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Abstract
The small business is becoming ever more important to economies worldwide, and in South
Africa it is even more so. Information Technology (IT) promises the small-business many benefits:
automation of repetitive tasks, enhancing the image of the business, potentially supporting
customer service or business processes and, perhaps, even providing (or enhancing) skills that
are not (adequately) available within the business. To realise such benefits, it is important that
such small businesses acquire appropriate technology. The prices of computer technology have
reduced to a level where almost all small businesses can afford it. The small business
environment is different to a large business and that is why the consultation model for the
computerisation of a large business cannot be successfully implemented in the small business
environment. Research has indicated that computerisation using a formal methodology has a
greater success rate. The amount of research in the small business computerisation field is
insignificant compared to that of large businesses. This paper discusses a consultation model for
small business computerisation. This model consist of eight distinct phases and is designed to be
cost effective and have very low risk to the small business. It describes the roles of the senior
consultant and in particular the role of the junior consultant and the small business
owner/manager. Furthermore the model shows the interaction between these individuals, and the
criteria that the consultants must apply to improve the possibility of a successful implementation.
This model will be particularly useful to new (junior) consultants entering into this field.
Keywords: Small business, computerisation, consultation model, junior consultant, end-users,
computer knowledge, communication level, vendors, hardware, software.
1. Introduction
It is ironic to see the trivial amount of research that has been done on the engagement of
outside IS expertise by the small business for computerisation (Gable, 1991), if compared to the
amount done for large businesses, seeing that small business practises are growing significantly.
The small business is becoming ever more important to economies worldwide, even first world
countries, as in the case for the United States of America (USA), according to a study done by
Palvia, Means and Jackson (Palvia, 1994; Lai, 1994).
In South Africa it is even more so and according to the Small Business Development
Corporation of South Africa (Small, 1992):
•
More than 85% of business enterprise in South Africa can be considered as
small.
•
The number of small businesses in South Africa (formal and informal) exceeds 1
000 000.
•
Approximately 40% of the overall economic activity in South Africa can be accredited to
small scale enterprises.
•
Approximately 75% of new jobs in South Africa are generated by the small
business sector.
The small business, according to the Small Business Development Corporation (SBDC), can
be defined as having total assets of less than 10 Million Rand (Small, 1994).
It is important to note that the business and computing environment of a small business is
different, not just in size, from a large business, -- to quote Welsh and White, "A small business is
not a little big business" (Raymond, 1985; Welsh, 1981). One area where it differs is that the
small business does not have the financial and human resources and will typically not have a
formal IS department; the owner/manager (of the small business) is responsible for all CIS

activities (Palvia, 1994; Gable, 1991; Nahavandi, 1988; Senn, 1981). The whole approach to
managing a small business is different: We can typically say that if a manager is successful in
the management of a large business, that he/she will not necessarily be successful if applied to
manage a small business. The same principle applies to consultation for computerisation. A
consultation model for computerisation that can successfully be applied to small businesses will
not necessarily be successful when applied to large businesses (Lai, 1994). According to one of
the largest consultation groups in South Africa (which specializes in computerisation of large
businesses) their consultation model is too complex, too expensive and too big to be successfully
implemented for a small business. Their models are also proprietary information. The small
business has its own unique problems and these should be addressed in a different manner (Lai,
1994; Senn, 1981).
The goal of this article is to introduce a cost effective, low risk consultation model for the
computerisation of small businesses. Cost effective (affordable) so that it is suited for the
finances of a smaller small business, and low risk so that, if the manager/owner of the small
business during any of the phases of the consultation, decides to withdraw, not a lot (minimal) is
at risk.
The methodology used in this study is the synthesis of the results obtained in other empirical
research into a new, directly implementable model. This paper will explore the consultation
process for computerisation of the small business and it proceeds as follows: First, we will start
with the reasons why the small business computerises and why they look for assistance from IS
consultants. Second, we will look at some research done in this field, in particular the reasons
identified why the consultation process fails. Third, we will discuss a model for computerisation
that addresses some of the problems identified. Lastly we will summarize and make some
recommendations for the small business.
2. Small business computerisation.
The cost of micro computers, which can be applied in the small business environment, have
reduced to the point where almost all businesses, even the smallest of the small business, can
afford to use computer power for information processing (Gable, 1992; Nazem, 1990; DeLone,
1988). With a computerised system they can solve many small business problems and improve
the prospects of success. These problems can vary from lack of adequate operating data and
information to the lack of planning (Senn, 1981). The use of computers will not just solve these
problems but will increase the quality of information and this can be cited as the most significant
benefit resulting from automation (Farhoomand, 1985). With the use of computers one can boost
the speed and efficiency of operations as the business grows (Igbaria, 1992). One can also create
competitive advantage by using information systems and information technologies, in that it will
give one new ways of outperforming one's rivals (McGaughey, 1994; Johnston, 1988; Porter,
1985).
From the above it is clear that the use of computers in the small business environment can
improve the way in which the business operates. Because of the shortage of skilled personnel (IT
expertise), in the small business, the acquisition of a computer system for the small business
environment can be problematic, and assistance is usually needed both in the selection of
equipment and throughout the usage life cycle (Palvia, 1994; Carland, 1990; Mawhinney, 1990;
Senn, 1981). Making use of external consultants can improve the chances of successful computer
usage, and they can help the small business manager with their needs for on-the-job assistance
in carrying out their chosen course of action (Gable, 1991; DeLone, 1988).
Despite the fact that external experts are used, there are still problems that need to be solved
as the consultation process is not always successful. A study was done on the reasons why
small businesses do not implement some of the recommendations that they receive from
consultants (Nahavandi, 1988). They conducted a survey of 126 businesses that had sought
assistance from the SBDC at the university of Utha. Results obtained from 106 respondents
indicated that in general, business managers/owners were highly satisfied with the services they
received and that they found it useful. They also reported that the consulting had a positive impact
on their business.
Despite the positive impact of the consultants on the business, some of the respondents did
not implement the recommendations. The following is a list of reasons cited why some
recommendations were not implemented:
1) The respondent was not convinced the implementation was necessary.
2) Consultant did not understand the nature of the business.
3) Consultant's expertise was not adequate.
4) Recommendations were too expensive.

