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ABSTRACT

The chapter reports on research that was done in information systems at the
University of Cape Town on the benefits of Internet utilisation and the
barrierstoitsadoptionamongst small businessesin South Africa. It addresses
how these small businesses in a developing country perceive the potential
benefits of e-commerceand ook at their consequent adoption of e-commerce
activitiesintheir own organizations. Comparisonsare made between studies
conducted in first world countries, particularly regarding the role of
gover nment initiatives. A secondary aimof thisresearch wasto deter minethe
current level of e-commerce adoption by small businesses in South Africa.
Thiswas achieved by circulating a questionnaire to test the perception of e-
commer cebenefitsand e-commer ceadoptionlevel samongst small businesses
from various sectors in South Africa. If the global usage of the Internet for
electronic commerce by small businesses is compared to the South African
situation, thisresearch clearly indicates that the available technologies are
not adopted to the extent that is necessary for survival in arapidly changing
environment.

This chapter appears in the book, The Economic and Social Impacts of e-Commerce, edited by Sam Lubbe.
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INTRODUCTION

Thischapter reportsonresearchthat wasdoneinInformation Systemsat the
University of Cape Townonthebenefitsof Internet utilizationandthebarriersto
itsadoptionamongst smal | busi nessesin South Africa. Itaddresseshow thesesmall
bus nessesinadevel oping country percelvethepotential benefitsof e-commerce
and look at their consequent adoption of e-commerce activitiesin their own
organizations. Comparisonsaremadebetween studiesconductedinfirstworld
countries, particularly regarding theroleof governmentinitiatives.

A secondary aim of thisresearch wasto determinethe current level of e-
commerceadoption by small businessesin South Africa. Thiswasachieved by
circulatingaquestionnairetotest the perception of e-commercebenefitsand e-
commerceadoptionlevelsamongst small bus nessesfromvarioussectorsin South
Africa

If thegloba usageof thelnternet for €l ectroniccommerceby small businesses
iscomparedtothe South Africansituation, thisresearch clearly indi catesthat the
availabletechnol ogiesarenot adoptedtotheextent thatisnecessary for surviva in
aragpidly changingenvironment.

Oneof themostimportant featuresof usingtheWorldWideWebisdefinitely
theability toconduct businessover thelnternet. Theevol ution of thelnternet from
amilitary tool toonethat isavailableto organizationsandindividual shasopened
many waysof doing e-commercefor SMES(Small to M edium Enterprises). With
thebenefit of usingthel nternettocut costs, improvingefficiency andreachamuch
wider market, productivity and profit marginscan beimproved dramatically.
Unfortunately, many South African SM Esarenot utilizingthel nternet adequately
andthereforenumerousexcellent and uniquebusinessopportunitiesarenever
discovered or exploitedfor commercia gain(Courtney & Finch, 2001).

Althoughtheclassification of enterprisesisnormally based onsize, turnover
and number of employees, the definition of an SME differsin the literature;
therefore, nofixed definitionexists. An SM Efor thepurposesof thisresearchwill
beonethat complieswiththerequirementsof the South African National Small
BusinessAct, N0.102 of 1996.

E-commercecanbedefined asthebuyingandsdling of information, products
andserviceswiththeass stanceof computer technol ogy andthel nternet (Greengtein
etd.,2000). Thisbas calyinvol vestheexchangeof € ectronicinformationbetween
parties, normally followedby theexchangeof goodsand payment transactions. In
theconduct of commerce, many differingactivitiesmight occur, suchasmarketing,
interactionwithclientsand suppliers, interactionwithgovernment andacquisition
productsandthesal esforthcoming of theseevents. Akkerenand Cavaye(1999)
statethat e-commerceimprovesan SMEsability tocompetewithlarger organiza-
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