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ABSTRACT

The competitive superiority & agility needed to grow often depends on the quality of a
firm’s social capital. Using intervention research in the context of a US-based retail ecommerce
business, this paper tests the hypothesis that enhancing social capital improves performance.
This study uses socio-economic theory and socio-economic methodology to encourage the
organizational reform from within the enterprise at all levels and with the participation of all
the company's actors. The results of this intervention study supported the hypothesis at all
stages. The study finds that enhancing social capital significantly contributes to the success of
the retail ecommerce firm in terms unique qualitative and quantitative indicators, including
enhanced stakeholder relationships, faster management decision making, enhanced internal and
external stakeholder collaboration, enhanced cashflow and reduced product returns by
customers, that extend existing research on the role of social capital in improving retail
ecommerce firm performance.
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INTRODUCTION

E-commerce companies face many challenges (Soni, 2020) the retail e-commerce
sector and online shopping have grown very rapidly in the last decade. The sale growth of retail
e-commerce is expected to almost double from 2019 to 2022 (Abid, 2019) the barrier to entry to
the ecommerce business is very low. Hence, this market is becoming overly crowded and very
competitive. Many new entrants are launching on a daily basis with the same product offering as
the competition. This leads to a huge decrease in profit margins across the board, and
companies’ revenues decrease, as the sales is being split among many local and international
players. Today, business management focuses deeply on resources, reduces repetitive activities
and intensifies the use of technology to meet organizational targets (Abid, 2019; Oppong, 2005).
Customers expect their orders to be delivered on time, meaning that the company has to have
adequate supplies in place to meet and satisfy the customers’ purchases. Retail ecommerce has a
large inventory at hand that brings a lot of pressure on the company's cash flow. A timely
inventory is thus very important and is continuously being used by e-commerce companies to
align their customer loyalty needs with increasing demands (Abid, 2019). In fact, the cost of
manufacturing, storage and distribution must be measured from an effectiveness point of view,
which is known as "cost of order fulfillment” (Tian, 2008). The internet and technology
revolution has transformed the way companies gather, secure and manage consumer data. In
addition, quality targeting and advertising strategies have changed. These development
programs have proven collecting important data from users. E-commerce companies that
implement or improve these systems successfully deliver competitive advantages in terms of
expense, focused, and procurement strategies.
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As scholars have identified primary contributors to the success of ecommerce
companies with a wide variety of electronic product offers (Park, 2012) intensely aggressive
pricing (Bruce, 2010) and high-quality customer satisfaction capabilities and processes
(Brugnoli, 2009) the use of the best technical logistics approaches (Ghezzi, 2012) as well as
outstanding return and exchange criteria. The main factors of the company's performance are
efficient coordination and monitoring between the procurement departments and vendors,
production, storage and transportation firms, a corporate business strategy and rivalry and finally
customer care and service (Oppong, 2005).

Retail e-commerce companies conduct borderless operations and face extreme
competition from domestic and international e-commerce firms. Such corporations will also try
to build their own competitive edge so that they can prosper and stay ahead of the game. In the
dynamic corporate climate, market leaders are becoming increasingly familiar with intangible
assets, especially intellectual capital, because of their important positive impact on
organizational performance (Edvinsson, 1997) Scholars argue that intellectual capital would
significantly accelerate creativity and output growth in this knowledge economy (Alrowwad,
Edvinsson & Malone, 1997) describe intellectual capital as operational infrastructure, employee
skills, expertise and knowledge, as well as customer relationships that create intellectual capital.
Regarding the purposes of this intervention research, the researcher emphasized on only social
capital out of three main types of intellectual capital: human, structural, and social capital
(Youndt, 2005; Snell, 2004). The researcher argues that there are gaps in the literature providing
opportunities for investigating the effect of social capital on the performance of retail
ecommerce firms (Liu, 2018).

