Exploring the Benefits of Technology Adoption on Business Performance among Unregistered
SMEs: Insights from Nigeria

Abstract

This study in its capacity explore the significance of technology adoption among unregistered
small or micro businesses in the informal economy. To achieve this objective, initial
observations were carried out by researchers over a time period on unregistered business owners
operating in an informal economy. The study adopts an interview data collection method. The
findings reveal that initially, these business owners had no intention of adopting technology into
their business model. However, they did. Given this, the adopted-technology (simple mobile
phones) gave them some unprecedented opportunities over others in terms.of work flexibility
and expanded customer networks via referral. Unintentionally, the interview findings also reveal
that with the simple technology adopted by this informal and unregistered businesses, customers
were able to make business transactions from their comfort .zone and enhance their individual
security consciousness.
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INTRODUCTION

The role of technology in today’s business cannot be undermined as it plays a significant role in
enhancing operational activities and-the overall firm's performance. Given this, scholars’ interest
has been to investigate the perception of technology usage, effectiveness, and perhaps the overall
importance of firm performance (Elbashir, Collier & Davern, 2008; Salisu & Bakar, 2019; Wu,
Straub & Liang, 2015). Literary evidence reveals that the available investigations are somehow
tilted toward big registered firms.or Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs). Whereas, studies on
unregistered SMEs or. businesses that operate in microenvironments remain at their infancy
stage.

Meanwhile, the contribution of these unregistered SMEs is crucial, not just to the bigger
beneficiary firms, butto the overall society where they operate (Bonacich, 1993; Maunganidze,
2013). Examples..of these unregistered small businesses are not limited to the local waste
disposals known as “Mai Bowla’ in the northern part of Nigeria or local water suppliers 'Mai
Ruwa.’ These local businesses, especially, the waste disposals outrightly perform some of the
vital government role in society by going house to house to collect their waste and dispose them
accordingly.

Meanwhile, waste collection and disposal are among the primary responsibilities which the local
government ought to provide for the citizens. However, in Nigeria, due to unforeseeable factors,
this responsibility has shifted from that of the government to individual citizens, specifically,
those at the lower end of the economic ladder. The waste collection and disposal business,
although not properly carried out by these individuals because they lack the needed equipment to
do so.



Nevertheless, they engage in such business. What intrigues us to conduct this investigation is the
amazing ways few of those waste disposals people uses simple mobile phone ‘tech’ to enhance
their business performance to the extent of hiring people working for them which they pay wages
or salary. Through unintended observations, we observed some of these Mai Bowla’ making
calls to their customers and their employees at the spot while they receive bank alert for the
service rendered. Given this, the objective of this study is to explore service innovativeness and
business performance via technology adoption among unregistered businesses.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Influencing factors of business performance

The construct business performance is among the famous constructs in business management.
Hence, there are numerous studies investigating factors that influence business performance.
Examples of the available studies are not limited to Abualoush, Qbeidat, Tarhini and Al-Badi
(2018), Ali and Anwar (2021), Khan, Islam, Sheikh and Naeem (2020), concluding the role of
employees’ effectiveness on business performance. Likewise; studies such as Albrecht, Breidahl
and Marty (2018), Anwar and Abdullah (2021) and Yunis, Tarhini and. Kassar (2018), argue the
crucial role of organizational resources in enhancing business performance. Further evidence
reveals factors such as a managerial role, managerial competence, government policies,
organizational culture and politics as well as the influence of technology on business or firm
performance, specifically among multinational corporations. (MNCs) and Small and Medium
Scale Enterprise (SMEs) (El-Kassar & Singh, 2019; Paais & Pattiruhu, 2020; Yunis et al.,
2018).

Meanwhile, of all the listed factors that influence firm or business performance, technology
adoption is the concern of this investigation. The rationale behind exploring the role of
technology in business performance lies in the fact that investigations on technology adoption
keep yielding mixed evidence among bigger and registered firms (Ramadani, Hisrich, Abazi-
Alili, Dana, Panthi & Abazi-Bexheti, 2019). Likewise, some scholars opine that technology
adoption needs to be massive before its significant effect can be felt. However, prior
observations from this study respondent prove otherwise.

Empirical Evidence of Technological Influence on Business Performance

Over the past few decades, the importance or significance of technology adoption to firm
performance has been duly investigated. Examples of these studies are not limited to those of
(Donbesuur, Ampong, Owusu-Yirenkyi & Chu, 2020; Yunis et al., 2018) arguing a significant
importance of technology in the performance of firms, or SMEs. Similar investigations by
Bouwman, Nikou and de Reuver (2019), Li (2020) and Khan, Ahmad and Majava (2021) opined
that adopting the needed technologies to supplement business models, which have a significant
effect on existing business models.

