 2012). The Book-company 
continues with its international expansion by opening physical stores in Germany, 
Finland and the United Kingdom. In a more recent article in the press, the present CEO 
answers a question about why there are no immediate plans to re-start on-line sales. He 
says: ‘We are in many ways a bookstore for traveling locations, which is different from 
a traditional bookstore’ (Archival data source, 2018).

However, the pressure to adopt e-commerce practices has not totally disappeared. In 
a personal interview from 2017, the Sales director of the Book-company confirms that the 
prominent discussion in the industry about the competitive environment is still largely 
about online retailing. He highlights that new technical formats are, however, becoming 
increasingly important in shaping the competition (e.g., audio books, e-books, prints-on- 
demand). Besides other physical stores and online retailers, the competitive threat for the 
Book-company is now also from new actors that provide streaming services for books or 
even internet in general after data roaming became free within the EU-region. It is difficult 
not to be influenced by all these changes, he says. However, the Book-company sticks to 
its core business, which is selling physical books in physical stores. In retrospect, the 
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e-commerce adoption process and the decision to close the web-store down was 
a learning exercise for the company. He comments: ‘It is good that we tried so that we 
know’ (Interview excerpt, Sales director, 2017).

Because of its focus on being a bookstore for traveling locations, the Corona-pandemic 
hit the company particularly hard. In 2022, the company has divested many of its foreign 
stores and only one German store and 13 Swedish stores remain. To keep the connection 
to customers, who no longer visit traveling locations to the same extent, the Book- 
company starts to sell a few selected books (10–15 book-titles at the time) online through 
a platform that focuses on selling a range of specially curated products from well-known 
and sustainable brands (i.e. products that you can find in small and personal stores). This 
allows the Book-company to still offer their special recommended books, and include 
web-links to where you can buy the books online directly in their newsletters to 
customers.

The Deputy CEO of the Book-company explains that after society has opened up again 
after the pandemic, the Book-company will still focus on their physical stores (keep the 
ongoing strategy), but that it has made this small adjustment to sell some books online to 
see what the outcome is among the company’s most loyal customers. The Deputy CEO 
says: ‘We do not yet know what Corona has meant to us and what people’s new behavior is’. 
(Interview excerpt, Deputy CEO, 2022).

Discussion

Viable responses to mimetic pressures of e-commerce

The data implies that the management at the Book-company perceives mimetic pressures 
to adopt e-commerce. Building on the theoretical framework by Oliver (1991) and Battard, 
Donnelly, and Mangematin (2017), the analysis reveals that the Book-company chose to 
largely ‘dismiss’ these pressures. Oliver (1991) defines dismissal as a behavior that belongs 
to the relatively more resistant strategy ‘defiance’ that refers to a situation when a firm 
decides to disregard the institutional pressures.

The process analysis of the Book-company case demonstrates a trajectory and reveals 
a series of decisions/responses that leads to the current response. The trajectory identified 
is ‘ignorance – symbolic adoption – dismissal’. The company sets up its first online shop in 
2012, which is considered to be ‘late’ by the company’s own management. Before this 
launch, all three organizational spaces (material, mental, and social) were kept unaltered. 
There were no evident discussions of in-house e-commerce adoption within the case 
data. The Book-company ignored the other market actors’ intense discussions about the 
threat of e-commerce for physical stores (ignorance). When the company first commu-
nicated its plans to start e-commerce, investments were made to implement the tech-
nologies and organizational changes. However, the fundamental changes in the 
organizational structure were limited. The management-team’s perception was that 
e-commerce had provided the Book-company with a great opportunity to complement 
its core business; however, e-commerce should not affect the company’s established 
identity or its main business activities (symbolic adoption). At the time, there were intense 
plans to extend the e-commerce venture to international markets. Even though e-com-
merce was considered to be an important part of these plans, the Book-company ended 
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its web-store activities within a year after the web-store was launched. Today, just a few 
titles are sold online via another platform that focuses on select products that you can find 
in small and personal stores, and the company has no material plans for adopting their 
own e-commerce channel in the near future. Even though the analysis indicates that the 
pressure to adopt e-commerce still exists, additional e-commerce is not considered at the 
moment (despite the constraints that emerged as a consequence of the pandemic with 
declining consumer demand and local and national lockdowns). Instead the manage-
ment-team wants to preserve the Book-company’s present identity as a ‘traveler’s book-
shop’ (dismissal). Table 4 shows a summary of the findings.

