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Exploring CEO’s Leadership Frames and E-Commerce Adoption 
among Bruneian SMEs

Afzaal H. Seyal*, Awg. Yussof, Awg. Mohammad and Mohd Noah A. Rahman
Faculty of Business and Computing, Department of Computing and Information Systems, 

Institute of Technology Brunei

The study examines the 250 CEOs’ leadership style in adoption of electronic commerce (EC) 
among Bruneian SMEs. The study uses Bolman and Deals’ instrument to measure the leadership 
frames and found that majority (70%) of the leadersare practicing all four frames and considered as 
effective leaders. Both human and symbolic (paired) frames of leadership remains dominant.In addi-
tion, structural, human resource and symbolic frames are ranked highest among the multiple (three) 
frames used. However, paired leadership frames (human and symbolic) were found to be signifi-
cantpredictor of EC adoption among Bruneian SMEs. Based upon the analysis and conclusion some 
recommendations were made for the relevant authorities.

Keywords: CEOs’ leadership style, leadership frames, EC adoption, Brunei Darussalam.

Introduction

In the recent years researchers are eager to 
find out the factors that are significant to adopt 
information technological innovations.  In this 
concern, several of the organizational (Mirchan-
dani and Motwani, 2001; Thong, 1999; Iacovou 
et al., 1995; and Scupola, 2003), environmental 
(Iacovou et al., 1995; Scupola, 2003; and Kuan 
and Chau, 2001) and technological factors have 
been pointed out by the researchers (Scupola, 
2003; Iacovou et al., 1995; Lertwongsatien and 
Wongpinanwatana, 2003). Researchers have 
widely identified management support, manag-
ers’ IT knowledge and skill, prior training of 
the managers cum chief executives, attitudes 
and personality are of prime concern. However, 
the question remains crucial, what causes the 
CEO to adopt to a new information technology 
features like EC? Finding an exact answer may 
not be easy. 

In the recent years, “leadership style” from 
the organizational behavior is introduced in 
the information systems research domain and 
has been a focus of the researchers within the 
context of SMEs. It is further understood that 
strong leaders are important for making tough 
business decisions. Similarly, the emerging 
trend of entrepreneurship and empowerment 
has brought structural changes among business 
organizations. The business enterprises are be-
coming flatter in structure, decentralized in op-
eration and lesser line of command and control 
has brought changes in managers’ job and focus 
has been shifted from managers to the leader 
and champions of innovation and with that a 
new breed of leadership emerged (Cope and 
Waddell, 2001). A key component associated 
with the success of business enterprise is the ef-
fective leadership behavior of CEOs especially 
within the context of SMEs, which are believed 
to benefit from EC (OECD, 2002). In classic 
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studies, leadership behavior is a factor that has 
been found to be significant determinant of or-
ganizational productivity and change (Almaraz, 
2009), organization success (Harlow, 1994), 
and organizational climate (Lubbert, 1995).

In this article, the definition of SMEs is 
adapted after Yap et al., (1992) in which firms 
with size between 50 to 250 employees are 
treated as medium organization and those with 
size of less than fifty employees are treated as 
small organizations. Similarly, in this study 
Electronic Commerce (EC) is defined as the 
business conducted using electronic data trans-
mission via the WWW and the focus is business 
to customer (B2C) e-Commerce in opposite to 
business to business (B2B) e-Commerce.

According to Kotter (1990), leadership 
consists of establishing a vision for the future 
along with strategies for producing the changes 
needed to achieve that. Unfortunately, limited 
studies have been done on the leadership style 
and IT adoption especially EC adoption. There 
is a dearth of research relating to the leadership 
behaviors of CEO within the context of SMEs. 
Additionally, no IS research on EC adoption 
and CEO leadership style have been done us-
ing Bolman and Deal’s leadership theory of 
frame analysis. Thus, this pioneering study was 
undertaken to examine the use of leadership 
frames among CEOs and their relationship to 
EC adoption among Bruneian SMEs. 

Literature Review

Foundations of Leadership Theories

Studies on leadership have passed through 
several changes from their early version of 
classical leadership styles, traits and behavioral 
theories originated in late 1930s. The study of 
leadership is based on concepts developed as 
a response to trait and group process theories. 
Leader behavior theory suggests “an attempt 
to relate what a leader does to leader effective-
ness rather than what a leader is” (Tosi et al., 
1990). Leader effectiveness is determined by 
those behaviors the leader exhibits to influence 
the group or organization. Leadership is viewed 
as “the particular acts in which a leader engages 

during the course of directing and coordinating 
the work of his group members” (Fiedler, 1967). 
An early work started at The Ohio State Univer-
sity by Stodgill, (1981) to obtain descriptions 
of leader behaviors that could be classified into 
more general categories or classes of behavior. 
Stodgill, (1981) discovered that leader behav-
ior seemed to be of two types: system-oriented 
(leader shows concern for the organization and 
getting the job done) and person-oriented (lead-
er shows concern for the workers). Stodgill 
(1981) studies have been replicated and the two 
categories have been given different label but 
the conceptual foundation remains essentially 
the same (Hoy and Miskel, 1991). Research 
states that most effective leaders are those who 
practice both, knowing when and where each is 
appropriate. The Ohio State University leader-
ship studies resulted in the leader behavior de-
scription questionnaire measuring two dimen-
sions of leader behavior. The first one is labeled 
as ‘initiating structure’ and second one as ‘con-
sideration structure’. Stodgill (1974) reported 
that both consideration and initiating structure 
were found to be related more to job satisfac-
tion than to high productivity. 