The context of this study is a US-based small family-owned enterprise which was
founded in 2009 as an LLC entity. The entity has two brothers as owners and senior-level
managers responsible for the company’s daily operations. The company has two more staff
members and operates in the online retail ecommerce industry. The company's products are sold
online worldwide. It has developed its own online retail portal and is using a third-party
platform to sell its goods (Walmart, Amazon & eBay). This choice of organization as a field of
intervention research has three folds: first, the business engages in the field of the researchers’
expertise & interest. The researchers have considerable expertise in valuing retail ecommerce
businesses, in combining and incorporating the acquired organization with the current acquirer
operation to synchronize all activities. Second, the study's results will be a great benefit to the
organization, because it can strengthen its foundation and ensure long-term sustainability. Third,
the researchers' motivation to undertake intervention research through the implementation of
socio-economic (SEAM) methodology as a strategy. This method was developed by Henri
Savall (1974) and refined by Jean Moulin University-Lyon I1lI's ISEOR® Research Center as a
methodology of institutional growth with quantifiable outcomes in the qualitative, quantitative
and financial dimension.

The main challenge being addressed by this research intervention study is on the
company social capital weakness, the organization faces problems that are hampering its growth
performance. The researched firm is facing challenges on a micro level from a lack of strong
social capital, which is hindering its overall growth performance. It had many microenvironment
challenges that were hindering its growth. The weak firm’s interdepartmental communication
and employees’ relation is affecting incoming and outgoing shipments, resolving out problems
rapidly, affecting the enhancement of business and operational smooth workflow, and having
sufficient cash on hand when required; this is decreasing potential sales and negatively affecting
profit. The firm’s interchange with suppliers is shy which is resulting longer time to conclude a
test deal, a prototype and enhancement; this resulting in a loss of potential sales and loss of
potential profits. The firm’s interchange with customer is weak and lacking the ability to figure
out metrics, such as product returns’ reasons and dissatisfaction reasons which is affecting
potential sales growth. The firm’s market trend catchers are not allocated necessary time to draw
new potential products launches. This is hindering potential growth of the company.

2 1939-6104-21-S2-38

Citation Information: Balian, P., Farah, A., Braendle, U., & Arkadan, F. (2022). The effect of social capital on organizational
performance: the case of ecommerce firms. Academy of Strategic Management Journal, 21(S2), 1-14.



Academy of Strategic Management Journal Volume 21, Special Issue 2, 2022

The objective of this intervention research is to promote change within the organization
into competitive resilience in order to grow and to induce energetic innovative tactical strategic
capacity by continuously developing firm resources. The socio-economic management paradigm
that turns business challenges into opportunities, acknowledges critical creative thought,
promotes changes within the enterprise, and all players of the firm’s become actively engaged
who guarantee sound truthfulness and outcome trustworthiness. Thus, the research questions for
this intervention research are as following: How can the enhancement of social capital help to
improve the ecommerce firm’s performance and how can SEAM intervention contribute to the
performance enhancement of ecommerce firms?

The core hypothesis for this study describes the complexities of intervention analysis
and decodes the hypothesis proposed in the analytical study into the firm's institutional context
as follow: “Enhancement of social capital improves retail ecommerce firm’s performance”.

MATERIALS & METHODS

This study applies intervention research in the context of a US-based retail ecommerce
business to test the hypothesis that enhancing social capital improves performance. The socio-
economic approach Savall (1974-1975) applied in this research study focuses on behavioral
transition and findings that are being analyzed as a result of the interplay within the enterprise
between the intervener-researcher and the players of the firm, when they continue to arise
concurrently and consecutively. That will lead to an integrated mix of qualitative, quantitative
and financial data (Savall, 2012). This implemented socio-economic methodology is called the
qualimetrics method, which is based on the tri-axial process: “the process of improvement, the
innovative socio-economic management tools and the political and strategic decisions”
(Cappelletti, 2009; Savall, 2012) You can see the details of the phases of the Thrihedron Axes in
Figure I, SEAM A, B&C Spiral Axes. This technique has been tested and implemented in many
organizations through various industries and sectors in 34 countries all over the world since
1974 (Buono, 2007; Savall, 2003).
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The negotiation process is a critical part of socio-economic intervention because the
general manager of the company has to well grasp all the necessary appropriate steps of the
intervention. This means he'd be actively supporting the initiative in all its phases up to the
finalization of the intervention.