5) Recommendations were impractical.
6) Consultant's recommendation was too confusing.
7) Recommendations were too risky.
8) Recommendations were too complex.
In a study done by Gable (1991) some common concerns with consultant performance were
identified: 1) lack of commitment to implementation success, 2) little relevant experience
demonstrated, 3) lack of a methodical approach, 4) inadequate appraisal of vendors.
In another study done by Gable (1992) some of the reasons were identified why clients do not
accept the recommendations of their consultants: 1) They were not convinced that the
consultant's recommended solution was the best alternative, 2) It did not offer adequate benefits,
3) It was more expensive than they expected.

From the above examples we can see that research has shown that there is still room for
improvement in the consultation process which consultants use when they do consultation for
the small business computerisation. Some general problems with the computerisation of the
small business are: 1) implementation problems (technical assistance, conversion and personnel
problems), 2) training of personnel (Farhoomand, 1985), 3) personnel acceptance of computer
system (resistance to change) (Amoako-Gyampah, 1993; Krovi, 1993), formal planning of
computer efforts, implementation of computer controls (DeLone, 1988).
From the above it is clear that there is a wide area of problems that can be addressed to make
the consultation process more effective. In the following section we present a consultation model
which will address some of these problems.
3. A Consultation Model for computerisation.
If and when a small business manager decides to implement a computer-based system in
his/her small business environment and do not have the necessary expertise for the task, it is
recommended that they seek assistance from a consultant for computerisation (Carland, 1990).
In our model we refer to two kinds of consultants, the first being the senior consultant and the
other the junior consultants. The senior consultant will obviously be more mature and will have
more experience and knowledge on computerisation. This consultant can typically be leading
more than one project. The junior consultants will typically work together as a team and on only
one project at a time. Research has shown that in working together the junior consultants can
compliment each other with their skills, for the one might have skills which the other lack, and their
combined view will be more objective than for just one junior consultant (Hayne, 1992;
Nahavandi, 1988).
The project team is made up as follows: The senior consultant, which will always be
responsible for the project. Research has indicated that the clients prefer to deal with consultants
which are more experienced and that have an understanding for their small business. The senior
consultant can be in charge of more than one project at a time. Each of these projects will have
one junior consultant which will be working on solving the problem, but this consultant can get
assistance from other junior consultants when required (see figure 1). The crosses indicate
consultants which are responsible for the project and circles indicate junior consultants which will
assist the responsible junior consultants. In figure 1 we can see that senior consultant 1 is
responsible for project 1 and project 2 and that junior consultant 1 is responsible for project 1, but
junior consultant 2 can at any stage assist junior consultant 1. Junior consultant 2 is in turn
responsible for project 2.
In the model we also refer to a manager/owner. This will typically be the person who will be
responsible for the payment/financing of the project. Mention is also made of the user, this will
typically be persons working on and accessing the system, and can include the manager as well.
We also refer to vendors and experts, these would be the suppliers of hardware and software
and also expertise which falls outside of the domain of the consultants, this might happen in
exceptional cases. The model has eight distinct phases: 1) Initiation of consultation 2) Problem
identification. 3) Planning the solution. 4) Problem solving. 5) Consultants' meeting. 6) Proposal
interview. 7) Implementation. 8) Support. A summary of the model is depicted in figure 2 which
also shows the people involved in each phase.
We will now discus each of these phases in detail:

Figure 1. The project team.

Phase 1: Initiation of the consultation process.
This phase can also be referred to as first contact. This is where the owner/manager (of the
small business) has decided to computerise the business and contacts the consultation firm. The
contact will be with the senior consultant, which will be responsible for the project for the duration
of the consultation. Research has shown that it is important for the first contact to be with a senior
consultant (Nahavandi, 1988). The senior consultant will take down the particulars of the client
(manager/owner). This will typically include the name of the firm, telephone number, etc. The
client will now give a brief description (definition) of the problem, while the senior consultant takes
down notes on the nature of the problem. The senior consultant will then determine if the client
has any personal preferences aimed towards the consultants, this will typically include language,
age, etc. This is done to optimize client/consultant compatibility (or avoid major incompatibility). A
good client relationship is the most important variable of successful implementation (Gable,
1991).

Figure 2. A summary of the consultation model.
The senior consultant will set a date for a meeting when all of the consultants, that will be working
on the project, will be present (this will be the beginning of the second phase). The first part of the
first phase can be done via the telephone. In the second part of this phase the senior consultant
will review the notes and will then decide which junior consultant or consultants would be required
(Hayne, 1992; Nahavandi, 1988). Matching the right skill for the project is a requirement for a
higher success rate (see figure 3). The senior consultant will assign a junior consultant which will
be responsible for the project.
Phase 2: Problem definition.
This phase begins when all the consultants (senior and junior) and the manager/owner get
together for a meeting to discuss the problem. The senior consultant will take the responsibility
and will lead the proceedings. Before they start with the problem definition the consultants have to
determine the client's level of computer literacy, in other words they determine the client's level of
computer knowledge. This can be done with three steps: 1) The consultant can ask well
formulated questions. 2) The consultant will note the terminology and expressions used by the
client. 3) The consultant will ask the client to grade himself/herself on a scale of one to ten. It is
often difficult for an educated person to communicate with an audience that may not have had the
same educational opportunities. The problem definition phase has little value if the consultation
cannot be interpreted by the users, from whom we seek the input (Whitten, 1994).

Figure 3. Phase 1: First contact.

Figure 4. Phase 2: Problem identification.
A related problem deals with jargon. Often, the consultant allows the jargon of computing to
dominate the consultation process. The computer industry constantly invents terms and acronyms
to describe its products and disciplines. It is very important that the consultants know on what
level to communicate/consult with the client, for if they communicate on a too high a level they will
limit the client's contribution, as the client will not be able to give his/her full input. If they
communicate on the same level they will increase the chances for a successful project. The

consultants will from now onwards communicate with the client on an adjusted level, which will be
best suited for the client (Richards, 1994).
It is very important for the client to play an active role during the consultation process, for this
will provide a more accurate and complete assessment of the user requirements (AmoakoGyampah; 1993, Gable, 1991). Do keep in mind that the client is an expert on his/her small
business and should be treated as such.
As a group they will now discuss the problem in detail. It is very important to determine what is
the client's (Manager/owner) Expectations Towards Computerisation of the system (M.E.T.C). If
these expectations are out of context or unrealistic, they should be adjusted to a level which can
be achieved. This is necessary, for, if the client has an unrealistic expectation of the
computerisation process it will most certainly decrease the chances of a successful
implementation.
The next step in this phase is to determine the financial position of the company and the
financing method for the computerisation project. We have to keep in mind that the finances of a
small business are completely different to that of a larger one. From here the client's preferences
are determined; these will include aspects like IBM instead of Apple or vice versa and MS Word
instead of WordPerfect. The client will also get a Preferences and Experience statement (P/E
statement) that the users of the new system have to fill in. The P/E statement will be completed
and returned to the senior consultant. This statement (also describing what the current business
environment looks like) will be used in a later phase to select the right software and hardware.
The last step in this phase is to determine the time period involved for the project (see figure 4). At
the end of this phase the consultants will have a detailed definition of the problem. This will
include the P/E statement, the M.E.T.C, and an Adjusted Communication Level , and the time
period and schedule (see figure 2).
Phase 3: Planning the solution.
During this phase the senior and the junior consultants will work through the notes and the P/E
statement from the previous phases and will then make and review suggestions (see figure 5).
After reviewing all the available facts pertaining to the project, the consultants will identify some
alternative solutions for the problem. They will then set goals and generate a detailed time/task
schedule. Though the consultant have clearly defined the project goals, he/she should be
prepared to modify it where necessary (Gable, 1991).