The University of Michigan studied lead-
ership behavior and found that they could be 
characterized in two-way, either production 
centered or employee centered. The production 
centered supervisors was primarily concerned 
with achieving high levels of production. 
While the employee centered supervisor was 
concerned about subordinate’s feelings and at-
tempted to create an atmosphere of mutual trust 
and report (Tosi et al., 1990). Studies of leader-
ship dimension led to the concept of matching 
leadership based on the situation. The analysis 
of the variable of organizational setting or situ-
ation as important factors in looking at effec-
tive leadership behavior and organizational ef-
fectiveness guided leadership theorists to adopt 
a contingency theory of leadership (Fiedler, 
1967). This theory further suggests that effec-
tive leadership is contingent upon different 
factor in the leader-follower relationship. Con-
tingences theories believe that a specific combi-
nation of leader orientations, leader behaviors, 
and leader characteristics are more effective in 
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some organizational setting than in other (Yukl, 
1989). Similarly, Jones and Bearley (1986) 
contingency theory found that leadership is sit-
uational. Subordinates and individuals should 
be treated differently in various situations. The 
leader’s responsibility is to discriminate be-
tween the situational variables and the subordi-
nate’s needs to select the appropriate leadership 
behavior that will fit the situation. Bennis and 
Nanus  (1985), studied 90 successful leaders 
and discovered that essential factor in leader-
ship is the capacity to influence and organize 
meaning for members of the organization. 
They further explained, “Managers are people 
who do things right and leaders are people who 
do the right thing”. The leader does the right 
things by focusing on the symbolic and cultural 
aspects of an organization, while “doing things 
right” refers to the structural aspects of an orga-
nization. Effective leaders are concerned with 
the organization’s basic purpose; managers are 
concerned with routine duties.

Bolman and Deal, (1984) asserted that lead-
ers view their world through a framework of 
preconditioned lenses and filters. This frame-
work shapes how situations are defined and de-
termines what action are taken. Just as Fielder, 
(1967) developed two orientations of leadership, 
Bolman and Deal (1984) developed four frames 
that portray the way subordinates think and act 
in response to everyday issues and problems. 
The human resource frame focuses attention 
on human needs. The structural frame focuses 
on organizational goals and efficiency rather 
than human needs. The political frame focuses 
on competition for scarce resources. The sym-
bolic frame focuses on imagery, symbols and 
culture. Research on the four leadership orien-
tation frames has shown that leaders tend to use 
the structural or human resource frames. The 
structural frame is closely related to the task 
orientation, while the human resource frame is 
closely related to a consideration orientation. 
Bolman and Deal’s (1997) research indicated 
that leaders rarely use more than two frames. 
They determined that leaders most often used 
the human resource frame and scarcely used the 
symbolic frame. The structural and human re-
source orientation was found to be the best pre-

dictor of managerial effectiveness; political and 
symbolic orientation was found to be the best 
predictor of leader effectiveness, but the worst 
predictor of managerial effectiveness. So utiliz-
ing the leadership orientation in a multi frame 
view would yield the most effective leadership 
style.

Besides the above cited leadership styles, 
there are two other leadership types that are 
classified in the same category but positioned at 
different points on the same continuum. They 
are classified as transactional and transforma-
tional leadership approaches. Bass (1985) on 
the basis of Burn’s (1978) ideas of transaction-
al and transformational political leaders were 
among the first who made an attempt to delib-
erate  on the characteristics of transformational 
leadership. Bass and Avolio (1990) developed 
an instrument MLQ-multi-factor questionnaire 
to capture responses on both transactional and 
transformational leadership style. Sarros and 
Santora (2001) studied the leadership styles 
among Australian businesses by using Bass and 
Avolio multi-factor questionnaire and found 
that most of the Australian Executives exercise 
a mixed blend of both transactional and trans-
formational style of leadership. 

Scupola (2009) used the Dunphy and Stace 
(1990) model of leadership that focus on differ-
ent levels and degrees of change and leadership 
style that was mainly contributed in the theory 
of change management and measure four lead-
ership attributes as Collaborative, Consultative, 
Directive and Coercive.  Ogawa and Bossert, 
(1995) in their study of leadership organiza-
tional quality examined four basic assumptions 
underline most treatment of leadership such 
as: Function to influence organizational per-
formance (Pfeffer, 1978), Role as leadership is 
related to organizational roles. A third assump-
tion indicates that leaders are individuals who 
possess certain attributes, act in certain ways or 
both. A fourth assumption that has recently en-
tered the literature is that leaders operate within 
organizational culture (Pfeffer, 1981, Daft and 
Weick, 1984). 
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Organizational Adoption of Technology 

The existing IT adoption literature is con-
cerned about organizational or macro-level 
theory building and examines the practices of 
organizational IT adoption decisions. Accord-
ing to Fichman (2004) Diffusion of Innova-
tion (DOI) by Rogers (1995) serves as the most 
widely cited theoretical framework, although 
other theories such as structuration theory 
(Walsham and Han, 1991) and network theory 
(Walsham, 1997) have also been used to ex-
plain IT adoption intentions in organizational 
settings. E-commerce adoption is an organiza-
tional innovation that is influenced by many in-
dustry-related and socio-political factors. Most 
studies on EC adoption among SMEs focus on 
factors that affect the adoption decision or fac-
tors that are significant to EC adoption. These 
factors are further categorized by environmen-
tal factors such as competitive pressure, sup-
plier pressure (Thong, 1999), size of the busi-
ness (Yap et al., 1992), information technology 
knowledge (Palvi and Palvia, 1991); techno-
logical factors such as perceived benefits (Iaco-
vou et al., 1995). Most recently studies focus-
ing on the strategic importance of EC (Drew, 
2003) and the organizational factor-impact of 
perceived strategic value of EC by managers of 
Chilean SMEs on the adoption decision of EC 
(Grandon and Pearson, 2003; Seyal, 2009).

The Importance of Leadership style to tech-
nology adoption

The early works of Thong and Yap (1996) 
and Thong (1999) have not only pointed out the 
relative importance of organizational variable 
in the adoption of technology but also found 
the significance of owner/managerial attribute 
towards information technology innovations. 
Within the owner/managerial attribute, much 
attention was given to characteristics of CEO 
especially in the context of SMEs as it is be-
lieved that CEO of the SMEs has a major role 
in the business decision making and act as cata-
lyst to decide on the major information technol-
ogy innovation and the major variable investi-
gated are CEOs’ IT knowledge, prior training, 

attitudes towards IT innovations (Thong and 
Yap, 1995) and personality of the CEOs (Har-
ris, 1999). Thong (1999) in his study found the 
CEO’s IT knowledge and innovativeness in IT 
adoption as significant.  

