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Abstract. With the rapid growth in the use of digital platforms for the 

dissemination and expansion of a company's business reach, it is vitally 

important that startup firms are firmly aware of the options when deciding 

whether to adopt a particular technology because they often have low resource 

availability, which reduces their margin for error. In order to help these 

companies to adopt Digital Marketing in a more secure way by knowing the 

most relevant factors that they can find as concerns the adoption of 

technologies, this study will analyze the factors that influence the adoption of 

technology, identifying them initially through the systematic literature review 

of similar scientific works.  
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1. Introduction 

Nowadays it is mandatory for companies to have an online presence, either through 

an institutional website or an online store, with the ultimate goal of expanding the 

market associated with the sale of a product or service offered by that company. In 

order to make the most of this online business method, a set of techniques have been 
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developed to bring end users to these digital platforms, in order to trigger their 

purchase behaviour. These techniques, typically associated with the “digital 

marketing” concept, have main functions such as the analysis, planning, 

implementation and control of projects aimed at satisfying consumers’ demand, 

wishes and needs, with quality, hence bringing profit to the company. Thus, digital 

marketing is considered to play an important role in the survival, development, and 

success of small and new ventures. 

As digital marketing is highly correlated with new information technologies, it is 

expected that traditional marketing techniques and characteristics will not only serve 

as a basis but also will be greatly developed, in order to improve the overall business 

performance. Nevertheless, this principle applies mainly to new and small businesses 

that rely heavily on new customers and new investors in their products and services. 

Considering the widespread set of perspectives on the adoption of digital 

marketing at the organizational level, the present work aims at identifying the most 

relevant determinants for the adoption of digital marketing by Portuguese startups. 

This output will serve, from our perspective, as the basis for future research on the 

topic.  

2. Theoretical Framework 

2.1. Digital Marketing Conceptualization 

The Internet, as well as other digital technologies, played a crucial role in the progress 

and evolution of marketing. It allowed the existence of a wide range of products, 

services, means of purchase, prices, and new modes of communication that make 

information more quickly available to consumers. The Internet has showed companies 

a novel way to reach new markets, as well as having provided the opportunity to offer 

new products and services, using online communication techniques, placing them in 

the same market of larger companies when used appropriately and corresponding to 

the requirements of the sector concerned. 

In summary, marketing functions involve the analysis, planning, implementation 

and control of projects designed to achieve and satisfy demand, whether with products 

or services, considering the desires and needs of the consumers/users, with quality 

and in order to make a profit for the company. Marketing is considered to be of 

utmost relevance in the survival, development, and success of small and new 

ventures. Marketing is now using technology to innovate and to enable firms to be 

inserted in expanding markets in numerous forms. The companies that use these new 

technologies will have different perspectives and objectives with their use, and it 

should be noted that the learning stage of digital marketing may result in a slow 

process [1]. 

According to Levitt [2] marketing “is the process of attracting the customer”. In a 

similar note, Kotler [3] argues that marketing “is the social and management process 

through which individuals and groups obtain what they need and desire through the 

creation and exchange of products and values”. A similar perspective is presented by 

A Theoretical Analysis of Digital Marketing Adoption by Startups 95



Skacel [4], according to whom, “it is what we do to get more consumers to use more 

services or buy more products, to meet more needs and more often”. 

2.2. Importance and Benefits of Digital Marketing 

In sum, the functions of marketing involve the analysis, planning, implementation and 

control of projects designed to achieve and satisfy demand, whether with products or 

services, considering the desires and needs of consumers / users, with quality and in a 

way to bring profit to the company. Marketing is considered to be extremely relevant 

in the survival, development, and success of small and new ventures. 