Figure 1 illustrates the case narrative in a visual process map. Our process analysis 
suggests a number of factors that may have influenced the observed changes in the 
Book-company’s response to pressures. A first important influential factor is the stability 
of the company’s finances and management over time. Responses to institutional 
pressures tend to rest on compliance when firms are under the threat of incurring 
economic losses and conformity is anticipated to enhance social and economic fitness 
(Oliver 1991). Before the Corona pandemic, The Book-company has shown relatively 
stable financial figures suggesting lower perceived threat of economic loss due to 
resistance towards e-commerce. When it comes to stability of management, although 
the company has traditionally had low management turnover, we can identify that the 
changes in e-commerce throughout the timeline align with the changes in the CEO 
positions. This suggests a relationship with the management stability and changes in 
the adoption of e-commerce.

A second influential factor concerns the extent of uncertainty about the firm’s immedi-
ate environment. When institutional pressures are unclear and/or conflicting, firms can 
respond by positioning themselves in various ways (Oliver 1991). The Book-company 
perceives conflicting pressures from the multiple practices that are simultaneously 

Table 4. Summary of the findings.
Changes in 

business-model 
due to new 
digital 
opportunities

Limited. The company introduced its own online-sales channel rather late. Ended activities 
one year after the launch. Today, limited turnover originates from online sales via another 
platform.

Response 
trajectories

Ignorance Symbolic adoption Dismissal

Responses through 
alterations in 
organizational 
spaces

Material: No change in 
organizational structure, 
no specific investments 
in technology.

Material: Investment in web-store and 
features of Facebook integration. 
Limited change in the 
organizational structure (on-line 
deliveries made from an existing 
store and the administration is 
carried out by the current 
organization).

Material: No change in 
organizational structure, 
no specific investment in 
technology.

Mental/cognitive: Pressure 
as non-existing (no 
response necessary).

Mental/cognitive: Pressure as an 
opportunity that is complementary 
to the core business.

Mental/cognitive: Pressure 
as non-relevant.

Normative/social: 
Preserving the identity 
as a ‘traveler’s bookshop’.

Normative/social: Preserving the 
present identity as a ‘traveler’s 
bookshop’.

Normative/social: 
Preserving the present 
identity as a ‘traveler’s 
bookshop’.
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transforming the market (e.g., e-books, audiobooks, free internet roaming across Europe). 
The sales director implies that the company’s competitive situation has changed as 
a consequence of the market transformation. However, by occupying a rather stable 
market niche as a traveler’s book-store, the Book-company may be more resilient towards 
mimetic pressures than other companies in the book-industry (Sila 2013). Having safe 
ground to fall back on could, at least partly, explain the company’s path of adoption.

A third influential factor has to do with the lack of relationships with strong industry- 
counterparts. Institutional responses may vary according to the interconnectedness of 
a firm with the rest of the industry (Oliver 1991). The Book-company has no explicit strong 
connections to counterparts in Sweden or abroad. The company was involved in a joint 
venture with a German book retailer for a while, but this collaboration ended relatively 
fast (see Table 3). Also, the web-store was closed after the Book-company was acquired by 
a large media-group. Hence, no expressed role models were identified. On the contrary, 
the data reveals that the Book-company puts emphasis on its relatively unique approach 
to focus on face-to-face interaction with customers.

Figure 1 shows the chain of events/changes both internally (within the company) and 
externally (in the Book-company’s environment) that builds up the certain trajectory 
presented in the findings. When constructing Figure 1, we followed Langley (1999) in 
the graphical representations of the events. Hence, in each outline, round-cornered 
rectangles represent decisions, sharp-cornered rectangles represent activities, and ovals 
represent events outside the control of the firm. Six horizontal bands indicate the issue 
domains with which the events are associated.