On the other hand empirical evidences ad-
vocate that CEOs in SMEs are not IT knowl-
edgeable and this ignorance is further treated 
as one of the barriers in IT adoption. Cragg 
and King (1993) found that owner managers/
CEOs of SMEs lack IT knowledge and this also 
discourages other members in the organiza-
tions to explore further IT opportunities.  The 
studies by Thong and Yap (1995) and Thong, 
(1999) provide a theoretical background of the 
later works on the CEO’s role in identifying 
new technological opportunities, therefore the 
management support is crucial for IT adoption 
(Thong and Yap, 1995; Chau, 2001; and Scupo-
la, 2003). Iacovou et al., (1995) further pointed 
out the role of CEO and top management as 
a significant variable in investing in IT and e-
Commerce within the context of SMEs. 

Previous studies have indicated the relation-
ship of variable ‘personality of CEO’ with the 
technological innovation and adoption. Melone 
(1990) has found that personality has an impact 
on the attitude of computer usage. Mawhinney 
and Lederer (1996) reported that there exists 
a fairly consistent relationship between adop-
tions of computer with managerial personality 
type. Harris (1999) found that individuals with 
stronger personality trait of autonomy display 
more positive attitude towards EUC. Freese and 
Rivas (2006) studied personality as one of the 
variables toward Internet adoption in Wiscon-
sin, USA and found that personality variable 
openness is strongly associated with the adop-
tion, while neuroticism is inversely related to 
the adoption. Similarly, Marcati et al., (2008) 
studied the role of SMEs’ entrepreneur’s in-
novation and personality as significant toward 
adoption of innovation at SMEs. Howell and 
Higgins (1990) argued that personality char-
acteristics influence the emergence of innova-
tion champions in organization and the role of 
champion demands personal attributes. Finally, 
transformational leadership theory further sup-
ports the notion of a leader’s personality char-
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acteristics as a major determinant of organiza-
tional innovativeness (Conger and Kanungo, 
1987).

It is evident from the above mentioned 
studies that variable personality has an influ-
ence on the EC adoption. However, there are 
some studies that have focused on the leader-
ship attribute instead of personality towards 
the EC adoption. Lewin and Stephens (1994) 
proposed an integrated model in which CEO 
background, attitudes and demographics (along 
with external and internal factors) influences 
organizational innovativeness. Papadakis and 
Bourantas (1998) studied the role of CEO as a 
corporate champion of technological innova-
tions (TI) and found that CEO characteristics 
significantly influence TI and further outweigh 
environmental and internal organizational fac-
tors. Ahn and Kwon (2000) studied the effect 
of CIO’s transformational leadership on em-
powerment and leadership performance among 
Korean businesses and found that transforma-
tional leadership is positively related to leaders’ 
performance.

Cope and Waddell (2004) studied 182 Aus-
tralian managers and found that within most 
successful organizations; leaders had a distinc-
tive style that facilitated the appropriate change 
suitable to promote an e-commerce environ-
ment. Sophonthummapharn (2005) studied the 
leadership style of three hundred Thai food 
companies’ CEOs toward the e-Commerce 
adoption. The result confirms that there was a 
significant difference in e-Commerce adoption 
based upon the leadership style. However, the 
leaders with both task and people concern were 
found to be early adopters of e-Commerce.

O’Regan and Ghobadian, (2007) examined 
the relationship between leadership, operat-
ing environment, use of process technologies, 
management practices, innovation and perfor-
mance and found that transformational/human 
resource leadership style is more conducive 
to innovation and introduction of new prod-
ucts whereas, transactional leadership tends 
to modify products. Scapola (2009) explored 
the leadership styles in e-Commerce adoption 
among Australian SMEs and found the role of 
consultative leadership style as significant in e-

Commerce adoption. Similarly, Almaraz (2009) 
in his study of effective change leadership style 
among SMEs found that visionary leadership 
style was strongly linked with the organization-
al change. 

Chang (2005) studied the academic depart-
ment chairs’ leadership and integration of ICT 
into teaching using Bolman and Deal’s four-
frame pattern and found that all four leadership 
frames of academic department chairs were 
significantly correlated to IT infrastructure and 
human resource are insignificant with technol-
ogy utilization. However, all four frames were 
significant with technology and administrative 
support. 26% were using single frame approach 
and 24% were using paired frame. Out of these 
24% paired-frame users, 55% were using a 
combination of human resource and structural 
frames and 18% used human resource and po-
litical frames. None was reported to use com-
bined pattern of structural and symbolic frames. 
Multiple four-frame patterns were reported to 
be used by 50% of the respondents. He con-
cluded that chairs’ leadership styles had a sig-
nificant influence on technical and administra-
tive support for faculty utilization of IT.

Bolman and Deal’s Leadership Style and the 
Study

A review of literature on leadership provides 
rich information of research studies that were 
conducted in the educational leadership and 
reviewing the schools’ performance (Eckeley, 
1996; Durocher 1996) and have further found 
empirical evidences of Bolman and Deal’s 
leadership orientation scale and strong corre-
lation exists between the leadership style and 
school outcome and performance. Durocher 
(1996) found in his study of school’s adminis-
trators that human resource frame was the pre-
dominant frame used by the administrators. The 
other frames were used to a moderately high 
extent by the respondents and 45.3% consis-
tently used three or four frames. His research 
concluded that use of the multiple framework 
perspective mainly responsible for the success 
of the administrators.
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However, Scapola (2009) asserted that lead-
ership styles and organizational transformation 
types were not developed originally for the 
SMEs and the assumption is made that the Bol-
man and Deal’s (1992) four leadership behavior 
and five dimensions of leadership style can be of 
use to investigate leadership in SMEs because 
of its high reliability coefficient and further 
parsimony. Bolman and Deal’s (1991,1997) 
theory was selected for this study because of 
its proven usefulness in understanding how 
leaders’ cognitive abilities relates to manage-
rial and leadership effectiveness and also how 
balanced leadership style contribute towards 
effective management and leadership. It is rel-
evant to mention here that Bolman and Deal’s 
(1991, 1997) theory of leadership has four es-
sential component and these four frames repre-
sent the ways in which leaders perceive organi-
zational situation. Leaders possessing multiple 
or all four frames will provide effective leader-
ship (Thompson, 2000). So if the leader is us-
ing one frame he is categorized as ‘unbalanced’ 
orientation of leadership and those who utilize 
two frames are categorized into ‘moderately 
balanced’ orientation and those using three or 
four frame are categorized into ‘fully balanced’ 
orientation. Originally Bolman and Deal (1991, 
1997) examined the relationship between man-
agement and leadership within educational set-
ting in the schools in USA and Singapore and 
found all four frames were positively associ-
ated with measures of effectiveness. However, 
the effective school management is somewhat 
oriented towards structure and symbolic frame. 
Findings also included significant positive pre-
dictors of success for both leaders and managers 
who used human resource and political frame. 
The leadership orientation survey instrument 
has better parsimony as Bedore (2000) studied 
119 Human Resource Executives and found sig-
nificant positive relationships between multiple 
frame orientations. Further the structural and 
symbolic frame was significantly related to the 
effectiveness. Bensimon (1989) asserted that 
ability to use multiple frames associated with 
greater effectiveness for managers and leaders.