Figure 5. Phase 3: Consultant's meeting (planning the solution) .

Phase 4: Working on solving the problem
In this phase the junior consultants will play a major role. They will use the goals and the time
schedule set in the previous phase as guidelines. The consultants will now use the proposed
solutions and will work hand in hand with the end-users of the system if more detail is required
than what is available. Here again when the consultants interact (communicate) with the end-

users it must be done on a level which is suited for that user's computer knowledge. This is done
to get the best possible input from the end-users (O'Brien, 1994). Part of the interaction with the
users will be to determine the Users Attitude Towards the Computerisation Project (U.A.T.C.P).
This is done to identify any negative or non-positive attitudes (reactions/responses). A negative
response towards the computerisation project can considerably influence the chances of a
successful implementation (Gatian, 1994; Krovi, 1993). When such an attitude is identified the
junior consultant will convey it to the senior consultant. It will in turn be reported to the
owner/manager and all the necessary steps will be done to identify the reason behind the nonpositive attitude.
The communication with the end-users can be done via telephone or, in person. The consultant
can also view the business environment. The junior consultant will also be required to work
(interact) with the vendors of hardware and software and occasionally if necessary with computer
hardware and software experts. These experts would be people that are very specialised in a
particular area of the computer field which falls outside of the consultant's domain. From these
external agents the consultant will get quotations on various products and services which will be
included in the various proposals. It is essential to provide the small business with a cost effective,
low risk solution (Sherer, 1993; Nazem, 1990; Nahavandi, 1988)(see figure 6).

Figure 6. Phase 4: Working on soling the problem.

Phase 5: The consultants' meeting.
The junior consultant will now show and explain the alternative proposals to the senior
consultant. They will discus the proposals individually and will then review the goals which were
set in the third phase. If the senior consultant is not satisfied with the outcome of the proposals
then the consultants will move back to phase 2 for a more detailed problem definition. If the

proposals are not detailed enough the junior consultants will go back to the problem solving
phase. If the proposals are acceptable the consultants will then decide which alternative will be
best suited (cost effective and low risk) for the small business.
The junior consultant will now start to work on the client's proposal for the next phase, (see
figure 7). The proposal will consist of two reports. The first being a detailed description (high level
report) on a level which is suited for the clients' computer knowledge. The second report (low
level) will be a detailed specification report on a more technical level, which will be more suited for
professionals (advanced users).

Figure 7. Phase 5: Consultant's meeting.
Phase 6: Interviewing the proposal.
In this phase the senior consultant, junior consultants and the client will have a meeting during
which the senior consultant will explain to the client (manager/owner) what the final proposal
entails (figure 8). The explanation/ communication will, once again, be done on a level which is
suited for the client. The appropriate level of communication was obtained in phase 2 (see figure
4). The senior consultant will now indicate to the client how they got from the problem set to the
goals and from there to the alternative solutions and finally the consultants will explain in detail
why they think that the final proposal is best suited for this particular problem (Nahavandi, 1988).
This will be the high level report and will include aspects like cost, time involved, and benefits. If
the client wants a more technical report, the consultants can then continue with the low level
report. The client will now be able to take the two reports and study it for a few days if necessary.