Figure 1. The e-commerce adoption process of the Book-company.
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Implications for e-commerce adoption in internationalizing retail SMEs

Our analysis of the adoption process is based on an institutional theory perspective and 
provides notable insights related to the motivations of e-commerce adoption by an 
internationalizing retail SME. Our findings demonstrate that despite the apparent pre-
sence of mimetic pressures regarding e-commerce in the environment, the way the 
management perceived these pressures and integrated e-commerce in the company’s 
international expansion strategies varied over time.

The Book-company case illustrates that tensions may exist between the mimetic pres-
sures of e-commerce from an industry perspective and the pressures to use an international 
e-commerce strategy that actually fits the current business model. The Book-company 
experiences competitive pressures from online retailers which point in a different direction 
than the company’s own niched business model to be a travelers’ bookstore. The Book- 
company responds to the tensions in various ways over time. Instead of dismissing 
e-commerce from the beginning (i.e., by presenting a clear position against e-commerce 
adoption), the company goes from demonstrating responses of ignorance, to symbolic 
adoption, to dismissal. Our findings also suggest a number of influential factors that led to 
these responses. These are i) the level of stability of the company’s finances and manage-
ment over time, ii) the degree of exposure to relatively more homogenous pressures from 
the environment, and iii) the extent of interconnectedness with the rest of the industry.

Our findings coincide with some previous results on retail SME internationalization, 
implying that strategic alignment can be used to support the implementation of e-com-
merce (e.g. by modifying investments and making necessary organizational adjustments) 
(Melén Hånell et al. 2020; Tolstoy, Jonsson, and Sharma 2016). Competitors, media, and 
other trendsetters may pressure an SME to adopt e-commerce, which may lead to 
negative consequences. Especially if the SME is merely motivated to respond to such 
pressures by using symbolic adoption. Subsequently, we can note that it is not just 
mimetic motives that influence e-commerce adoption and its effectiveness for retail 
SMEs. Rather it is the combination of mimetic motives, a firm’s strategy and characteristics 
that should be taken into account. Hence, in line with this thought, our study suggests 
that an institutional theory perspective can contribute to extend knowledge about the 
effectiveness of e-commerce in retail SME internationalization.

Conclusions

Our findings contribute to retail and international business research concerning SME 
internationalization by i) probing deeper into retail SMEs’ underlying decisions to use 
e-commerce as a vehicle for international growth, and ii) providing explanations for 
variance over time in international SMEs’ adoption of e-commerce practices. In so 
doing, we believe that this study contributes to further understanding of how internatio-
nalizing retail SMEs can respond to mimetic pressures and adopt e-commerce strategies 
that provide a fit with their business models. To date, few studies have explicitly inves-
tigated how SMEs make e-commerce an integral part of their international operations. 
This issue deserves more attention, both from a theoretical and a practical perspective. 
Digital transformation is an important force in shaping the businesses of today (e.g., 
Hänninen, Kwan, and Mitronen 2021). This force might be even more salient considering 
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the changes in market conditions caused by the Corona Pandemic (e.g. Eggers 2020; 
Hänninen, Kwan, and Mitronen 2021). Literature on small firm internationalization often 
argues that SMEs can particularly benefit from e-commerce in their endeavors to grow 
internationally (Tolstoy et al. 2021). The few studies within this particular research area 
have often used resource- and competence-based frameworks to explain the adoption of 
e-commerce in foreign markets (e.g., Daniel, Wilson, and Myers 2002; Houghton and 
Winklhofer 2004). Whereas inside-out perspectives certainly are relevant from large 
company vantage points, we argue that an outside-in perspective may have more 
explanatory power when studying SMEs because of their malleable organizational fea-
tures and susceptibility to external market dynamics. Literature suffers from a limited 
understanding of how external forces, i.e., institutional pressures, affect international 
SMEs to adopt e-commerce and how these kinds of firms respond to such forces. This 
study has addressed this research gap through an analysis of a longitudinal case from the 
Swedish retail industry.