Bolman and Deal (1980) noted that leaders 
views organizational experiences according to 

leadership styles and frames. These frames can 
be used to evaluate managerial and leadership 
effectiveness. They developed one of the most 
useful organizational typologies for viewing 
and studying leadership.

Bolman and Deal (1991) professed that the 
ability to understand the strengths of the vari-
ous frames helped leaders understand and man-
age their organization more effectively. Execu-
tives that integrate the frames and use multiple 
frames would be more successful than execu-
tives that view organizational problems using 
single frames or perspective. They believe that 
modern organizations are complex and a single 
frame leadership perspective is likely to pro-
duce error and self- imprisonment for the man-
agers (Bolman and Deal, 1984).

Miller (1998) studied occupational therapy 
directors and noticed that 40% rated themselves 
a multi frame user indicative of effective lead-
ership. Findings indicated that directors re-
ported their human resource skills the highest 
(84%), followed by symbolic (76%), political 
(75%) and structural (72%) frames. Similarly, 
Turley (2004) studied the program directors’ 
leadership and found that directors were more 
effective managers than leaders due to their us-
age of human resource and structural frames. 
It was therefore recommended that in order 
to improve their leadership effectiveness, the 
program directors could benefit from develop-
ment of their political and symbolic skills. The 
study found that only 44% of the directors used 
three or more frames and human resource frame 
was most frequently used (73%) followed by 
structural (69%), symbolic (41%) and political 
(32%). Sasnett (2006) examined the leadership 
of health science education program and found 
leaders operated most often in human resource 
frame (67%), followed by symbolic (47%), 
political (27%) and structural frame (7%). Ap-
proximately 40% of the leaders surveyed re-
ported using more than one frame combination 
of human resource and symbolic frame. In an-
other study, Sasnett and Ross (2007) discussed 
the role of leadership frames and perception of 
effectiveness among health management pro-
gram directors using Bolman and Deal’s four-
frames typology and noticed that program di-
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rectors are confident of their HR and Structural 
skill and less sure of the political and symbolic 
skills required of leaders and these skills are 
correlated with their self-perceived effective-
ness as manager and leaders.

Similar findings were obtained by Bigham 
(1999) and Cote (1999). Mosser and Walls 
(2002) used the Bolman and Deal’s framework 
to study leadership frames of Nursing Chairper-
sons and the organizational climate. The study 
indicates that 60% of the chairperson used the 
leadership behavior as described in one or more 
of the leadership frames. However, the follow-
ers perceived their leaders to use the HR frame 
the most, followed by structural, symbolic and 
political frame. Thompson (2000) studied the 
gender, leadership orientation and effectiveness 
by testing the theoretical model of Bolman and 
Deal’s (1991, 1997) and examined the differ-
ence in gender between a ‘balanced’ or ‘un-
balanced’ orientation of leadership, leadership 
characteristics, and perceived effectiveness of 
educational leaders and found that gender has 
no impact and female leaders were perceived to 
be equally effective.

It is evident from the above discussion that 
majority of the studies on the organizational 
leadership have used the Bolman and Deal’s 
instrument because of its proven usefulness in 
understanding as how leader’s thinking relates 
to managerial and leadership effectiveness and 
that a multiframes or balanced leadership ori-
entation yields the most effective managers and 

leaders. This study therefore focuses on exam-
ining the difference between a fully balanced, 
moderately balanced and/or unbalanced orien-
tation of leadership, leadership characteristics 
in the context of Bolman and Deal’s (1991, 
1997) four frame leadership theory. Because of 
the above assertion, we believe that managerial 
versus leadership grid can be best indicator of 
CEOs styles especially within the context of 
SMEs. This study is unique in a way as of us-
ing Bolman and Deal instrument to measure the 
leadership orientation and e-commerce adop-
tion among SMEs. None of the prior research 
used the Bolman and Deal instrument within the 
context of technology adoption among SMEs in 
particular to ASEAN perspective. 

Based upon the assertion above, we propose 
the following three research questions. First, 
why is it interesting to test the parsimony of the 
Bolman and Deal’s instrument within the con-
text of SMEs? Second, up to what extent any of 
the leadership frames (human resource, struc-
tural, symbolic and political orientation) do 
most of the CEOs’ of Bruneian SMEs exercise 
at workplace? Third, what is the relationship be-
tween moderately unbalanced leadership orien-
tations of CEOs with the EC adoption? Fourth, 
what is the relationship between fully balanced 
orientations of CEOs with the EC adoption? In 
addition a normative model (Fig 1) is prepared 
to reflect the leadership frames with the leaders’ 
or CEOs’ adoption of EC treated as dependent 
variable.
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Figure 1. Normative Research Model