The socio-economic (SEAM) theory is a management theory that innovatively connects
the social dimension of organizations and their economic output (Savall, 2004-2011). In
addition, socio-economic theory has planned, built and evaluated a mixture of the qualitative,
quantitative and financial aspects of a company (Savall, 2004-2011). The goal of the theory is to
modify organizational behavior in order to reduce conflict and hidden costs. Theoretically,
organizational systems are agent variables in the production of breakdowns in every process.
There is an ongoing connection between the processes of the organization and the actions of the
workers. This activity, which is essential to the production and manufacturing of products and
services, is also a source of breakdowns. The theory focuses on hidden costs and human
potential, in terms of resources, actions and competence. The theory is based on the socio-
economic concept of optimizing the total operations and productivity of organizations, and a
large organizational base performed over the years shows the immense importance of its utility
and practice. Meta-analytical research reinforces the socio-economic approach, an approach
proposed to bridge a significant divide between management theory and management practice
(Buono, 2015).

Everything counts and everyone has the opportunity to move forward (Savall, 2012).
When SEAM is correctly applied in an e-commerce business, it will give a durable strategic
edge to the online territories of firms and will boost their accelerated adaptability on all fronts.
According to Conbere & Heorhiadi (2011), traditional management focuses solely on financial
data-based analysis without taking into consideration the employee viewpoints and role of the
company. The SEAM theory is threefold: it includes an innovative framework for lasting
corporate management, a mechanism for handling change in transformation within
organizations, and a system of delivery across wider parts, composed of fundamentally different
individuals and entities (Savall, 2003). There are two key concepts to be briefly defined in the
SEAM theory: hidden costs and human potential. Human potential is the core concept of socio-
economic theory, where it is established that each person has specific actions, skills and
competencies, and the aim of SEAM is to enhance the human potential of the organization.
Management has to work with the company's stakeholders to define and turn the latent potential
into tangible potential.

Diagnostic Process

The researcher must take multiple steps in this intervention diagnostic process which is
comprised of qualitative and quantitative phases. The method is applied to everyone in the
organization, from the management to front line staff in the company. This stage starts with the
collection of company reports, relevant field observations and semi-structured interviews with
all involved parties in the company. Calculation of hidden costs, mirror effect and basket
production follows.

Qualitative Semi Structured Interviews

The qualitative semi-structured interviews are conducted in the diagnostic first stage,
with the entire firm’s participants separately, for approximately 1 hour each. The second phase
of the interviews is to collect details by interviewing the two senior-level managers responsible
for the company’s daily operations and the finance manager for an hour and a half each in order
to fully comprehend the viewpoints of the organization’s actors, the obstacles and breakdowns
they face in their day-to-day operations and their implications.
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The analysis of these interviews produced expert guidance focused on quoted recorded
breakdowns core ideas, aggregated ideas and the conversation about the mirror effect that
highlighted the most cited breakdowns that seemed to be the most distressing and detrimental to
the organization's service and summarized in a very plain language. It is an additional degree of
appraisal, beyond the already collected information. The expert opinion grants company’s actors
a technique for validation and contradictory arguments on the quoted breakdowns; thus, it is
unique to the firm (Savall, 1992). The key themes and overall aim that came out of the interview
analysis are to reorganize the aggregated ideas to form the resulting initiatives that will be built
into the socio-economic projects. The remaining two stages are then the execution of the
improvement socio-economic projects followed by an appraisal phase.

Quantitative Analysis

The second stage is a quantitative process. This is to collect estimated quantitative data,
from the related managers, based on all the company’s actors cited breakdowns. In this step,
hidden costs are estimated. Costs associated with the acknowledged breakdowns are measured
so that the management of the organization can see and truly evaluate the financial extent of the
costs associated with the identified breakdowns (Savall, 2003). SEAM diagnosis has a very
uncomplicated method to follow, and the outcomes are usually irrefutable, as evidenced by a
combination of qualitative and quantitative data (Buono, 2007). The hidden costs appraisal seeks
to explain and shed light on the known economic impact of breakdowns of the company;
Moreover, it is to entice staff of the company to embrace transition evolution.

