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The recently established Centre of Excellence 
for ICT-enabled innovations at Mona School 
of Business is engaging with the local SME 
community to use technology to solve 
business problems. This article identifies 
relevant, robust, cost-effective ICT solutions 
for small and medium-sized enterprizes in 
Jamaica.
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here is now worldwide 
recognition of the 
importance of the small 
and medium enterprise 
(SME) sector as a principal 

contributor to the economic well-
being of most nations. SMEs are 
often both the product and producers 
of entrepreneurial creativity and, 
in most countries, have become 
progressively important pillars of 
economic stability. Their actual and 
potential contributions to innovation, 
economic growth, employment, and 
the diversification of productive 
endeavours are well documented.  
For this reason, both developed and 
developing economies, place a high 
priority on nurturing a vibrant SME 
sector and on developing a climate 
that is conducive to the maximization 
of its contribution. 

SMEs are typically classified 
according to employee 
count, annual 
revenues, or both.  
Understandably, there 
is neither a universal 
definition (which often 
impedes global studies 
and comparisons) nor 
commonly accepted 
descriptions and acronyms although, 
within countries there is greater 
consensus on these matters.  

What is not disputed is that in 
most economies SMEs account 
for the majority of enterprises, 
contribute considerably to GDP, 
exports and employment, and 
produce a significant chunk of private 
sector output. They are expected 
to continue to play a pivotal role in 
driving economic growth, promoting 
creativity and innovation, improving 
the competitive positioning of nations, 
and contributing to employment 
growth.  

Nevertheless, in comparison to 
larger enterprises, SMEs face myriad 
challenges, associated with but not 
confined to the related problems 
of (1) obtaining credit and capital 
for business development and (2) 

developing the capability to access, assimilate, and adopt 
information and communication technologies (ICTs) to support 
their organizational objectives and enhance their competitive 
positioning. The second problem, treated from the perspective 
of the Caribbean region, is the focus of this article.  

information and commUnications
technologies and smes

ICT is an umbrella term for technologies that facilitate 
the organized storage and retrieval, processing, and 
communication (transmission and dissemination) of 
information. Although there is no consensus on this, the term 
is often used synonymously with information technology (IT). 

Innovations enabled by ICT have transformed the operations 
of modern organizations and have altered the modes of 
conduct of humans and society. Developments in this area have 
spawned several business innovations including electronic 
and mobile commerce–the bases of the digital economy–and 
helped to actualize the knowledge-based economy in which 
the generation and exploitation of knowledge resources have 
helped to expand intellectual capital and create wealth.

 
Caribbean governments and other enterprises have long 

understood the tremendous importance of SMEs to the creation 
of national wealth. Similarly, there is growing optimism that 
ICT deployment can assist in the decades-old struggle to 
ameliorate our economic and social vulnerability and to redress 
the aggregation of other home-grown ills. However, the design 
of strategies to maximize the impact of the contributions from 
SME sector and from ICT implementation is usually undertaken 
discretely; the nexus of these potential co-contributors to global 
competitiveness and economic development and the expected 
synergy from their combined impacts (that is of effectively 
deploying ICT in the SME sector) is not usually contemplated.

ICTs have been used to enable the business priorities of SMEs. 
Operationally, they have helped to improve performance, 
increase productivity, and contribute to the efficiency of 
internal business processes. Tactically, ICTs can enhance the 
information flows of SMEs and their connectivity with external 
partners, improve service to their customers, reduce transaction 
costs, and extend market share. ICTs can also facilitate the 
implementation of strategy, create new businesses, and increase 
competitive scope. Various constraints have prevented many 
SMEs from obtaining these benefits. 

Regrettably, the accumulation of ICT 
infrastructure, instead of application effectiveness 
and the exploitation of available ICT assets, has 
dominated efforts to reduce the digital divide.