Research Method

Instrument

This study was grounded in the philosophy 
of leadership style of the CEO, which is a deter-
mining factor in adoption of EC among SMEs. 
To determine the quality of leadership we used 
a leadership-orientation survey (self/CEO) de-
veloped by Bolman and Deal (1991). The lead-
ership orientation survey is composed of three 
parts. The first part asked the respondent to an-
swer thirty-two questions on behavior dimen-
sion of leadership (The Appendix provides the 
details). In the second part, respondents have to 
answer six questions on leadership style; while 
the third part asked the respondent to answer 
one question for an overall rating of their lead-
ership style, in addition to the section that de-
fines demographics. Bolman and Deal (1991) 
laid out a clear four frame approach to organiza-
tions and leadership that was specifically given; 
the four frames (human resource, structural, po-
litical and symbolic) provide the leaders a way 
to cope with the complexity and ambiguity that 
surrounds life in the organization. Bolman and 
Deal (1991) assert that managers and leaders 
often bring too few ideas and too many habitual 
responses to organizational problems and chal-
lenges. Bolman and Deal (1991) further suggest 
that successful managers and leaders require 
more comprehensive perspectives and there-
fore need multiple lenses and skills to reframe 
and to look at old problems in new ways. The 
definition and item measuring dependent vari-
able EC adoption was adapted after Al-Qirim 
and Corbitt, (2002) on five-point Likert scale 
starting with “1” from “connected to the Inter-
net with email but no Web site” to the “5” for 
“fully integrated Web site”. 

Population and Sample

Data for the study was collected in March 
2010 by means of the questionnaire shown in 
the Appendix. The questionnaire captured the 
respondent’s demographic profile: gender, age, 
length of experience as business owner, type 
of business, commencement of business, tech-

nology infrastructure, type of web in the busi-
ness, number of employees and how much the 
business uses e-commerce.  The behavior per-
ceptual items were measured using five-point 
scales representing a range from “Never” to 
“Frequently if not always”. As for the Leader-
ship style perceptual items were measured from 
“Least” to “Best”. Every effort was made to 
ensure an effective response rate; with the use 
of phone calls, covering letters and responsive 
questionnaires. A questionnaire survey was 
conducted on owners/managers’ in 300 small 
and medium enterprises. A total of 250 valid 
responses were obtained thus making the re-
sponse rate of 83% sufficient for the descriptive 
nature of this study. It is interesting to note that 
the target population is the 6576 SMEs in Bru-
nei Darussalam. Random samples of 300 small 
and medium enterprises were compiled from a 
key business directory of Brunei (Goldpages, 
2010). This inclusion was based upon those 
SMEs which at least have the web address re-
gardless of the particular business types.

Result and Discussion

Data obtained from the survey were ana-
lyzed using descriptive statistics, factor analy-
sis as well as correlation analysis using SPSS 
version 17.

Background profile 

The background data of individual CEO, 
as well as their organizational profile is sum-
marized in Table 1. Table 1 describes the char-
acteristics of respondents. Majority (61%) is 
males within age group of 25-35 years and pos-
sesses 1-5 years of experience. Majority of the 
respondents are from wholesales/retailer busi-
ness sector with a total number of employees 
ranging 10-50.

Validity and Reliability

In order to assess the validity and reliability, 
tests were performed in this study. For getting 
the reliability of the questionnaire the coef-
ficient of Cronbach’s alpha (1951) were taken 
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into account. Minimum Cronbach’s alpha value 
of above 0.90 indicates reliability of the instru-
ment. During the initial screening of conduct-
ing reliability tests the four items were dropped 
because of low correlation and the remaining 
items were subjected to principal component 
analysis by using varimax rotation, in addition 
to considering Kaiser-Normalization as tech-
niques of rotation to examine both the individu-
al items and the relationship among them (Hair 
et al., 1979). All the four factors explain the 
63% of variance suggesting a sufficient validity 
and parsimony of the instrument. Bolman and 
Deal (1991) initially reported the reliability of 
the instrument for field test reported in “images 
of leadership” (Fears, 2004) represents the sur-

vey results from over 1000 respondents in busi-
ness, education and healthcare organizations. 
Bolman and Deal assessed the internal consis-
tency (Cronbach alpha) of their instrument and 
its subscales and the alpha value is provided in 
Table 2. The Cronbach alpha coefficient of the 
instrument was compared with previous study 
and found both to be similar. This comparison 
indicates that the instrument in this study as re-
liable.

Factor Analysis

Factor Analysis is one of the several statis-
tical techniques that were designed to enable 
the researcher to classify data on several vari-
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Table 1. Demographical data
Variable Description Percentage
Gender Male

Female
61%
39%

Age Between 25-30
Between 31-35
Between 36-40
Between 41-45
Above 45

30%
30%
20%
11%
9%

Yearsof experience 1-5
6-10
11-15
More than 15 years

44%
28%
6%
22%

Web presence Static
Transitive
Semi Integrated
Fully integrated

45%
10%
32%
13%

Type of business Wholesales/Retailers
Travel/Shipping
Manufacturing
Services/Consulting
Printing/Media
Advertising
Hospitality
IT Sales & Supplies
Others

37%
12%
6%
15%
4%
2%
13%
10%
1%

No of Employees At least 10
Between 10-50
Between 51-100
Above 100

38%
40%
15%
7% 

Use of EC Very little 10% or less1

Between 11%to 25%2

Between 26%-50%3

Between 51% to 75%4

Above 75%5

23%
10%
23%
31%
13%

(1-connected to the Internet with e-mail but no Web site, 2-static Web, 3-interactive Web, 4-transitive Web, 5-fully-integrated Web)

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for leadership frames
 Mean Std.dev Cronbach Alpha(α) Bolman & Deal (α)

Leadership Frames Structural  (1) 4.04 0.61 .92 .92
Human      (2) 4.12 0.72 .93 .93
Political     (4) 3.48 0.64 .91 .91
Symbolic   (3) 3.75 0.63 .93 .93

(The figures in parentheses represent ranking)



ables with reference to a much smaller number 
of supposed underlying dimensions. So in Ex-
ploratory Factor Analysis (EPA) the claim is to 
determine the number and nature of the factors 
necessary to account adequately for the cor-
relation in the correlation or R-matrix (Hair et 
al., 1979). It is further assumed that correlation 
among the observed variable can be accounted 
for in term of comparatively few factors (Hair 
et al., 1979).

