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Abstract

There is a great deal of research investigatingiseeof the Internet by small businesses for
communication, finding information and setting upbaites. It is now well known that the three major
barriers faced by these businesses in using thenkttare: restrictions in relation to the levetapital,
time available to them, and a general lack of kiealge of how the technologies can best be leveraged
to support their businesses. This paper shows thabfiaced with limited time and capital, small
businesses often turn to established ‘informalimoeks for advice on how to conduct many aspects of
their business.

This paper reports on the initial results of a segmtudy being conducted with micro-businesses(wit
5 or less staff) in two growing ‘outer’ areas of IBtgurne, a major city on the south coast of Auiral
The study, jointly conducted by Monash Universitytfie ‘East’ of Melbourne) and Victoria
University (the ‘West’) is unique in that it notlgrexamines the use of Internet technologies byanic
businesses, but it also highlights the consequerfdbe lack of formal support networks. In partan
the study shows that potential frameworks to linkroxbusinesses, community-based organisations
(CBOs) and universities in the two areas — althduighly desirable -- do not exist. The building
blocks to assist micro-businesses to use Inteecbnblogies still need to be laid down.

Pilot interviews were carried out by the projeartewith micro-businesses, community-based
organisations and policy makers in both universitia this paper only the results of the micro-
business interviews are reported. The intervieweamntorthusinesses were adopters and influenced
heavily by the Internet, without exception, evertesy might resist adopting it in practice. As
enterprises they endure pressure from both abav®elow. On the one hand, central authorities (such
as franchisors, suppliers) expect them to useratepplications for efficient large-scale managane
while on the other hand, customers, clients, patrand members put pressure on them to have up-to-
date products and services, at a cheap price, #okly expectations which can be assisted by good
Internet use.

Introduction

This paper is a result of the first stage of a jeitly by researchers in the Centre for Community
Networking Researctwivw.ccnr.nel at Monash University and the Electronic Commeresdarch

Unit (http://www.businessandlaw.vu.edu.au/erai/Victoria University. Both universities aretime
suburbs of the Melbourne, the capital city of Viaiqa southern state in Australia). Each of the
universities has recently been making ‘policy ngisdout the need to engage their local communities
Having an interest in the use of information anchownications technologies (ICTs) in small
businesses (businesses with up to 20 employeesjamnchunity based organisations (CBOSs), the team
members of the project are particularly interestadhether there is any intersection with the nesfds
the three groups (universities, small businessd<CB0s). Our specific interest area is in any nexus
between the groups in relation to the use of ICTs&pacity building and/or the promotion of local
networks.

Background

Small Business and ICTs

Australia has a large number of small businessesiune 2004 there were ... 1,269,000 non-
agricultural small businesses in Australia’, 33%ptaying less than 4 people (ABS 2004. Burgess and
Wenn (2005) recently compiled a list of ‘barriets’the successful implementation of ICTs in small
businesses. Table 1 lists these barriers.

Table 1: Typical Barriers to the Use of ICTs in Sm# Business (SourceBurgess and Wenn 2005

Barrier Comment

The cost of IT Small businesses often have difficintjustifying the cost of
ICTs as they generally have limited budgets.

Lack of time to devote to the A typical small business owner-manager will work@Dhours
implementation and maintenance per week.
of IT




A lack of ICT knowledge There is usually no person in a small business wjuodsis
combined with difficulty in devoted to supporting the ICT function. As such,'éxpertise’
finding useful, impartial advice | often comes from friends, accountants, family mersibad/or
‘ICT savvy’ employees.

Lack of use of external Small business owners typically have a mistrust@ar
consultants and vendors consultants and vendors, believing that they doewmlty
understand their true business needs.

Short-range management

perspectives. Often small business owner-managers are so bubytigtday-to-
day operations of the business (and cash flow)ttiest feel that
they do not have the time to plan much further tti@nnext day,
week or month ahead. This reflects a lack of undedsihg of the

A lack of formal planning or benefits of planning for the longer term.
control procedures.

A lack of understanding of the | Most small business employees understand the nfahg o
benefits which ICTs can provide| efficiency and cost-saving benefits that ICTs ceovigle, but do
and how to measure those not understand how ICTs can be used for competiilvantage.
benefits They are often viewed as a cost and are not budgetedcost-
benefit basis.

The table summarises the factors leading to ‘resopowverty’ in relation to small business use of ICTs
— limited money (‘cost’), time and information alidwow to use ICTs effectively (knowing when to
use external vendors, adopting formal planning@mdrol procedures and knowing how to measure
the benefits of ICTs). The final factor highlighteetneed for effective capacity-building, relatingie
use of ICTs within small businesses. When awaraetapabilities of ICTs, they can then think about
their use for fostering and supporting local nekgor

In relation to capacity building for ICTs, BurgessleBellitto (2005) observe that an approach that
small businesses often take is to call on inforondbrmal support networks amongst industry,
community, or even family. Formally, these can suppusiness or professional relationships and
allow swapping of ideas or useful contacts (FinR2Qor can just involve use of family members or
friends for advice (Burgess 2002). Burgess andt®e{P005) reported on three studies of separate
types of small businesses (bed-and-breakfastsyiemeand import/export businesses) where the
majority of participating businesses had reliedrupome type of informal network as a principal
source of advice for the use of ICTs.