T
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ict implementation 
problems in smes

While larger enterprises have been 
far more successful in deploying ICT-
enabled solutions than have SMEs, 
a pervasive perception of an ICT 
application crisis has lingered for the 
past 20 years or so within the former.  
This impression emerged from the 
persistent failure of the information 
systems community–the group that 
applies ICT to solve organizational 
problems–to consistently produce 
high-quality ICT applications, 
especially in light of the phenomenal 
progress that the industry has made.

In the attempt to alleviate the 
perceived crisis, the developing 
world has focused extensively on the 
digital divide, which describes the 
difference in the access to, and use of 
ICT between and within nations. The 
former, which is referred to as the 
external divide, reduces the ability 
of nations on the wrong side of the 
divide to compete globally; the latter 
(the internal divide) prohibits equal 
access to educational facilities and 
opportunities for social mobility. I am 
convinced, however, that there is at 
least a third element of this divide–the 
technology usage gap between large 
and small business enterprises; this 
also requires targeted intervention.  
Regrettably, the accumulation of ICT 
infrastructure, instead of application 
effectiveness and the exploitation of 
available ICT assets, has dominated 
efforts to reduce the digital divide. 

In addition to the ICT 
implementation ineffectiveness of 
their larger business counterparts, 
SMEs experience a variety of other 
ICT adoption and deployment 
constraints. Many lack the access to 
finances to invest in ICT and often 
resolve competition for scarce capital 
in favour of non-ICT projects that they 
sometimes erroneously perceive will 
yield higher returns. 

Some SMEs do not possess the 
organizational capability (ICT-literate 

staff, business analysis skills, and application delivery and 
integration experience, etc.) to produce ICT-enabled solutions, 
and most have never generated a coherent ICT strategy. 

Many SMEs simplify their ICT strategy in order to satisfy 
these constraints. Typically, they minimize expenditures on 
ICT applications by devoting almost bare-bones resources 
to their introduction and maintenance. This approach may 
suffice for basic ICT services; it cannot be used to deliver 
mission-critical applications with enterprise-wide scope that 
facilitate integrative decision-making information about, and 
cross-sectional views of the enterprise as a whole. These high-
end applications include enterprise resource planning (ERP), 
customer relationship management (CRM) and knowledge 
management systems. 

potential solUtions

The high cost and complexity of these enterprise-wide systems 
and other non-basic ICT applications have prohibited their 
adoption by SME using conventional acquisition methods. 
However a relatively new and useful ICT sourcing arrangement 
has alleviated this problem for some SMEs:  For over ten years, 
application service providers (ASPs) have been deploying 
managed ICT services to organizations over the Internet for a 
subscription fee. 
---SMEs in developed countries have been making 
progressively greater use of ASPs to deliver and manage 
their applications and ICT infrastructure (hardware, systems 
software, and network). The risks associated with this solution 
(e.g., information security, privacy and confidentiality, and 
failed ASP ventures) have been contained to acceptable levels.   

---In a modern adaptation of the ASP approach, a current 
research and development initiative being carried out by the 

SMEs have derived several benefits from the ASP solution.
It allows them to

 1 Circumvent their capability deficits and remove the
acquisition and training costs for ICT specialists

2 Simplify their ICT acquisition efforts and reduce the burden of
otherwise having to purchase, integrate, and manage these
services for themselves

3 Interact with a single provider for all ICT needs,
thus avoiding system integration woes

4 Access advanced ICT applications for considerably reduced cost

5 Minimize obsolescence risks and keep their ICT
infrastructure relatively current

6 Avoid diluting the focus on core business operations

7 Reduce the technology gap between large
enterprises and themselves. 
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Mona School of Business’s Centre of 
Excellence for IT-Enabled Business 
Innovations offers a promising 
formula for local SME’s to harness 
the business innovation potential 
inherent in the use of these modern 
ICTs while avoiding many of the 
challenges and constraints that had 
curtailed their successful adoption 
and deployment in the 
past. It represents a 
kind of half-way house 
between conventional 
ICT adoption methods 
and sourcing through 
ASPs. This applied 
research initiative is anchored in 
two emergent developments of the 
modern ICT Industry: Free and Open 
Source Software (FOSS) and Cloud 
Computing. 