The initial version of the instrument was de-
veloped to study leadership orientation frames 
from Bolman and Deal (1991) and the instru-
ment consists of thirty-two items that was fur-
ther analyzed using Churchill (1979) purifica-
tion techniques for EPA. By using Churchill’s 
suggestions some of the items were eliminated 
for the corrected-item-total correlation was less 
than 0.30 while EPA eliminated those items that 
loaded on more than one factor with cut-off val-
ue of 0.40 or greater. Thus the thirty-two items 
were reduced to 12-items grouped into four-
factors named as structural, human resource, 
political and symbolic frames. The Kaiser-
Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy 
was 82%. In this connection several decision 
rules based on Hair et al., (1979) were used to 
aid extraction process and to derive these four 
factors. The rules includes (a) minimum Eigen 
value of 1.0; (b) simplicity of factor structure 
and (c) exclusion of single-item factor from the 
stand point of parsimony. Hair et al., (1979) fur-
ther suggests that in order to get a power level 
of 80% at 0.05 significant level a factor load-
ing of 0.50 or higher should be considered as 
cut-off value. The 12-items together with the 

corresponding factor loading is shown in Table 
3 indicating further that factor loading is quite 
high and in range from 0.52 to 0.87. These four 
factors together explained 63% of the total 
variance. Similar result was attained by Fears 
(2004) who found that 64% of the variance was 
explained by the original four-factor solutions 
of Bolman and Deal’s instrument. In factor 
analysis the ratio of sample size to number of 
item (10:1) is important and in the study it is 
high as suggested by Nunnally (1975). The re-
sult of factor analysis further satisfies both the 
convergent and discriminant validity.

Multiple leadership frames of CEOs

The fundamental assumption of Bolman and 
Deal (1991) leadership theory is that, for leaders 
to be considered as effective, leaders must have 
the ability and should further exercise all four 
leadership frames. On the contrary, the use of 
only one or two frames will not be considered 
as effective leadership. This further elaborates 
that while using all four frames the CEOs 
practice the balance approach. Thompson 
(2000) have created three leadership types, as 
previously pointed that indicate, the degree to 
which perception of the behavior of leaders 
reflected their balanced or unbalanced use of 
the four leadership frames. He further suggests 
that leaders who scored above the mean on all 
four of the Bolman and Deal leadership frame 
are considered having fully balanced leadership 
style. In the study about 75% of the CEOs are 
using all four frames and so are considered 
to be balanced leaders. Secondly, the leaders 
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Table 3. Result of factor analysis showing leadership behavior
Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4

HR10 I show high sensitivity and concern for others’ needs and feelings .70
HR22 I listen well and am usually receptive to other peoples’ ideas and input. .70
HR14 I foster high levels of participation and involvement in decisions .75
ST1 I think very clearly and logically .87
ST9 I approach problems through logical analysis and careful thinking .80
ST13 I develop and implement clear, logical policies and procedures .82
POL3 I have exceptional ability to mobilize people and resources to get things done .52
POL311 I am usually persuasive and influential .75
POL 23 I am politically very sensitive and skillful .63
SYM4 I inspire others to do their best .67
SYM 12 I am able to be an inspiration to others .58
SYM 24 I see beyond current realities to generate exciting new opportunities .65

Percentages of variance explained 35.86 10.65 9.26 7.20
HR-human resource frame, ST-structural frame, POL-political frame and SYM-symbolic frame



who scored above the mean on any of three 
frames of four of Bolman and Deal leadership 
continuum are considered as moderately 
balanced leadership style and finally CEOs in 
the category that scored above the mean on only 
one or two of the four frames are considered 
having unbalanced leadership style. Table 4 
further highlights the paired and multiple (three) 
frames used by Bruneian CEOs. This provides 
support to the first two research questions.

Regression Analysis 

The regression analysis was conducted to 
find out the relationship between the various 
combinations of leadership frames and e-Com-
merce adoption.  In line with the principles of 
multivariate data analysis, data was screened 
for outliers. Cases with standard deviation 
greater than 2.00 and cases with missing values 
were removed. The result of regression analysis 
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Table 4. Paired and three frames as exercised by CEOs
Paired Frames Mean Percentage Rank

ST-HR 3.81 82% 2
HR-SYM 3.93 86% 1
ST-POL 3.57 68% 6
ST-SYM 3.65 72% 4
HR-POL 3.70 74% 3

POL-SYM 3.60 66% 5
Three Frames used

ST-HR-POL 3.71 72% 3
ST-HR-SYM 3.79 78% 1
ST-POL-SYM 3.67 68% 4
HR-POL-SYM 3.76 75% 2

Note: HR-human resource frame, ST-structural frame, POL-political frame and SYM-symbolic frame

Table 5. Result of regression analysis
Variables Beta t-value Significance Variance 
Single-frame used
HR frame -.036 -.215 .83
ST frame -.186 -1.23 .21
POL frame .094 .607 .54
SYM frame .222 1.18 .24

R2 = 9%
Paired frames used
ST-HR -.073 -.253 .80
ST-POL -.250 -.693 .49
HR-SYM .391 2.21 .04* (Significant)
ST-SYM .108 1.06 .30
HR-POL .420 1.17 .24
POL-SYM -.505 -1.41 .16

R2 = 11%
Multiple (three) frames used
ST-HR-POL -.510 -.995 .32
ST-HR-SYM -.155 -.380 .70
ST-POL-SYM  .195 .441 .66
HR-POL-SYM .568 1.51 .13

R2 = 9%
All four frames used
ST-HR-POL-SYM -.116 -1.15 .25

R2 = 12%
Dependent Variable (DV): EC Adoption   F= .89, p>.05   Durbin-Watson= 1.39



is presented in Table 5. The model has moder-
ate F ratio indicating low to moderate fit of the 
model. The Beta’s (standardized coefficient) 
indicate the relative importance of the indepen-
dent variables in explaining the adoption of EC 
by SMEs. Durbin-Watson test for autocorrela-
tion indicated the absence of correlated residu-
als.