The majority of small businesses are micro-busirszssigh one to five employees (Holmes & Gibson,
p 15). For these businesses, the barriers of mdines,and knowing how to use ICTs are exacerbated
further. When based at home, these businessesanmlas homebased businesses. In this paper, we
will be concentrating upon micro- and homebasedhiesses. At June 2004, it was estimated that 68%
of all Australian small businesses were homebasedlving 1,040,000 people (ABS 2004).

Community-based organisations are non-profit, novegnment organizations which serves a local
community’s needs. CBOs can take many forms: sommples being schools, sporting bodies,
community centres, or charities. CBOs resembleprofit small businesses in many ways (and could
probably be classed as small businesses in matanoes), but their special service characteristics
looser support structures make them a group t@oese separately for the purposes of our study
(Lyons 2003). For instance their revenue sourcesféea government grants or donations, as opposed
to the sales revenue deriving from a small busesesalthough this paper is about small businesses,
CBOs form an important part of our overall studg &éime results in this paper refer to them as apgrou
Put simply, CBOs build social capital, as opposgefinancial capital (Denison et al. 2003).

A Framework for the Use of ICTs

A number of authors in this paper prepared a reegurt prepared for the Australian Government
Department of Communications, Information Technolagd the Arts (Schauder et al. 2005), which
centred upon the development of a draft informatioonomy strategy for Australian civil society. The
report suggested that (p 2):



There is much that the effective use of Informatitad Communication Technologies (ICT)
can do to strengthen the capacity of civil soctetgarry out its roles, ranging from local
sports clubs and neighbourhood houses to intematamergency aid.

In addition to calling for government to listen amdpond to the “diverse voices” of Australian kivi
society, the report suggests the “on-going devetogrof standards to guide ICT application and use
across Australian civil society”. The report goesto label these the “LIAISEtandards” (literacy,
information and content, access, infrastructurppett and evaluation). A brief description of each
aspect of the LIAISE standards follow. Each aspeetisdo be in place to ensure the successful use of
ICTs.

Literacy
» Knowing how to access ICTs.
* Knowing how to use ICTs.

Information and Content

* Knowing how to finding information using ICTs (relawe, timeliness).
* Being able to communicate using ICTSs.

» Delivering content using ICTSs.

Access
« Having the resources to access ICTs effectively (88%).

Infrastructure
» The Infrastructure in place to access ICTs (suctabkes, and so forth for Internet access).

Support

» Technical support services for ICTs.

» Knowledge support services for ICTs (knowing hovgebup, use, and maintain systems), or
» contracted support services.

Evaluation
* Knowing how to evaluate the success of ICTs.

Some aspects of the LIAISE standards are oftennppiice by governments (such as appropriate
infrastructure). However, we feel that the LIAISEnstards can also be applied to small businesses, by
mapping the three barriers to effective ICT usaigeitéd money, time and information about how to
use ICTs effectively) to the LIAISE standards, asgested in Table 2.



Table 2: The link between LIAISE standards and SmdlBusiness Barriers to the use of ICTs

LIAISE Small Business Barrier Description

standard

Literacy Information How to access and use ICTSs.

Information and| Information Finding information, communicating aselivering

Content content.

Access Money, Time Having the resources to devotiegaise of ICTSs.

Infrastructure External (e.g., Having the Infrastructure in place for implemerdati
Government) of ICTs.

Support Information Supporting ICT systems.

Evaluation Information How to evaluate the succdd€®s.

The number of times that ‘information’ is mentioreesla small business barrier in Table 2 may provide
a hint as to why we are so interested in capaciiiging, and in the use of formal and informal
networks, in our study.

The Study

Figure 1 shows how the researchers in the studyedehe project. The diagram represents how we
see small business fitting in the LIAISE standard® ilea is that suitablefrastructurewould be
provided by governments and/or large businesse$ @sitelecommunication companies). Knowledge
of how toimplement, use and suppd@Ts then combines with the existing infrastructiorset up a
situation where individual businesses or CBOs wdnaldn a position to use ICTs. Assuming that they
have thenoney and timé devote to ICT implementation, they could thencamtrate on the use of
ICTs forfinding information, communication or deliveringntentand be able tevaluate the success
of the ICTs. As stated, in this paper we are repgrin the results of the study from the small besssn
viewpoint.
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Figure The Framework for the Study

Initially, we wished to conduct a scoping studyg&s some type of idea of the networks formed by
micro-businesses and their approaches to capadiltirng. We also wished to study two areas that
could possibly be ‘engaged’ by our universitiestHa case of Monash University (in the eastern
suburbs of Melbourne) this area was Casey. Indise of Victoria University (Western suburbs), the
area was Wyndham. In both cases the areas coulddoeibed as ‘outer suburban’ areas of Melbourne.