According to Chaffey, Ellis-Chadwick, Mayer and Johnston [5], associated to 

digital marketing are several tangible and intangible benefits. The authors consider 

tangible benefits to increase sales of new sales opportunities resulting in increased 

revenue from new customers, new markets, and existing customers (repeat sales or 

cross selling); cost reduction due to reduced time for customer service, online sales 

and reduced costs of printing and distribution of marketing communications. With 

respect to intangible benefits, these are presented as the communication of corporate 

image; enhancement/improvement of the brand; marketing communications now 

faster and more responsive (including public relations); improved customer service; 

improved learning for the future; the meeting of customers’ expectations for having a 

website; identifying of new partners and better support for existing partners; better 

management of marketing information and information about the customer; more 

customer feedback on products. 

Marketing is very important for the creation of companies, especially as they face 

environmental challenges, such as the rapid evolution of technology, globalization 

and increasingly more sophisticated competitors. As such, they need to be able to 

identify and pursue market opportunities, adapting to a dynamic environment, despite 

the limited financial and human resources that they possess [6] and the set-back of a 

limited market and small customer base [7]. The main tool to take advantage of these 

opportunities, currently, is clearly the Internet – where companies promote their 

products/services to a global target audience, reaching large masses at a greatly 

reduced cost. For this reason it is mandatory to give maximum attention to digital 

marketing to obtain the maximum competitive advantage that this medium provides to 

companies. Marketing professionals are required to constantly update their knowledge 

and to constantly search for information, because this sector is always undergoing 

constant change. 

2.3. Digital Marketing in Startups 

In the case of an SME (Small and Medium-sized Enterprise), the distinction between 

marketing and sales becomes very tenuous, since marketing in SMEs takes place 

during the sales process [8]. What causes that is the fact that many managers of SMEs 

have a wrong perception of what the sale is for Marketing [9], however it is 

undenaible that marketing exists to increase sales. [10] performed some tests taking as 

main actors the entrepreneurs themselves and what marketing means to them. As you 
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would expect, the conclusion which was reached was that entrepreneurs have an 

incomplete meaning and perception of what marketing is. The majority considered 

marketing to be synonymous with sales or advertising, thereby emphasizing short-

term goals, rather than long term profitability. Managers should see marketing as a 

tool for strategic planning or strategic orientation, however the vast majority of them 

seemed to opt for a product and sales orientation [10]. 

Flexibility is a key word for marketing in SMEs, since marketing is bound to 

evolve throughout the life cycle of the company, to better position the product in the 

market, and in order to satisfy the needs of customers. The flexibility and reduced 

response time SMEs manage in practice are a competitive advantage compared with 

large enterprises [9, 11-13]. SMEs practice creative marketing, of an alternative and 

instinctual nature even given weak financial resources. Typically, the success of 

innovation in SMEs is determined by the novelty, the power of new adoptions that 

translate into a growing number of opportunities for growth. 

3. Digital Marketing Adoption 

3.1. Web-Based Information Technology Adoption 

There are several studies on the use of models to characterize the  adoption and use of 

new technologies at the enterprise level. These models enable researchers to have an 

idea of the major determinants that must be taken into account as potential influencers 

in the process of incorporating the referred technologies. As argued by Karahanna, 

Straub and Chervany [14], these models offer valid arguments that allow managers, 

users, as well as the academic community, to gain a better perception of the 

application and potential of new technologies, with the purpose of leading to more 

productive modes of operation. 

As digital marketing is a recent concept, especially when perceiving its application 

to SMEs (that have reduced resources and cannot make risky investments), there is an 

increasing demand for studies focusing on the adoption of the referred technology by 

small and resource-limited companies, in order to reach a full understanding on what 

might be the obstacles and determinants of the adoption process. 

In order to perform a valid analysis of the existing scientific literature, a set of 

international scientific repositories, such as the ACM Digital Library, the IEEE 

Xplore Digital Library, the Web of Science, ScienceDirect, SCOPUS and Google 

Scholar, have all been used as the source for literature that focuses upon the adoption 

of web-based technologies, such as digital marketing, at the firm level. 