Figure 8. Phase 6: Interviewing the proposal.
If the client agrees (gives the go ahead) the consultants will move on to the next phase. If the
client is not 100% convinced that the proposal is the best possible solution, the project can either
be terminated or they can move back to phase 2 (see figure 2).
Phase 7: Implementation of proposal.
During this phase the junior consultants and the hardware and software vendors will work
together to implement the proposed system in the user's business environment. It will typically
include the following steps 1) Acquiring of the hardware and software. 2) Assembling/installing of
the hardware. 3) Installation of the software on the hardware. 4) Integrating the new system into
the existing business environment. Once the system is operational the consultants will work hand
in hand with the end-users, making sure the end-users are comfortable with the changes in their
business environment. The consultants will show the users how the system fits together and will
ensure that they are able to work on the system. If additional tutorial sessions are required, the
consultant will arrange for it with the vendors. Training will ensure a higher level of usage (Igbaria
,1992) (see figure 9).
This phase is very important to ensure a successful consultation project, for the success
depends largely on how well it is received in to the organization (Krovi, 1993). If the users do not
understand the new system or are not able to work productively on it, they will in turn reject and
blame the system for it. A higher user satisfaction in computer applications is essential for a
continuous growth in the degree of use and ability in handling complexity (Rahman, 1993).

Figure 9. Phase 7: Implementation of the proposal.
Phase 8: After implementation support/maintenance.
This is basically a follow up service to the implementation of the project (Nadel, 1988). It is
essential to keep the system users' attitude towards the system positive. The users will contact
the consultants if and when they feel there is a problem with the system or when anything that is
unclear to them, that pertain to the computerisation project. The consultants will start with the
assessment of the Client's Computer Knowledge (C.C.K). The level of computer knowledge can
also be retrieved from the client file, this level was determined in stage 2 of the consultation
model. This is done to maximize the communication compatibility of the client and the consultant.
The consultant will now communicate on a level which is comfortable to the user. Once the
problem has been identified the consultant will, with the assistance of the vendors (hardware and
software) if required, solve the problem. Research has shown that small businesses that buy off
the shelf software think that the support/maintenance is inadequate and they are unhappy with the
limited training opportunities (Nazem, 1990; Cheney, 1983). Research also indicates that there is
a strong correlation between training and computer usage (Igbaria ,1992).
The consultant will on a periodical basis contact the client (manager/owner) to check if the
system is still adequate for their needs and if any further training is required. If it is not adequate,
a next project can be initiated. This information will be kept the client support file.

Figure 10. Phase 8: After implementation support/maintenance.

4. Recommendations.
The model discussed above cannot be viewed as a rigid structure and in order for the model to
be successful the following recommendations would be expected from the consultants and the
client/user/small business:
For the small business:
1) Lack of understanding about computers is a frequently cited reason for failure of small
business computer endeavours and for failure to consider computerisation opportunities. When in
doubt about computerising one's small business one should rather contact a computerisation
consultant about this respect.
2) If the user at any time during the consultation process loses track of what is being said, he/she
should stop the process and ask for a better explanation. The user should ensure that he/she and
the consultants communicate on a compatible level, in other words that they fully understand all
the terminology and what is being said.
3) The client/users must get actively involved in the consultation process, in other words play an
active role, this will give the client/users a better understanding of the whole process and will
increase the chances of a successful implementation.
4) It is important that the client/users do not underestimate their role during the consultation
process, for without it the consultation process will most definitely be unsuccessful.
5) The users should ensure that he/she and the consultant are compatible, by selecting specific
consultants.
6) The client/manager/user must manage the consultant rather than the reverse. It is the client's
money and business which is at stake.
For small business consultants:
1) For a consultant to be successful in small business computerisation it is necessary to have the
right experience and knowledge pertaining to the small business management and ultimately
small business computerisation, remember that the small business is not a small scale version of
a large business.
2) The recommendations to the small business should neither be too risky, too expensive, too
complex, confusing, nor impractical, it should be practical and cost effective.

3) The consultant should get the clients involved, and let them play an active role, for there is a
positive correlation between user involvement and user satisfaction.
4) The consultant should ensure that the client's expectations of the computerisation project are
reasonable and not unrealistic.
5) The consultant should always keep in mind that the client is an expert on his/her own business
and should be treated as such.
5. Conclusion and future work.
In the above section we have discussed an eight phase consultation model for small business
computerisation. The model would be best suited for the medium to larger sized small business.
The costs involved would not be justifiable for the smaller small business. The consultation costs
will include interaction from the senior consultant and more likely the majority of the work will be
done by the junior consultant. This is likely to keep the costs reasonably low. A more detailed
analyses of the costs involved will be done in the future. Other work will include a field study and
a more detailed investigation/discussion on each of the eight phases.
Another area which still needs further research is the computerisation of the smallest (bottom
end) of the small business. We are currently working on a computerised consultation system
which utilize expert system technology to simulate a small business consultant.
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