From Table 5 it is evident that only one of 
the leadership frames (paired) of CEOs is sig-
nificant predictor of EC adoption. Moreover 
the maximum 12% of the variance is shared by 
these variables that further indicate the low pre-
dicting power of the model. Thus in their final 
analysis this answers the third research ques-
tion.

Discussion

The findings of this pioneering study among 
CEOs leadership frames and EC adoption re-
flect a unique finding and contribute to the 
growing body of knowledge, supporting the 
use of Bolman and Deal’s (1991) work in an 
effort to understand the cognitive complexity of 
leadership. 

At the outset, the result of factor analysis has 
reduced the thirty-two items to 12-items solu-
tion grouped into four factor solution and has 
further supported the parsimony of the instru-
ment. The factor analysis result also provide a 
convergent and discriminant validity. The in-
strument therefore found to be parsimonious 
within the context of SMEs.

Secondly, the results further support Bolman 
and Deal’s (1991) that in order to be effective 
leader, the leader must exercise all four-frames. 
Our study result indicates that 70% of the CEOs 
are exercising all four-frames. Interestingly, 
CEOs who used a single frame, among them 
HR frame is most commonly used by 90% of 
the CEOs followed by symbolic (88%), struc-
tural (80%) and finally political frame is exer-
cised by 75% of the CEOs.

There were six different paired frames (ST-
HR, HR-SYM, ST-POL, ST-SYM, HR-POL, 
POL-SYM) and four different multi-frame 
combinations (ST-HR-POL, ST-HR-SYM, 
ST-POL-SYM, and HR-POL-SYM). Table 4 

reflects the self-reported single, paired, mul-
tiple frames (three) along with their ranking. 
In paired frame combinations, HR-SYM ranks 
highest with 86% of the CEOs using that frame, 
followed by ST-HR (82%), HR-POL (74%), 
ST-SYM (72%), POL-SYM (66%) and finally 
ST-POL is used by 68% CEOs. This provides 
an interesting dimension of leadership orien-
tation. Bolman and Deal’s (1991) assertion is 
that leaders that follows structural and human 
resource frames frequently are considered as 
effective managers and those with high score 
on political and symbolic frames are considered 
as effective leaders. Our result shows a good 
combination of the leadership orientation that 
the CEOs are good blend of both effective man-
agers and effective leaders. This is further sup-
ported by the facts that while answering a self-
reported question as “how you rate yourself as 
effective managers or effective leaders”. The 
mean for effective managers is 3.60 and mean 
of effective leader is 3.65, and t-test results 
did not find any difference in the mean of EC 
adoption (F = 1.30, p>.05). However, we cer-
tainly agree with Bolman and Deal (1991) that 
utilizing the leadership orientation in a multi-
frame would yield the most effective leader-
ship dimension. The result further supports the 
Bolman and Deal (1991) and Bensimon (1989) 
with 75% of CEOs utilizing all four-frames.

The major focus of this study was to ex-
amine the relationship between current level 
of E-Commerce utilization and various lead-
ership frames used by the CEOs of Bruneian 
SMEs. This was accomplished through regres-
sion analysis. The result indicates that only one 
pair (HR-Symbolic) out of six paired frames 
found to be significant predictor of EC adoption 
among Bruneian SMEs. This sole significance 
of leadership frames with the dependent vari-
able EC adoption further poses several ques-
tions. However, it can be safely deduced that 
all others leadership frames either moderately 
or fully balanced are not contributing towards 
EC adoption. The result support Sasnett (2006) 
who found 40% of the leaders reported using 
two frames, combination of HR and Symbol-
ic. The finding partially support several stud-
ies on the leadership that suggest the strong 
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relationship exists with the CEO leadership 
and organizational productivity (O’Regan and 
Ghobadian, 2007), and specifically to the role 
of CEOs toward technology and EC adoption 
(Sophonthummapharn, 2005), and consultative 
leadership style is significant with EC adop-
tion (Scupola, 2003). The results also partially 
in line with Chang, (2005) that symbolic and 
HR frames are highly correlated with the four 
domains of IT such as technology infrastruc-
ture, technology utilization, technology support 
and administrative support. The significance of 
HR and Symbolic frames in the study further 
demonstrates the style that is dominant by the 
effective managers. In fact, CEOs of Bruneian 
SMEs are exercising more soft skills that can 
be more effective at the later stage of the tech-
nology adoption. However, at the early stage of 
technology adoption such as building a tech-
nology infrastructure and providing technology 
and administrative support, the use of the struc-
tural and political frames are more appropriate. 
There is a strong need that CEOs should adjust 
their leadership frames to fit-in the various situ-
ations related to each stage of EC adoption.  

Another reason for this contrasting result of 
leadership frames with EC adoption is might be 
due to the fact that mean use of EC adoption 
among these SMEs are below the mean (2.77) 
indicating that most of the Bruneian SMEs are 
at infant stage and practicing static Web to tran-
sitive Web activities.  Therefore the adoption 
of EC does not depend solely on the leadership 
frames. It is evident from the results that deci-
sion to adopt EC within the context of SMEs 
is a combination of several technological, orga-
nizational, environmental and cultural factors. 
Prior studies on EC adoption indicate these 
factors (Seyal and Rahman, 2003; Looi, 2005; 
Seyal et al., 2007; and Seyal, 2009). The results 
of these studies highlight the slow adoption of 
EC among Bruneian SMEs. It might be due to 
the reason that EC among these SMEs did not 
appear to be significant. The Bruneian CEOs 
are not aware of the impact of EC on the busi-
nesses and had no experience in integrating EC 
adoption for competitive advantage (Seyal and 
Rahman, 2003). The EC adoption in SMEs fur-
ther require that CEOs must be provided with 

additional education to realize the influence of 
EC adoption and government bodies in this re-
gards develop a proactive approach and further 
establish a discussion forum where the CEOs of 
these SMEs can learn from the best practices.