Awotunde, Ogundokun, Ayo, Ajamu, Adeniyi and Ogundokun (2019), Bapna and Umyarov
(2015), Horton, Buck, Waterson and Clegg (2001). and Sterling and LeRouge (2019) posit
technology adoption and usage enlarge business networks and unintended referral programs.
Meanwhile, the study of Cai, Cain and Jeon (2022) and van Esch and Cui (2021) argue that with
technology adoption and usage, customers could effortlessly patronize businesses of their choice



at the comfort of their room while leaving feedback or publicly recommending such services to
others who might want to try it out.

In the same vein, empirical evidence from the studies of AlHogail (2018), Ghazali, Mutum,
Chong and Nguyen (2018) and Muangmee, Kot, Meekaewkunchorn, Kassakorn & Khalid (2021)
argue that technology adoption does not only enhances business performance; it also increases
customers’ loyalty, safety and trust.
METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a qualitative research method where the needed research data is collected from
the respondents via an unstructured interview research approach. However, before the main data
collection, the lead researcher observed the behavioral pattern among the. scavengers. for over
three months. During this time, the researchers established an informal relationship with several
waste collectors and disposal operators. The rationale behind this act is.to createa relaxed and
comforting atmosphere for the data collection process with an unbiased view. The nature of the
interview was so informal and unstructured. Hence, the respondents were relaxed and willing to
give any information concerning technology usage and their business performance.

Demography of the respondents.

The age group of the respondents for this study is between the ages of 14 to 21. Five of them are
males. They could be categorized as homeless because they have no formal house or any
guidance about who is directly responsible for them. However, in groups, they have a rented
room ‘store-like they sleep at night.’

Interview Questions
The objective of the first question is to identify why and how they start the business. With this,
the time, why and how they start.the waste disposal business was asked.

Question 1: for how long have you be in this business?

Most of the respondents, ‘Mai bowla’ said that they started the business of waste collection and
disposal at a tender age of five (5) because they were once a street beggar, ‘Almajiri.” The term
‘Almajiri’ is hausa word used in describing children who begs for foods and alms on the street.
They also said that it is not in their thoughts or they know how to operate this business at the
earlier stage, but the idea came from the migrants from the southwest and southeast as well as
some wealthy men from the north who engage in office work and have little or no time to
properly dispose of their waste.

According to respondent 1:

... “As long as | can remember, | grew up on the street and I found
myself doing this business™ ...

Meanwhile, respondent two narrated that:

...I1f 1 should tell the truth, I started this business during the time | was a
young boy of 5 years old. During that time, |1 roam about the streets doing



Almajeri. However, my neighbors will call me to help them throw away
their rubbish and I will be given food, sometimes money which | use for
buying cookies. It’s from there that those working-class people in my area
saw me and started sending me to dump their refuse at dumpster. To cut
short, the long story, | found myself dumping refuse for people and doing
less begging. Some of the goods I received are used clothes, toys and other
things like spoilt wrist watches and a TV remote, which | was happy to
have because | play with them...

He further narrates that:

...As time goes on, | started demanding for money anytime L.am to dump
their refuse... That is how | start, he narrated.

Some will put their rubbish outside in a corner, put any amount they have underneath or beside
it. Once | carry the stuff, | take my money. As the rubbish become more, | sought to have my
wheelbarrow.

Question 2: why do you buy a mobile phone?

Initially, the respondents bought mobile phones because they:.enjoy listening to music. However,
as their customers notice they have phones, they ask for their number, which they are happy to
give. Despite giving out their phone numbers, since theyare not familiar with its major benefits
aside from listening to music and FM.radio, they said they still perform their normal routine by
knocking and advertising their service on the street as early as a quarter past seven in the
morning. Their customers challenge them not to disturb their peace in the morning challenged
that whenever they needed their services, they. will call them.

According to respondents four and five, those customers can be ‘wicked’ at times, because after
collecting our number they said they do not want to see us around and expect them to invite us to
come.

Respondent five further states that,

...Before entering the street | plied, 1 must show the text messages
sent to you from my customers which must tally with that of security
men at the security post. Then only they can allow you in...

Meanwhile,.respondent three narrates that he was given a small phone by his own customers
because they are wealthy and capable to give it out. They gave him money to buy a sim card and
instruct him that they will be needing his services every three days. The purpose is to
communicate him when his services is needed. Meanwhile, this gave him a chance to ply other
streets and route to collect debris.

Furthermore, he claimed to have extended this idea to those selling vegetables in the market.
They will call him as soon as their debris piled up for him to dispose.



Question 3: How has a mobile phone helped your businesses?

Those interviewed narrates that using a mobile phone has helped their businesses a lot in several
unaccountable ways. These includes having to schedule debris pickup without the need to be
roaming about the street like others (pointing at those who don’t know about their secret in using
mobile phones). Also, they said the use of a mobile phone has helped them gain lots of customer
through their customers referral even without their consent. Additionally, the respondents all
agree that the use of technology enables them to have flexible working hours.

