2293

Portable Portals for M—Commerce

IrvineClarkelll
James Madison University, USA

TheresaFlaherty
James Madison University, USA

INTRODUCTION

Inthenew decade, thecall for informationtechnol ogy will
be information, anytime, anyplace, and on any device.
Accordingly, e-commerceispoised to witnessan unprec-
edented explosion of mobility, creating anew domain of
mobilecommerce. M obile commerce, or m-commerce, is
the ability to purchase goods anywhere through a wire-
less Internet-enabled device (e.g., cellular phone, pager,
PDA, etc.). Mobile commerce refers to any transaction
with monetary value that is conducted via a mobile net-
work. It will allow users to purchase products over the
I nternet without the use of aPC. Non-existent ayear ago,
m-commerceisnow thebuzzword of themarketing indus-
try (King, 2000).

Over the past few years, e-commerce has become
increasingly reliant upon portals to attract and retain
users. Portalsarethe preferred starting point for searches
that providethe user easily customizablearchitecturefor
finding relevant information. Portalsprovidethevaluable
gateways for getting users to their desired destinations.
Today, about 15% of all Web page view traffic goes
through the top nine portals, making them some of the
most valuable land on the Web (Monohan, 1999). This
heavy traffic flow gives the Web-based portal a unique
position in corporate e-commerce strategy—with even
greater potential influence for mobile applications. For
mobile devices, these portals take on increased signifi-
cance, as consumers are unwilling to spend long periods
“surfing” on these inherently less user-friendly wireless
devices. By theyear 2006, 25 million peopleare expected
to be dedicated wireless portal users (Carroll, 2000).

Asm-commercesuccesswill likely depend uponmain-
taining consumer utilization of these gateways, the com-
paniesthat |everagethe unique characteristicsof wireless
devices will gain exploitable advantages in the mobile
marketplace. Dueto current technol ogical limitationsand
varying mobile consumer behavior patterns, portals de-
veloped for mobile devices must emphasize differing
characteristicsthan conventional Web-based portals. As
such, many portalsmay beunsuited for applicationinthe
mobileworld.

“ Traditional portals are not providing information that
isspecificenoughfor theuser of amobileportal. Theyare
not able to incorporate location-specific information
nor do they have the data and knowledge of each
customer that the mobile operator has.” (Durlacher
Research, 2000, p. 65)

BACKGROUND

Mobile devices have been the fastest adopted consumer
products of all time with, last year, more mobile phones
shipped than automobilesand PCscombined (Chen, 2000).
By 2003, therewill be 1.4 billion mobile phonesworldwide,
and half will be Internet-enabled (Zabala, 2000). “The
wirelessworldisaparallel universealmost aslargeasthe
Net, and the two are beginning a fascinating conver-
gence,” said Swapnil Shah, director of Inktomi Europe, a
search engineand caching sol utionscompany (Rao, 2000,
p. 1). It is predicted that this emergence of mobile com-
mercewill happen even faster than the devel opment of e-
commerce—inroughly thetimebetween theinvention of
thefirst Web browser and now (Schenker, 2000). “1f you
look fiveto 10yearsout, almost all of e-commercewill be
onwirelessdevices,” saysJeff Bezos, chief executiveand
founder of Amazon.com (M cGinity, 2000, p. 1).

Thepotential of m-commerceisconsiderablefor those
willing to devel op mobile-specific businessmodel s. How-
ever, as m-commerce matures, current mobile operators
will rely less upon usage fees and increasingly derive
revenues from content and services. Additionally, m-
commerceisgoingto bring about amassive changeinthe
way users consume products and services. As Cindy
Dahm, European director for Phone.com, stated:

“ Itiskeythat commer ce companiesrecogni zem-commerce
as a completely unique service. Cell phone users are
more impatient than Internet users. The paradigm here
isnot surfing; all servicesfor the mass market haveto be
pitched at usersin such a seamlessway that they need not
even be aware that they are accessing the Net.” (Rao,
2000, p. 2)
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Those best able to provide value-added user experi-
ences, through content aggregation and portal develop-
ment, will achieve long-term success. Merely extending
thecurrent Internet presencewill not beenough. “Mobile
Internet customers will be more demanding. They will
want personalized serviceto meet their individual wants
and needs, and will no longer be satisfied with being a
mass market” (KPMG, 2000, p. 2). Providers must take
advantage of the characteristics which distinguish m-
commercefrom e-commerceto devel op truly unique and
compelling services rather than replicating current e-
commercemodels.