Conclusion

This pioneering research contributes to 
knowledge and gives some interesting insight 
into the role of the leadership in EC adoption. 
The study provides answers to all the four re-
search questions. The research is significant 
and discusses the CEOs leadership orientation 
frames as majority of them are using multiple or 
balanced frames. Secondly, Bolman and Deal’s 
instrument is found to be a reliable instrument 
with an internal consistency and appropriate to 
measure leadership orientation among CEOs 
within the context of SMEs. Thirdly the result 
of factor analysis supported the four-factor 
solution; however, the original 32-items were 
classified into 12-items, so a shorter version of 
the instrument could further be used within this 
context. Finally, the research has answered all 
the four questions that were proposed in section 
two.

However, the use of only one paired (mod-
erately balanced) frames was found significant 
towards the EC adoption. While most of the 
previous researches have focused that balanced 
leadership orientation has strong impact on the 
technology adoption, the study results partially 
support the previous findings. We finally rec-
ommend  that future research endeavors with 
additional organizational, environmental and 
technological variables might bring some in-
teresting findings and could further change the 
results. Similar studies should be conducted 
other than SMEs to find out what kind of lead-
ership styles is most appropriate for the other 
e-businesses.

Limitations

Like every research, present study is not free 
from its limitations. The study does not take 
into account the demographical variables to 
study the leadership dimension. The inclusion 
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of demographical factors might further change 
the findings. Secondly, racial ethnic (Chinese, 
Indian, Malays) CEOs were not considered in 
this study. The inclusion of this variable might 
add new dimensions to the study and will im-
prove the total shared variance. Thirdly, most of 
the questions used in this study are self-report-
ed; the subordinate responses were not includ-
ed. The inclusion of subordinate’s responses 
might bring different insights. This non-inclu-
sion of the subordinate version was mainly due 
to the facts that it was found in the initial ver-
sion of the research design that most of the 
subordinates or employees of these SMEs are 
high school graduates. The subordinate might 
not be able to perceive their CEOs’ leadership 
style and provide misleading answers, thus the 
subordinate responses were dropped. Fourthly, 
the study is limited by the use of only one in-
strument to measure leadership style i.e. the 
Bolman and Deal’s leadership orientation sur-
vey instrument. However, more appropriate in-
strument to measure EC adoption representing 
different stages will contribute significantly to 
the practice. Finally, the results of this research 
should be carefully generalized as the cultural 
dimensions may alter the findings.

Lesson learnt

The evidence from the study has provided an 
insight of the applicability of the paired frames 
(HR-SYM) that are significantly related to EC 
adoption among the surveyed SMEs. This fur-
ther elaborates that by approaching these CEOs 
through professional development workshops 
and senior management training programs, the 
task of EC adoption could further be geared up. 
The study has provided evidence that by using 
the paired-frames these CEOs are exercising 
both managerial as well as leadership dimen-
sions. This is true to the very distinct nature of 
the SMEs where CEOs are directly involves 
not only in running daily day-to-day operation 
but also taking major business decisions. So 
any serious and concerted efforts by external 
agencies such as Brunei Ministry of Industry 

and Natural Resources (MIPR) could further 
exhibit balanced leadership frames to enhance 
organizational productivity through investment 
in technology. This will help in promoting the 
successful adoption of technology in Bruneian 
SMEs and any further endeavor would definite-
ly promote the e-business applications espe-
cially the e-Commerce adoption among SMEs.

Practical Implications

The research contributes to knowledge and 
gives some interesting insight into the role of 
the leadership in EC adoption. The findings of 
this study have implications both for the CEOs’ 
of these SMEs and for the relevant authorities 
responsible for preparing policy framework for 
the new technology adoption among SMEs. For 
instance, the relevant authorities might further 
educate the CEOs to explore how they gener-
ally define organizational goals, establish roles 
to the subordinates and allocate resources for 
the technology adoption. The research results 
may help CEOs better understand the influence 
of their leadership on the adoption of technol-
ogy adoption. CEOs can benefit from knowing 
what leadership styles are more likely to pro-
mote adoption of technology. 

The slow intake of EC adoption among 
SMEs should be considered seriously by the 
CEOs as majority of them have balanced lead-
ership orientation, deemed necessary pre-requi-
site for enhancing the organizational productiv-
ity. The CEOs should implies the allocation of 
resources and investment in technology is more 
important than just developing and maintain-
ing the static Web sites and this further demand 
strategic planning. The CEOs should realize 
the importance of “fit” between technology and 
business. With the CEOs’ balanced leadership 
orientation, they could further be trained as 
technological savvy leaders so that they must 
be able to link the technology with the organi-
zational goals and to explore other venues of 
business and technology that could further pro-
vide a competitive advantage.
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Appendix

Items Measuring CEOs’ Behavior 

Please rate your level of satisfaction with the following aspects of this site
Scale:
1 = Never
2 = Occasionally/once in a while
3 = sometimes
4 = fairly often
5 = frequently if not always

1. I think very clearly and logically
2. I show high levels of support and concern for others
3. I have exceptional ability to mobilize people and resources to get things done
4. I inspire others to do their best
5. I strongly emphasize careful planning and clear time lines
6. I build trust through open and collaborative relationships
7. I am a very skilful and shrewd negotiator
8. I am highly charismatic
9. I approach problems through logical analysis and careful thinking 
10. I show high sensitivity and concern for others’ needs and feelings
11. I am unusually persuasive and influential
12. I am able to be an inspiration to others
13. I develop and implement clear, logical policies and procedures
14. I foster high levels of participation and involvement in decisions
15. I anticipate and deal adroitly with organizational conflict
16. I am highly imaginative and creative
17. I approach problems with facts and logic
18. I am consistently helpful and responsive to others
19. I am very effective in getting support from people with influence and power
20. I communicate a strong and challenging sense of vision and mission
21. I set specific, measurable goals and hold people accountable for results
22. I listen well and am unusually receptive to other people’s ideas and input
23. I am politically very sensitive and skilful
24. I see beyond current realities to generate exciting new opportunities
25. I have extraordinary attention to detail
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26. I give personal recognition for work well done
27. I develop alliances to build a strong base of support
28. I generate loyalty and enthusiasm
29. I strongly believe in clear structure and a chain of command
30. I am a highly participative manager
31. I succeed in the face of conflict and opposition
32. I serve as an influential model of organizational aspirations and values
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