An initial analysis of the existing literature allowed us to perceive that the majority 

of the existing research was drawn from more “traditional” IT adoption models, such 

as Rogers [15] theory on the Diffusion of Innovation (DOI), Davis, Bagozzi and 

Warshaw [16] technology-organization-environment framework (TOE) and, also, 

from the merging of these models with other existing models, such as the Institutional 

Theory and Iacovou, Benbasat and Dexter [17] IT adoption model. 
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When assessing the existing literature, we were able to identify 41 articles that 

directly addressed the adoption of web-based information technologies at the firm 

level. A direct analysis allowed to perceive that since 2014 the topic has been directly 

approached a number of times (Figure 1). 

 

 

Fig. 1. Evolution of the number of publications that directly addressed the adoption of web-

based information technologies at the firm level. 

3.2. Digital Marketing Adoption Determinants 

The adoption of digital marketing by startups is of vital importance since this 

technology might represent a communication tool that can be used at a small cost and 

with lower risk. However, any decision is not without error, hence the need to 

understand the variables that may influence, directly or indirectly, the referred 

technology adoption. 

We analyzed 72 articles, on which we performed an initial filtering based on their 

keywords, title, methodological approach and contribution. Of this initial set, only a 

sub-set of 41 articles were considered relevant to our research.  

Through a detailed analysis of the referred articles, we were able to identify 45 

variables associated with the adoption of digital marketing by organizations. In Table 

1 it is possible to view the referred variables, in descending order of the number of 

occurrences in the literature [11, 18-57]. 

A brief description of the identified variables, with the biggest number of usages in 

the literature, is presented below: 

 Ease of Use/Complexity: The degree to which an innovation is perceived as 

easy to use and understand. New technologies that are simpler to 

understand are adopted faster than others which require more learning 

time. 

 Perceived Benefits: Degree to which a company can take advantage of using 

a certain technology. Measured by the gains or improvements derived 

from the use of the technology, such as the recruiting of new clients, or 

the improved feedback provided by the customer base.  
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 Cost: This factor is also often taken into account for the implementation of 

new technologies. Relevant factors are how much cheaper a technology is 

as well as how much more easily and quickly it is implemented. 

 Perceived Industry Pressure: This factor is connected to the enterprise's 

obligation to evolve to be able to maintain / increase its market power. 

This takes into account the entry of new operators, the threat of substitute 

products and services, the bargaining power of customers, as well as the 

power of suppliers of resources and the intensity of rivalry. 

 Expectable Performance: The degree to which an organization believes that 

the use of a given technology will help the organization to achieve 

performance gains. The performance at the level of the organization can 

be translated in terms of business efficiency, performance in sales, 

customer satisfaction and the development of a relationship with the 

client. 

 External Pressure: External pressures encompasses several factors present 

in the environment of the organization. These include competitors’ 

actions, market conditions and legal regulations. 

 Compatibility: The degree to which a given technology is compatible with 

the existing business processes, practices and systems, as some 

technologies may require significant change. 

 Government Pressure: The level of pressure imposed by government 

entities through regulations and mandatory procedures. 

 Readiness: The quantity and quality of existing (human, technical and 

financial) resources held by an organization that assure the capability to 

be ready to adopt a given technology. 

 Size: Refers to the dimension of the organization both in terms of the number 

of existing employees and its business volume. 

 Business Dependence on IT: Degree of readiness that a company has to 

assign the implementation of new technology to IT professionals and the 

measurement of the maintenance of the technology base. 

 Availability/Manager Attributes: Degree of ease that the person 

responsible for the project will have to accept the implementation of new 

technology. 

 Customer Power/Pressure: Degree of demand on the part of an important 

customer for the company to implement a certain technology. This type of 

pressure has a major role in encouraging companies to adopt a 

technology. An innovative customer could force the organization to use 

and adopt a new innovation. 