FOSS is free of the traditional 
license costs and restrictions that are 
typically associated with commercial, 
proprietary software and is therefore 
readily available to organizations for 
use, as is, or to be adapted to support 
their specific business requirements. 
An abundance of “industrial strength” 
business software is available through 
this source.

Cloud Computing is the 
contemporary manifestation of the 
hosted computing model, which 
allows businesses to outsource their 
computing infrastructure and access 
high quality servers, network and 
application resources on demand 
and without the attendant costs 
traditionally associated with the fixed 
assets (space, electricity, hardware, 
excess capacity, obsolescence) or 
the management responsibility. 
This has heralded the era of “utility 
computing” where businesses can 
access ICT-enabled solutions on a pay-
for-use basis, in the same way that 
they procure electricity and water.

What does this mean for SMEs? 
Infrastructure and application costs 
and resident, in-house technical 
expertise no longer represent 
the primary barriers to access of 
advanced ICTs such as ERP, Customer 

Relationship Management or Business Intelligence systems. 
Instead, SMEs would now be relatively free to concentrate their 
limited resources and management attention to implementation 
and targeted business innovation. 

The research initiative within the Centre of Excellence at 
MSB has nevertheless identified a number of other constraining 
factors that need to be addressed if these companies are to 
become successful adopters and users of modern ICTs. These 
include:

1. Awareness, Understanding & Training

Business owners and decision-makers need to be vested with a greater 
sense of awareness and knowledge about the business innovations 
and opportunities now accessible through these modern ICTs. There 
is also a critical imperative to train managers and staff in the effective 
application of ICTs in their day-to-day activities.

2. Search Costs & Software Maturity

Notwithstanding the ready availability of FOSS solutions for 
business use, there is still considerable effort involved in identifying 
and selecting appropriate software solutions that are mature, robust, 
and appropriate for small business application.

Providing suitable solutions to these issues are important 
elements of the applied research programme currently 
being carried out by MSB’s Centre of Excellence, and we are 
currently working with a number of participating SMEs on 
pilot case study implementations that will help to validate a 
select portfolio of FOSS applications that we have evaluated 
for maturity and certified for field use.  We are also refining 
a prescriptive implementation approach based on the FOSS & 
Cloud-Computing solution delivery models.

sUmmary

The SME sector contributes significantly to the economic 
stability, employment generation, and wealth creation of 
developed and developing countries alike. Similarly, the role 
of ICTs in both creating value for businesses and advancing the 
growth of national economies has been amply demonstrated. 

While research results have indicated that significant 
benefits have accrued to SMEs that have overcome the hurdles 
of effective ICT adoption and deployment, the majority of 
SMEs (particularly in developing countries) have not benefited 
sufficiently from the facilitative capabilities of ICTs.  Many 
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Infrastructure and application costs and resident, 
in-house technical expertise no longer represent 
the primary barriers to access of advanced ICTs
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have been severely challenged by the 
complexity of the process and the 
cost of building the organizational 
capability that is required to establish 
mission-enhancing ICT applications. 
Consequently most have opted merely 
for very basic applications that have 
only grazed the threshold of potential 
benefits.  

Over the last decade, ASPs, offering 
fully hosted ICT application solutions, 
provided a seemingly feasible, though 
not risk-free, alternative for SMEs to 
procure sophisticated ICT services 
at relatively low costs instead of 
purchasing and managing these 
services for themselves. However, 
for a variety of reasons, SMEs in the 
Caribbean have not generally availed 
themselves of this service. 

The MSB’s Centre of Excellence 
for ICT-enabled innovations is 
demonstrating leadership in 
crafting a solution that may be 
more amenable to local SMEs. This 
solution involves a combination of 
the emergent capabilities of FOSS 
and Cloud Computing. Using results 
from research it recently conducted, 
the Centre of Excellence is engaging 
with the SME community to refine 
this arrangement and to ensure that 
eventually delivered applications 
are both relevant and robust; cost-
effectively satisfying critical needs and 
rigorously evaluated and maturity-
certified  for reliable operations in 
field use.
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