Hidden Costs Calculation

The hidden costs analysis is carried out with appropriate managers in each department
to assess the effect of the pinpointed breakdowns in six elements and five economic impact
indicators. The hidden costs method is a powerful instrument to analyze and make visible the
financial cost of the breakdowns so that managers can grasp the extent of the disorder better.
Managers who have a clear knowledge of the operations of their respective departments analyze
and measure the estimated hidden costs.

Mirror Effect

The mirror effect is a qualitative analysis based on the quotations of the firm’s players,
which makes them perceive their quotes in a manner that validates, undermines, reinforces or
complicates them. The mirror effect is the review of the semi-structured interview content with
quotations from actors that is delivered aggregately and anonymously to all the actors in the
whole company. It results in much dialogue and clarification of breakdowns, opening the way
for a more positive understanding to fix them.

31 Management Tools

The socio-economic management tools include improve primacy management tasks,
better use of existing skills resources, enhanced exposure via piloting tasks and breakdown
pointer steps and hidden cost avoidance and improved apprehension of a medium-and long-term
market environment transformation (Edvinsson, 1997).

Internal & External Strategic Action Plan

An organization's short and long-term master plan is an internal and external strategic
action plan. This method reflects the goal of the organization for the next 3-5 years and details
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the steps for the corporate strategy, so that the company's players can formulate plans for the
attainability of the organization's strategic goals (Savall, 2008).

Priority Action Plan

Priority task plan is a six-month initiative, and it is focused on organizational internal
and external strategic action plan. The method provides an array of measures to identify, step by
step, the added-value projects and strategies required to achieve the organization's target
objectives.

Time Management

The self-assessment process for time management is a very useful tool for clarifying
and evaluating how managers allocate and spend their time on tasks and assignment. The
executive committee should be focused to determine how the manager’s time has been used and
if it was invested on value-added tasks. Managers should fill it up to five consecutive days to
reflect their typical true time distribution during the working day.

Competency Grid

The competency grid illuminates and illustrates the existing expertise skills in the
company. Each manager uses this to determine the required skills in his team and what
additional skills are required to achieve the corporate strategy. It involves day-to-day operations,
tasks of growth, required skill attributes and even new operations to be developed (Savall,
Zardet & Bonnet, 2008).

Strategic Piloting Logbook

The piloting logbook evaluates the impacts of the implementation of change
management (Savall, 2008).

Periodically Negotiable Activity Contracts

A company employee and his direct manager use this tool, which mutually decide and
set specific objectives & plans that represent the priorities of the organization, departmental and
internal objectives.

Policy & Strategic Decision Axis

The third axis is the policy and strategic decision which is focused on the measures the
executive team will take to promote the adoption and implementation of changes based on the
organization's strategic plan. The impact of the procedures conducted to mitigate or remove
breakdowns, help to create momentum for the proposed improvement process framework
applied by the axis of the management tool. “The socio-economic intervention helps the actors
of the company speed up the policy and strategic decision-making process. It also challenges
these same actors to be consistent in their choice (Savall, 2003).

Assessment of Intervention & Hypothesis Validation

Twelve months after the completion of the intervention and implementation of the
approved priority action plans, interviews are conducted with each shareholder for one hour to
discuss the outcomes of the intervention undertaken and the socio-economic projects
implemented. These are analyzed and outcomes of the intervention are assessed.
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RESULTS

Following the diagnostic first stage whereby one-hour qualitative semi-structured
interviews were conducted with all the firm’s participants separately, the two senior-level
managers responsible for the company’s daily operations and the finance manager were
interviewed in the second phase of the interviews to assess the obstacles and breakdowns they
face in their day-to-day operations and their implications. Table 1 shows the distribution of the
breakdowns mentioned by staff and the number of main ideas created by themes. Table I shows
the distribution of the staff-mentioned breakdowns and the number of key ideas generated
classified by SEAM themes.