For example, respondent one, three and four says there is no time they.don’t work. This is
because their customers can send them message anytime for business; they don’t need to wait for
us to come pick up the debris in the morning before they open. We go there at night and tidy up
their shops. Whereas, those without mobile phones work only during the day and they get tired
easily because they walk through the streets all day in search of business.

Respondent one says:

...As | am, | only supervise. My boys (pointing to.those he employed) do the
job for me since | use my phone to contact my customers, what they do is to
package their waste, place it in an assessible location for my boys, then, |
instruct them to carry. As you can see, I'am running this business and,

because | have the time to myself,-I.can do other businesses...
(respondent one).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
From the interview, it was observed that, indirectly, business owners unintentionally adopt
mobile usage into their business model. Their.intention was to listen to music. However, along
the way, technology was used to enhance their productivity. The observation in this regard tallies
with empirical evidence from the study of (Donbesuur et al., 2020; Yunis et al., 2018; Salisu &
Bakar, 2019; Wu et al., 2015) claiming a significant effect of technology adoption on business
performance among unregistered businesses.

Similarly, unintentionally, the interview result reveals customers, on the other hand, use the
adopted technology by these informal and unregistered businesses to enhance their security
measures. They do this by making sure these business operators visit strictly by invitation. Also,
these business operators needed to verify their invitation by presenting a text message code that
tallies with what is given to the security prior to their arrival. This protocol wards off illegal
movement and uninvited guests who might disguise themselves as mai bowla to commit crime.
Correlating:the findings with regard to an earlier investigation by AlHogail (2018), Ghazali et al.
(2018), Muangmee et al. (2021), where they posit that technology adoption and usage enhances
business and customers’ safety, loyalty and trust.

The third observed usage of technology from the interview is networking purposes. Although the
mobile phones bought by these business owners are small phones with no social media
applications or facilities, nevertheless, they are able to network with it by exchanging their phone
numbers with potential customers outside residential areas, that is, in the marketplace. The



observed scenario in this regard conforms to the networking usage of technology to enhance
business performance by Awotunde et al. (2019), Bapna and Umyarov (2015), Horton et al.
(2001), and Sterling and LeRouge (2019) who argue technology adoption and usage enhances
business owners’ social network; a vital tool that enhance and promote business performance.

Relating the influence of technology adoption on informal and unregistered businesses as
documented in this study with other empirical investigations. It is evident that technology
presents important innovative ways of conducting business that effectively influence business
performance.

The findings thus imply that mobile technology usage among informal and unregistered
businesses is crucial, like those businesses which are formal and registered. More so, as evident
in this study, the adopted technology needs not to be special or big technology; it can be as
simple as that which was investigated in this study to make a crucial difference in the business
model.

Practical Implications

Given the observed findings from the interview, it is evident that simple mobile technology has
the power to alter business models in the informal sector. Likewise, it is a great tool that
enhances business performance among the unregistered SMES operators in the informal
economy. Given this, empowering informal business operators with technology such as mobile
technology is a great deal that will definitely influence their business performance at the same
time and ensure customers and societal safety.

Theoretical Implications

This study is among the pioneer investigations to explore the importance of mobile technology
among unregistered businesses in the informal economy. Given this, there is an addition to the
body of knowledge pertaining to literature availability in this regard.

LIMITATION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Despite unearthing the significant "influence of technology on informal and unregistered
businesses, we.acknowledge that the samples surveyed in this research might be small. Given
this, we suggest a similar investigation with a larger sample size to unearth more significance of
mobile technology adoption. Similarly, this study adopts a single approach to investigate the
issue at hand. Given this, the findings might be subjective, specifically, the unintended findings
of technology:-adoption and customers’ safety. Given this, we suggest the inclusion of customers’
opinions in future studies.

Given the findings from this investigation, we therefore make the following recommendation to
governments and policy makers. These are:

I Empower the ‘almajiris’ who choose this type of informal and unregistered business
as a means of curbing unemployment and social vices. The government could
empower them by getting them biodegradable plastic bags to package the debris and
plastic and covered wheelbarrows to formalize their appearances.



ii. The government could legalize this business and give the needed equipment on a
smaller scale because, people using mobile phones to conduct their waste disposal
business are invariably employing unemployed youths on the streets.

iii. Since the Nigerian government could not perform all its duties, and it is being taken
up by those at the lower helm of the economic ladder, the government should try and
support them in the best possible ways they can.

v. For those unregistered businesses, we recommend them to adopt simple technology to
enhance their business operations.

CONCLUSION

This study explores the significant benefits of mobile technology adoption among unregistered
SMEs operating in the informal sector. The findings after interviewing unregistered. business
operators in the informal industry reveal that a simple mobile phone has a significanteffect on
their business performance. These include business network expansion, work flexibility, and
unintended effects such as customers’ safety and comfort. All the observed importance of mobile
phones among the unregistered businesses in the informal sector are well-documented
advantages among the registered businesses operating in the formal sector.
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