The results show evidence of mimetic pressures which influences the investigated 
company’s adoption of e-commerce to various extents. The findings also demonstrate that 
the company’s responses to these pressures varied over time. We identified a trajectory of 
responses in the context of e-commerce adoption at the Book-company. These are ignor-
ance, symbolic adoption, and dismissal. The findings suggest that the characteristics of the 
industries that companies are a part of may play crucial roles as impetus for managers when 
they make decisions about international sales channels. We are now in the midst of a new 
digital era where companies increasingly are competing based on full-fledged digital busi-
ness models. In such settings behaviors will, arguably, be shaped by industry dynamics and 
competition to a greater extent than by specific resources acquired at the foreign market 
level. In specific, industry trends seem to expose companies to norms that shape their 
decision-making, which ultimately affect their international business operations. If retailers, 
as the Book-company, can construe a rationale for not being subject to such outside norms, 
they may be less susceptible to mimetic pressures – for better or worse. A theoretical 
implication of this finding is that researchers should not become overly reliant on strategic 
perspectives, which often are tied to the resource-based view, to understand the decision 
making of SMEs regarding international operations. The result that institutional pressures 
influence SMEs’ adoption of e-commerce only makes an initial contribution to better under-
stand the new patterns of internationalization processes based on digital sales channels. We 
therefore recommend future studies that can delve into how managers balance firm specific 
strategic considerations with institutional pressures in this process.

Theoretically, this study can serve as a basis for developing an inductive process 
model that views the e-commerce adoption processes as responses to mimetic pres-
sures. The empirical findings of our study show that these processes are themselves 
intertwined with other internal strategic decision-making processes and influenced by 
a dynamic set of contextual elements that interact with one another over time. Our 
study therefore adds to the literature on retail SME internationalization by underlining 
the problems associated with a narrow conception of e-commerce adoption as 
a ‘decision’ while showing how institutional theory is useful in understanding different 
behaviors during the overall process of adoption. While the performance outcomes of 
institutional conformism are unclear, we recommend future studies to follow up on the 
dismissal- compliance-scenarios and examine the performance outcomes of adapting 
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(or not adapting) to institutional pressures. We also find it worthwhile to investigate 
further which organizational qualities that make companies more (or less) susceptible to 
institutional pressures.

This study has two principal limitations. The first is that the study’s scope, one empirical 
case, can only provide limited possibilities for generalization. This limitation calls for 
further studies that can enhance the understanding of retailers’ various responses to 
mimetic pressures of e-commerce in different contexts. Secondly, the study relies mostly 
on archival data complemented with interviews with two respondents. Although this 
data-material was sufficient to build this in-depth case study, future studies should use 
more extensive data-material to investigate the implied results of this study further.

Finally, the Corona pandemic has had an unprecedented impact on retail markets all 
over the world. The crisis has presented great challenges for otherwise solvent retail firms 
to survive. Hence, we can foresee that the effects of the pandemic are likely to continu-
ously affect the Book-company as well. Although we have identified recent perceived 
pressures for e-commerce as a result of the pandemic, this aspect is beyond the scope of 
this study. We suggest that future studies explore this specific aspect further.

Managerial implications

While conceptual contributions are the focus of this study, it also brings some valuable 
insights to managers. The study indicates that the selection and design of sales channels may 
not always be determined by rational choice. When industry trends are strong, managers 
could become apt to follow-the-herd behaviors. It is, thus, important to remind managers 
that transitioning towards digital sales should not be done arbitrarily. For digital sales 
channels to become effective from a marketing point of view, they need to provide value 
to customers. Less complex products are, arguably, better suited for self-service purchasing 
and digital sales than products of higher complexity. Sales channel-design choices, therefore, 
need to be compatible with the company’s products and the customers’ needs.
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