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BACKGROUND

Despite the demonstrated advantages of Information Technology (IT) and
e-commerce, worldwide evidence suggests that the adoption of e-commerceis
uneven among businesses. While the varying degrees of adoption of IT and the
ensuing digital divideissuesgenerally have been widely debated (Chanda 2000;
Hoffman, Novak et al. 2000; NOIE 2000), much less research has been done
into the factors that moderate the adoption of these tools by the business sector.

For businesses, the assumption appears to be that operational efficiency
will mandate the use of computers and business and market forces will dictate
the use of the Internet. Broad-based i nformation suggests that adoption of com-
puters and Internet connectivity have been high among Australian businesses
but such connectivity has not translated into business transactions (Venkatesan
& Fink 2002). Among small businesses, studies show thereis still alow level
of adoption of e-commerce (Poon & Strom 1997; Akkeren & Cavaye 2000).

Like most OECD countries, Australia has a dominant small business
sector and this sector is the backbone of its economy in terms of innovation
and employment generation (ABS 1997). Thus, the adoption or non-adoption
of e-commerce by this sector has the potential to significantly impact on the
overall use of e-commerce. Data from Australian business sector suggests a
higher rate of computer usage and Internet connectivity compared to UK and
Europe (NOIE 2000). However, thereis concern within national agencies about
the poor uptake of e-commerce and possible loss of business opportunities
(CSIRO 1999).

Poor adoption of e-commercein the ‘ Business-to-Consumer’ (B2C) sec-
tor worldwide has been largely attributed to security issues and lack of con-
sumer confidence. However, Business-to-Business (B2B) transactions are of -
ten confined to larger businesses and their supply chains and horizontal trans-
actions between small firms have been infrequent in Australia (Venkatesan
and Fink 2001).

Driven by the tenet that information is power, existing Internet solutions
have focused on providing massive volumes of information on the World Wide
Web (www), without an understanding of what information is needed, result-
ing in information overload. This is exacerbated by the open structure and
accessibility of the Internet.

While large volumes of information may be a requirement for big busi-
nesses, questions remain on whether small businesses need such information
and whether they are capable of analysing such information. Little is known
about what information is needed, how it is accessed and what impact new
technologies have had on such access. Thus, these have become crucia ques-
tions impacting on how businesses use I T.

Small and medium sized businesses, by their very nature, are localized
in their operation, have limited market impact and face significant resource
constraints (Venkatesan 2000). Studies reveal that they engage in limited mar-
ket research and take an unprofessional approach to gathering and implement-
ing market information (Carson 1985). Such businesses are usually owner
managed and their time and knowledge limitations hinder their ability to search
for information on the Internet.

Given the paucity of data on the information needs and access patterns
of businesses, a study was carried out in aregional Australian town and the
results are presented below. The findings are based on a quantitative study
using mail survey to collect data. Parallel studies reveal that many of the find-
ings are also applicable to small and medium businesses |ocated in metropoli-
tan areas of Australia.

RESULTS
Business Profile

The majority of businesses surveyed were home-based and involved in
primary production. Almost al were owner-managed and met the Australian
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) criteriafor classification as small businesses. The
number of retail and service based businesses was small*. The median annual
turnover of these businesses was around A$100 000 (range $50000 - $250
000).

Responding businesseswere predominantly production oriented with little
emphasis on aspects such as marketing, accounting or financial planning. Al-
most half of the businesses serviced local markets and about 30% serviced
statewide. Though their products were sold to a wider market through inter-
mediaries, these businesses viewed marketing as too involved and time con-
suming. Minimal impact on the market and the long lead-times between pro-
ducing a product and sales also discouraged their marketing efforts. Other
studies demonstrate that localised operation and lack of need for marketing
appear to be generally applicable to small businesses (Carson 1985; Carson &
Cromie 1990; Venkatesan 2000).

About 50% of businesses used computers and less than 30% were con-
nected to the Internet. The frequency of use was low to moderate with most
computers being used for administrative tasks.

Information Need

To examine the need for different types of information, importance of
such information and frequency of access of such information, respondents
were asked to use afive-point scale to rate the importance of arange of infor-
mation in their everyday activities.

Mean values suggested that, in rel ative terms, businesses considered bank-
ing and agriculture information to be more important than leisure and finan-
cia information. Employment and educational information were considered
relatively unimportant. Because of their narrowly defined business activities
and restricted scope for diversification, businesses sought information directly
relating, and of immediate relevance to, their business. Because of the long
planning cycle and local markets, businesses had more need for locally ori-
ented information. Other studies on metropolitan city-based small businesses
have shown that small businesses use little market intelligence (Venkatesan &
Soutar 2001). This could be one reason for their minimal adoption of the
Internet.