 Social Influences: Degree to which an organization believes that through 

someone influential it is important to use a certain technology. 

 Trustworthiness: Degree of trust that a company can expect for the 

implementation and use of the new technology in their business. 
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Table 2. Adoption determinants identified in the analysed literature. 
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 Relative Advantage: The degree to which an innovation can bring benefits 

to an organization. Firms must have a vision that defines the benefits that 

will be gained by the performance of a certain technology and affecting 

the performance, exponential growth, financial growth and competitive 

advantages of the company. 

 Technological Infrastructure and Support: Degree to which an 

organization believes that an organizational infrastructure and technology 

exists to give support to the system. 

 Top Management Support: A large literature on organizational innovation 

suggests that management support is considered one of the most important 

factors that influence the adoption of innovation. The successful adoption 

of innovation requires the support of top management to integrate 

innovation in business as well as in other processes.  

 Trialability: Degree to which an innovation can be experienced for a limited 

time. 

 Expectable Effort/Organizational Readiness: Degree of ease of learning 

and of implementation of the technology. 

 Innovativeness: Ability of a company to be open to new ideas and use of 

new solutions for its projects. 

 Strategic Complexity: Degree of difficulty that a company has to define a 

good strategic plan to take part in a certain technology. The literature on 

marketing stresses the importance of strategic guidance to help companies 

build dynamic capabilities in environments of permanent change. 

4. Results Analysis 

The study allowed for the collection of a set of determinants considered critical to the 

adoption of digital marketing at the firm level. We were also able to acknowledge that 

the majority of the considered literature is drawn from traditional information 

technology adoption models. 

During the present study, a set of 45 variables was identified as being associated to 

the adoption of digital marketing, of which we have selected 21, considering that 

these were the ones with the most representativity in the analysed literature. 

Based on the results achieved it is possible to perceive that digital marketing is a 

vital technology for the development, sustainability and increase in performance of  

organizations. However, its adoption by new and small firms, such as startups, might 

be a complex process considering the number of determinants that should be 

addressed in order for the adoption process to be successful. 

From the literature analysis undertaken it was also possible to perceive the 

existence of limited knowledge on the adoption of digital marketing at the firm level, 

the difficulties (highlighted by firms) in recruiting and training skilled professionals to 

enhance the results due to the adoption of digital marketing, and the existing decrease 

of the price associated with outsourcing digital marketing services that, when 

strategically used in aligned marketing strategies, tend to produce very positive 

results.  
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5. Final Considerations 

5.1. Theoretical and Practical Implications 

The present research seeks to fill a knowledge gap concerning the characterization of 

the digital marketing adoption process at the firm level, with a particular focus on the 

adoption of the referred technology by startups. During our research we were able to 

identify several studies focused on the adoption of similar technologies, such as e-

commerce and cloud computing, that can be used as similar studies to the one we 

were performing herein and whose results can also be analysed and taken into 

consideration. 

With the above in mind, the present research aims to contribute, in a positive 

manner, to both the development of existing knowledge on the adoption of digital 

marketing by startups, and to a more effective adoption of the referred technology, 

digital marketing, by the same set of organizations, through the identification of the 

determinants with the most relevancy to the adoption process.  

5.2. Conclusions and Future Work 

The performed literature analysis allowed us to acknowledge that the adoption of 

digital marketing at the firm level is a very up-to-date topic and its application to new 

and small enterprises, such as startups, needs to be analysed in a more detailed 

manner considering the lack of literature focusing on this topic. 

As concerns future work, we will be performing a focus group interaction, 

comprising a group of ten experts, aimed at assessing their considerations on the 

variables identified as the ones with the most relevancy to the digital marketing 

adoption process at the firm level. To do this, the list of variables, identified in the 

present study, will be put up for discussion within the group of experts, hence aiming 

on filtering the sub-set of variables considered as the most relevant to the previously 

mentioned technology adoption process. 
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