Table 1
DISTRIBUTION OF BREAKDOWNS CITED BY PERSONNEL
Total number of dysfunction quotes o
distribution by them 66 Nb %
work conditions 15 23%
work organization 17 26%
communication (_:oordlnatlon 10 15%
coperation
Time Management 8 12%
Integrated Training 12 18%
Strategic Implementation 4 6%

Resulting Initiatives

Several resulting initiatives, or improvement socio-economic projects, were created
from the analyzed interviews which addresses most of the identified breakdowns during the
diagnostic process. These included: redefining the process for new product development &
acquisitions, re-aligning the budget with the objectives of the business development team,
ensuring both the company’s annual budget and cash flow position is in line with the company’s
growth strategy, enhancing the effectivements of inventory & financial software infrastructures,
reevaluating the effectiveness of existing job descriptions and employee roles & responsibilities
per department, redesigning training programs to be competency-based, enhancing cross-
functional communication, and finally, enhancing both internal and external relationships with
stakeholders.

In order to decide which to tackle first, the steering committee took a few days to
evaluate it and review it internally, the resulting initiatives were presented and discussed at
length and approved by the steering committee composed by both senior-level managers Table 2
displays the eleven resulting initiatives which have been produced. Afterwards, the project
group stage took place, followed by the execution and review processes.

Table 2
CALCULATING THE HOURLY CONTRIBUTION TO THE VALUE-
ADDED ON VARIABLE COST

Annual sales-variable cost=margin on Variable cost
HCVAVC=Margin on Variable cost/ Total Work Hours
Calculation on HCVAVC Hourly Contribution to value-Added on Variable Cost 2017

Revenues $ 16,44,160.32
variable Cost $ 10,97,835.27
Margin on Variable cost VAVC $ 5,46,325.05
Annual work hours for all factors 6,664.00
Total Work Hours 6,664.00
HCVAVC $ 81.98
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Hidden Costs Calculation

The hidden costs analysis was carried out with appropriate managers in each
department to assess the effect of the pinpointed breakdowns in terms of hidden costs which, on
average, amounted to $35,000 per employee per annum.

Post-Intervention Assessment

A post-intervention appraisal was undertaken one year later by conducting hour-long
interviews with company shareholders. By this time, the prioritized initiatives resulting from the
intervention were implemented. Below is a description of the outcome of this assessment.

Qualitative Outcomes

Qualitative outcomes include faster management decisions and internal social capital
enhanced & external social capital is enhancing.

Faster Management Decision

When the shareholders plunged in the intervention research and when they have started
developing the IESAP and the PAP they have decided to put on hold a part of their expansion
strategy, which entails to acquire small businesses. This decision was made in order to solidify
their business bedrock and enhance their business operation and financials through the priority
action plans before continuing the acquisitions. This is a remedy for the breakdown field quotes
“The mission and/or objective of each department is not coherent with other departments”; “It is
very important, for other departments, to have a minimum monthly meeting with the financial
department”.

Internal Social Capital Enhanced & External Social Capital is Enhancing

The shareholders have decided and shared the following information to all players in
the company: the communication channel should always be open between all actors of the
company regardless of their departments and the company encourages all actors to strengthen
their coworkers’ bonds and share work experiences and share suggestion at all levels of the
company. Moreover, they have organized a monthly get together with all company’s actors to go
for a social drink after work. Furthermore, the company shareholders decided on enhancing the
manufacturing and suppliers’ relationship by meeting manufacturers face-to-face in China and
increasing their communication with them, in order to get more market, competition, product
and trend information that is of very important material for the company decisions. Additionally,
all client servicing and relationship process is being redesigned in order to enhance them. This is
a remedy remedial action for the breakdown field quotes “The communication between
department heads is not always smooth “, “Meetings are not scheduled regularly”. “There is no
regular face-to-face meetings between departments because of some remotely working
members”.