As can be inferred from the mean values (Table 1), weather, which di-
rectly impacts on primary production operations, was the most accessed infor-
mation, followed by banking and price of products. This was not surprising
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Table 1. Type of information accessed

Mean SD
Banks 3.28| 1191
Accountants/ financial planners 4.37| 0925
Government services 4.43| 0.893
Weather 242 | 1.655
Health 384 | 1.221
Agriculture information 342 | 1.490
Price of products 318| 1341
Stock markets 4.07| 1.363
Others 255| 1.508

(1-Daily; 2-Twice a week; 3-Twice a fortnight; 4-Once or twice a month; 5-
less than once a month)

Table 2. Frequency of information access through different media

Medium Mean | Median | S.D
Phone 1.46 1.00 | 0.746
Fax 2.69 2.00 | 1.407
Internet 3.59 4.00 | 1.500
Email 3.50 4,00 | 1.551
Radio 2.97 3.00 | 1.542
TV 2.99 3.00 | 1.590

(1-Always; 2-Often; 3-Sometimes; 4-Rarely; 5-Never)

Table 3. Information access and sources of information

Source Mean
Local sources 2.62
From regional centers 3.25
Perth and whole of WA 321
Whole of Australia 371
Internationally 4.15

(1-Always; 2-Often; 3-Sometimes; 4-Rarely; 5-Never)

given the preponderance of primary producersin the sample. However, it should
be noted that even weather information was accessed about twice a week or
less. Stock market and other information were accessed much less. Dealings
with accountants/financial planners are also less frequent. This demonstrates
that instantaneous access to such information may not be critical for small
businesses.

Medium of Information Access

To examine the use of Internet as an information-gathering tool, busi-
nesses were asked to rate how frequently they used different mediato commu-
nicate in their business. A five-point scale was used for rating the frequency.
The mean, median and standard deviation values are given in Table 2.

Telephone appeared to be the most used communication medium fol-
lowed by fax and personal contacts. Mass media such as Radio and TV also
found frequent use. Use of email, the Internet and other computer-mediated
tools was less frequent. The Internet seemed to have had minimal to moderate
impact on information access by regional businesses. Conventional mediacon-
tinued to be preferred ahead of computer related information channels.

This is likely to be due to lack of need for information, relevance of
information from the www to the local community, the nature of the business
activity and lifestyle as well as slow technological diffusion.

It should be noted that, while the adoption of the Internet and the www
has been relatively rapid in large cities both by businesses and the community
(about 80% adoption of computers and 50-60% adoption of the Internet by
businesses), studies (Venkatesan & Fink 2001) show that businesses still use
the computer for administrative and accounting purposes and the Internet was
mainly used for gathering information and not for transacting any business.
The adoption of email to contact other businesses or clients was also at alow
level. Consequently, it isnot surprising that regional or rural businesses have a
low level of adoption of the Internet.
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Progressively increasing mean values in Table 3 (comparable standard
deviations) suggests the local nature of the information sought by respondents
with the frequency reducing as the information horizon expanded from local
to international arena.

Table 3 also demonstrates that regional communities/businesses have a
higher need for local information and supports the argument that one reason
for lack of Internet useis the lack of need to access general worldwide infor-
mation. The www does not offer locally tailored information and anecdotal
evidence suggests that www information is generalized and not current and
specific local information can be obtained from other sources such as regional
radio without logging onto a computer. While specialized sites are available
for specific information, most such sites require payment and the total cost
can be prohibitive.

Ease of access, lack of need for global information and limited availabil-
ity of local information seem to be three key factors limiting the use of com-
puters and the Internet.

Respondents were asked to rate the extent to which Internet was useful
in their business.

Of the Internet users, over 60% considered it highly useful. Less than
10% found it to be not useful.

CONCLUSION

The results of the study suggest that businesses in regional Australia
need more localised information better tailored to their needs. While the www
was useful for generaised information, key business information needed a
local focus to be of any relevance.

Businesses preferred conventional media such as phone and radio and
relied more on local experts than on information available on the Internet,
mostly because local experts could modify the general information to meet
individual business needs. Criticality of information and speed of access was
not of major concern to these businesses.

Overdl, it appears that conventional and global IT solutions could have
limited value in regional Australia and generally in the small business sector
and more tailored solutions may be needed.

ENDNOTES

N The town surveyed was an agriculture based town and hence the small
number of retail businesses. However, in metro areas and non-agricul-
ture based towns the proportion of retail and service based businesses
has been shown to be high.
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