What is a Portable Portal?

Theword portal isderived from the Latin porta, or gate,
through which something will pass, in an effort to get to
another place. In the traditional sense of the word, the
portal is not the desired end-state. Rather, a portal is a
necessary or convenient place one must go to get to the
desiredlocation. For example, theairportisnot thedesired
location for most peopl e, rather anecessary portal through
which they must passto obtain transportation to another
location. Similarly, portals assist by directing the trans-
port of the Web user to the ultimate location of their
choice. Mobileportals, sometimesreferredtoas* portable
portals,” are typically developed to assist wireless users
in their interactions with Web-based materials. Today,
most mobile portals are being formed by syndicating
content providers into a centralized source of personal
productivity information. Mobile portals are often mod-
eled by aggregating applications (e-mail, calendar, in-
stant messaging, etc.) and content from variousproviders
in order to become the user’s prime supplier for Web-
based information. Mobile portalsdiffer fromtraditional
Web-based portalsby agreater degree of personalization
and localization. Representative objectivesfor such mo-
bile portalsmay beto attract thedesired viewer, and build
valuable customer relationships, through value-added
content and community services, to augment the overall
wireless|nternet experienceand buildlong-term customer
loyalty.

“ Like portals of the wired world, wireless portals have
a degree of control over what users see on the Internet,
so the portal provider can charge service providersand
advertisers high fees. Given the projected penetration
rates of mobiledevicesand mobileconsumers’ increased
reliance on portal services, many observers expect
wireless portals to be as highly valued on the stock
market as their established Internet equivalents.”
(Barnett, Hodges & Wilshire, 2000, p. 166)
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Established portal players, such as AOL
(www.aol.com/product/anywhere.adp), Y ahoo!
(mobile.yahoo.com), and MSN (mobile.msn.com) have
recognized the potential impact of themobilelnternet and
have created mobile portals targeting U.S. subscribers.
However, many of thetraditional portal playersareexpe-
riencing difficulties adapting to the mobile world. The
mobile portals emerging today are, in many ways, a
stripped-down version of traditional Web portals, with-
out an understanding of the special requirements of
mobileusers. Consequently, these offering are unaccept-
able to mobile Internet users.

“The mobile portal strategy of the traditional portal
players often lacks in-depth understanding of national
mobile markets and of the specific local dynamics
involvedinbuildingbusinessesinaterritory. Inaddition,
the differences between a fixed and more mobile portal
model arenon-trivial and, assuch, lessonslearnedinthe
past are not necessarily directly transferable.”
(Durlacher Research Ltd., 2000, p. 69)

Current portal strategy isbased on atraditional para-
digm of consumers as passive receivers of communica-
tionefforts, with the portal provider holding control of the
“when” and“where” of information. WithwirelessInter-
net-enabled devices, consumers now have more discre-
tion of “when” and “where” theinformation that isavail -
able, creating ademand for aspecialized portal offering.

Unique Advantages of Mobile Portals

Themobility afforded wirelessdeviceswill shapemaobile
portalsinto adisparate entity from conventional portals.
The advantages of mobile devices provide a greater
offering of value-for-timeto users. That is, by accessing
the Internet through mobile devices, userswill be ableto
realize additional value allowancesfor any specified pe-
riod of timethat fixed-lineuserswill not beabletoachieve.
Information will now truly become available anytime,
anyplace, and on any wireless device. Portable portals
differ from traditional portals on four dimensions: ubig-
uity, convenience, localization, and personalization.

(1) Ubiquity: Mobiledevicesoffer usersthe ability to
receiveinformation and perform transactionsfrom
virtually any location on a real-time basis. Thus,
mobile portal users can have a presence every-
where, or in many places simultaneously, with a
similar level of accessavailablethrough fixed-line
technology. Communication can take place inde-
pendent of the user’s location. Mobile portals, for
example, canleveragethisadvantage of ubiquity by
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