Quantitative Outcomes

Quantitative outcomes include external and internal stakeholder relationship
enhancement.
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External Stakeholder Relationship Enhancement

This improvement socio-economic project that was implemented has three folds. First,
it tackled the relationship enhancement of the suppliers and second it tackled the enhancement
of the relationships with banks. The result of the first pillar is that the company was able to
secure favorable terms of payment of two major lines of products that they have been promoting
and selling for more than 4 years without getting any terms of payments from suppliers. The
company secured a 100% term of payment for a 100 days against the bill of lading. In addition,
the company acquired many important market and product trend information that was used to
enhance a line of product and to launch an additional product. This has resulted in an
enhancement in the company cash flow needs and less use of line of credits. The second pillar
result is that two different banks have extended two long-term lines of credit of $250,000 each at
4% and 6%, in addition to two short-term lines of credit of $50,000 each at 3.99% and 6%. This
has resulted in an enhancement in the company cash flow needs and better rates of financing
which reflects positively on the bottom line of the company figures. The third pillar is based on
the enhancement of the relationship with customers. This has led to an increase in the number of
positive feedback, which is very important in the retail ecommerce realm, in addition, to
enhancing the products features to answer the most important features required by customers.
Moreover, the company has noticed a reduction in customer product returns. This has led to
have more sustainable products and increase sales of the company. The overall calculated value
of post-intervention initiatives executed is approximately $53,000 per year. As such, the
hypothesis that an improvement of the social capital in the context of an ecommerce firm will
lead to improved performance is validated.

DISCUSSION

While a variety of influential scholars have made important contributions to the broader
intellectual capital literature [e.g. 5, 10, 19, 38 43, 44 45], this study focuses on a specific facet
of intellectual capital, social capital, and its role in enhancing firm performance. Additionally,
while scarce (Youndt, 2004) extant research examines the link between intellectual capital and
firm performance in general (Subramaniam, 2005) or within the public sector [e.g. 9]. The
positive effect of intellectual capital on organizational performance, however, varies in terms of
organizational outcomes, from market share, operational productivity, shareholder interest,
financial performance and a firm’s valuation. As such, this study uniquely focuses on a specific
context, that of retail e-commerce firms, a sector which has grown rapidly in the last decade [1]
and faces many challenges (Soni, 2020).

In line with the above-mentioned scope of this intervention study, the guiding research
questions are the following: How can the ecommerce firm’s performance be improved by
enhacing social capital & how can SEAM intervention enhance the performance of ecommerce
firms? As such, the following hypothesis was developed: Enhanced social capital can improve
the performance of an ecommerce firm. The results of this study, thus, extend existing research
on the specific role of social capital in improving retail ecommerce firm performance.

Various general definitions for intellectual capital have been developed. One definition
is says that it can be identified as all intangible assets and resources, such as knowledge,
technical skills and experience, supplier and customer relationships, internal and external
exchange of information, regulations, records, patents, organizational systems, manuals,
operating processes that are used effectively to build economic value for the company (Sullivan,
1996; Steward, 1997) described intellectual capital as data, intellectual property and content,
expertise, core strategies, relationships with customers and experience that can be used to make
the business wealthy (Stewart, 1997) Furthermore, an alternative definition is that intellectual
capital encompasses the amount of all knowledge intelligence firms use for strategic advantage
(Subramaniam, 2005). Other extant research suggests that intellectual capital is the main engine
of the firm (Bontis, 1996; Wang, 2005) We believe that such definitions are very similar,
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emphasizing more or less the same points but with different terminology. In this study, we have
opted to use the same interpretation of intellectual capital as defined by Sullivan & Edvinsson in
1996, as it encompasses all the important aspects of our research area.

Extant research delineates three main types of intellectual capital: human, structural,
and social capital (Subramaniam, 2005; Sullivan, 1996). In terms of social capital, which is the
focus of this study, businesses can manufacture or deliver a profitable and creative product or
service, but the likelihood of success is scattered if it does not create the necessary solid
partnerships and does not create sufficient relationships with its consumers, suppliers and all
external stakeholders, in addition to a solid relationship internally among all employees, internal
stakeholders (Liu, 2016; Soni, 2020). This demonstrates the important role of social capital in a
firm.

Various definitions of social capital have been established. First definition is that refers
only to the external relationship with the company such as: The value and knowledge embedded
in external relations of the firm, including the relationships with its customers, suppliers,
distributors, partners, the local community, and all related external parties, comprises a
relationship-centered capital (Edvinsson, 1997; Bontis, 1998) define relational capital as the
association between an organization and its external stakeholders. Along the same lines, other
scholars defined social capital as the external relationship that the company has with vendors,
customers, agents, shareholders, authorities, and the community (Cabrita, 2006). On the other
hand, Youndt & Snell (2004) added to the previous mentioned definition, the internal
relationship that employees have or create between themselves that is considered essential to
integrate and synthesize employee knowledge (Subramaniam & Youndt, 2004).

For the purpose of this research, we have chosen to define social capital as
Subramaniam & Youndt (2005); Youndt, et al., (2004) did, linking between associations and
other persons or associations. These persons & organizations links include customers, managers,
staff, suppliers, administrative professionals, creditors, financial specialists, suppliers, service
providers and any other internal & external stakeholder.

Examples within the retail ecommerce context include good customer service &
satisfaction, suppliers’ relationships, strong relationships with investors & a strong bond
between employees at all levels of the business. Good customer service & satisfaction are every
important in the ecommerce industry as the client communicates with the company mostly via
email or telephone; in addition, the client never sees or touches the product before buying it.
Suppliers’ relationship is a major pillar as well, because as mentioned earlier the retail
ecommerce business is very inventory intensive; therefore, having good relationship with the
suppliers from quality & constructive communication in terms of trend, quality & new product
development & occasional visit to their premises will create a more solid bond. Furthermore, a
strong relation with investors in terms, open channel, transparency and readily available
information is a major pillar for sustainable funding. Moreover, a strong bond between
employees at all level creates synergy, sharing environment and creative problem-solving
capabilities for the firm.

The retail ecommerce industry is a very fast pace industry and business, operation and
sales relations are built and maintained mostly from behind the computer screen. Accordingly,
social capital plays an important role in firm success in this particular context. Various facets of
social capital influence retail ecommerce firm operations including relationships amongst
employees and relationships with suppliers and clients. When breakdowns in such relationships
are mitigated, enhancing the firm’s social capital, this enhances firm performance, as this study
hypothesized. We discuss findings of our study in the following.

The first key relationship is between employees themselves. Retail ecommerce
company staff should have strong relations among themselves and specifically between
employees of different departments. All actors within a firm should have strong understanding
of all departments’ objectives within an organization in order to avoid deadlock. Moreover,
sharing experiences (tacit knowledge) with other staff members in order to spread knowledge
and know how throughout the firm (Singh, 2021). This is supported by scholars when they
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confirmed the development of social capital requires close attention to promoting standards and
values in the company that enable interchange, facilitate relationship development and
encourage employee cooperation (Subramaniam, 2005). Moreover, transferring know-how and
information through social capital will encourage imagination, invention and problem-solving
(Youndt, 2004) For example, the logistic department has to know that the sale and marketing
departments functions objectives are tight to the logistic department in order for a smooth
operational flow and to avoid having an out of stock event where the company potential sales
and velocity are jeopardized. Studies have indicated that the effects of social capital accruing
from the exchange of indirect and explicit information within a nexus of individuals across
organizations are significant advantages and competitive company advantages. Hence,
productivity, creativity and performance would be enhanced (Soni, 2020).

The second key relationship is with the local and international suppliers. Some
suppliers might have difficulties in the English language or different business culture. Therefore,
a strong relationship with them, will provide a source of trend and market data information;
hence, the company could better source or manufacture creative products that meets the market
trend, and to get insight information from the manufacturer on this industry. In addition, a strong
relation with suppliers gives the firm some additional value added in terms of payment terms
and product prototype capabilities. This is supported by scholars when they confirmed that
social capital cannot be easily imitated by competition and creates value for the company
through the communication and assimilation of individual know-how that enables companies to
achieve and preserve competitive benefits (Barney, 2001). Therefore, this would give a
competitive edge and increase the likelihood of sourcing & launching winning products. Hence,
this would generate a positive impact on company performance.

Third key relationships is with customers as the client never meet employees or see or
touch the product before he buys it. The ability to maintain a constructive dialogue, relationship
building with customers and create a loyalty for the brand is a major pillar in order to generate
new customer referrals and increase brand mouth to mouth awareness; this would result in more
sales or sale velocity and sustainability of the company. This is confirmed by scholars when they
mentioned social capital as knowledge control, linked engagement, authoritative creativity,
customer relations and professional skills that offer the company an active business advantage
(Agostini, 2017). Moreover, social capital positively related to the company lastingness (Bontis,
2000).

The basis of the hypothesis that enhanced social capital can improve the performance of
a retail ecommerce firm stems from the notion that there is a misalignment of objectives
between business development and operation departments. As such, this intervention research
focused on improving the efficiency of the distribution of tasks between actors and department
is not efficient. Extant literature states the following: “Social capital development requires close
attention to the fostering of norms and values within the firm that enable interaction facilitate the
development of relationships, and spur collaboration among employees” (Subramaniam, 2005)
which validates our sub-hypothesis. Moreover, social capital cannot be easily imitated by
competition and creates value for the company through the communication and assimilation of
individual know-how that enables companies to achieve and sustain competitive benefits
(Barney, 2001). Along the same lines, confirmed that social capital positively related to the
company longevity (Bontis, 2000) and positively influence firm’s performance (Gogan, 2016).

A second key notion underlying our hypothesis is that communication, coordination
and cooperation is weak at all company level. Extant research validates this second sub-
hypothesis. The communication and information sharing that occurs via a nexus of individuals,
both internally and externally, are often considered critical for integrating and synthesizing the
knowledge generated by employees (Subramaniam, 2005) which is seen as an essential
determinant of SME performance (McDowell, 2018) moreover, other scholar acknowledges that
social capital cannot be easily imitated by competition and creates value for the company
through the communication and assimilation of individual know-how that enables companies to
achieve and sustain competitive benefits (Barney, 2001).
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The first research problem of this study, “enhanced social capital can improve the
performance of an ecommerce firm”, has been validated and confirmed from the literature
standpoint and from the intervention research field outcome and assessment provided.
Prioritized initiatives that were rolled out, focusing on enhancing the various facets of social
capital described above, had overall benefits for the company of $78,000 per year.

This intervention research induced the firm’s transition into competitive agility within
the organization allowing it to grow. It introduced an energetic, creative intellectual into the
continuous growth of the company's resources. The SEAM paradigm, which transforms the
organization's shortcomings into opportunities, emphasizes pragmatic strategic analysis,
embrace of transformation within the organization, and true engagement from all stakeholders
that merit strong truthfulness and accountability for performance. Moreover, the study revealed
the hidden costs in ecommerce companies and promoted strategies for minimizing those costs
and transforming low-value added functions into added value by increasing the organizations'
sustainable efficiency.

The study’s results also confirmed the second research question of “how can SEAM
intervention contribute to enhanced performance of ecommerce firms". In the business and by
the players themselves, the socio-economic intervention has stimulated reforms. The project
group process that the staff went through was reinforced in the way they conduct projects in the
organization, and the level of coordination, cooperation and collaboration among employees at
all corporate levels was dramatically improved. Hence, it increases the efficiency of
interdepartmental projects and significantly decreases operational slipups. The mirror effect has
initiated a lot of fruitful dialog between actors to explore the breakdowns with the end goal of
discovering solutions. This creates a lot of cooperation between employees with common
interests to increase the company's productivity and performance.

The importance of this work is that the enhancement of social capital makes a
significant contribution to the success of a retail ecommerce firm that affects specific qualitative
and quantitative metrics produced for this study that previous scholars have not looked into. This
thesis provides opportunities for future research which focuses on the role of social capital in
enhancing ecommerce firm performance outside of North America. Additionally, there are
future research opportunities to examine the effect of other intellectual capital variables on the
success of ecommerce firms, as well as to explore the specific role of social capital in firm
success within other contexts outside of retail ecommerce.
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