Figure 2: Map showgrthe location of Casey and Wyndham
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In this initial phase, we did not aim to generatample of businesses that was random. We were
specifically after businesses that were willingatk to us through an interview process so that we
could get a ‘feel’ of what was happening in theaare

The selection process commenced in March 2006allyith sample of small businesses was gathered
from the YellowPages.com. It was decided to telegha selection of small businesses to gain an idea
of the response rate we may have to contend witkr A5 phone calls we found that none of the small
businesses were interested in participating, nmatating that they were too busy!

Our next approach was to attempt to email smaihesses - sourcing email addresses from the Casey
council small business directanytp://www.casey.vic.gov.au/homebusinessdirectdrié limitation

of this approach is that only small businesses wiitlail addresses could participate. After a large
sample of small business email addresses was tbaatdegan to email the small businesses
individually. Of an initial sample of 50 Small bussses that we emailed, 20 email addresses bounced
back®. Of the 30 valid invitations that were sent oué, keceived only two expressions of interest. One
interview was conducted the following day, the othall business said that they were too busy for a
telephone interview but would be happy to fill asurvey in their own time. There was a similar low
response rate (one interview from 40 email invatad) in Wyndham. Again, we found that this
approach was too time-consuming and inefficiensfmurcing interviews.

! 1t would be interesting to investigate why theseh businesses stopped using email, or, if theygha
changed email addresses, why the addresses halveartpdated.



Our next method was to resort to ‘boots and leatfibis involved the researchers ‘hitting the stsée
in the localities and approaching businesses iin wharkplace. A limitation is that most on the gte
businesses tend to be retail. In the same wee&ss pelease was emailed to three newspaplees,
Werribee TimesndWerribee Bannefwestern suburbs) and tBerwick Timegeastern suburbs).
Only The Werribee Timea®plied positively, and subsequently publishedatirle on the inside front
cover page (although it was cut down significantiy/e received one expression of interest from this
approach. One positive aspect of this approachthreaghe business that read this article would not
have been reachable by any other means (the owadea Hifferent day job and did not advertise its
email address). The following week an article waslipbed inThe Berwick Timedowever no small
businesses replied to the article.

In early April, interviews were commenced in Weedbusing the ‘boots and leather’ approach. Of 10
businesses which were approached, 4 businesséesyaded. It took approximately half a day to
conduct this sortie, and was extremely taxing. Timalwer of interviews was restricted to four for the
following reasons:

* We had interviewed enough retail enterprises.
e This approach is not conducive to interviewing —teoers interrupt and the interview is rushed.
e After lunch most businesses appeared to be mudhbrkihan they were in the morning.

That afternoon, a number of interviews were set ifp small businesses in Wyndham (using the
YellowPages.com sample) by telephoning them, whiclved more successful. A benefit was that
these were not retail businesses.

A similar technique was used to set up interviawBeérwick, using a combination of the techniques
that had been adopted to identify a varied andqsivp (but not necessarily representative) sample.
Table 3 provides a breakdown of the final numbdrudinesses that were interviewed in each area.
One Casey interview was removed from the resulisveas a small business with 14 employees,
larger than the rest of the cases. All of the oth&inesses were micro- or homebased businesses.
These could be one and the same in fact, i.e., @higsiness run from home. If they are not labeled
‘homebased’, they are run from a retail shop.

Table 3: Outline of Businesses participating in Squng Study

Casey Businesses Wyndham Businesses

Business Activity Type Business Activity Type
1. Online promotions Homebased 1. Bicycle store rvic
2. Bookeeper Micro 2.| Frames and art Micro
3. Heath foods — retails Micro 3 Wine store Micro
4, Florist Micro 4. | Photos/frames Micro
5. Panel beater Micro 5. Bows and arrows Micro
6. B&B Micro 6. | Mechanic Micro
7. Picture framer Homebased 7. Inn Micro
8. Tutoring/educational Homebased 8. Web design Hased

9. | Caravan Park Micro

Results

The results are now analysed using aspects of thESHAamework.

Infrastructure

Most of the businesses (65%) had some type ofriateronnection. This accords closely with the
Australian average of 62% of small businesses adttess to the Internet (ABS 2004). The majority of
these were broadband connection. There were, honswae revealing stories.

When the owner of a bicycle store was consideegtions to set up his business, one of his key
thoughts was access to broadband. Initially hewma®r the impression that the retail strip he is
located on would have access to broadband. Howadter,setting up shop he was told that there was
“not enough space for him on the exchdnghere are other strange stories along the shiqui
broadband access, for instance, the large hardst@me which has broadband. The manager was told
that he would have to wait until November 20@d.a broadband connection. As a result he usésia s
dial-up connection, and he commented that this atgpan the types of activities he can perform
online.



A website development small business said thatstenhDSL connection in the home office, however, it
was a struggle to get this up and running -- iktpears to have access to DSL. The interviewee
believes this is because of the large number ofesates in the area, and as a result the oldeofpar
town suffers. The interviewee continued to say thatbusiness not having access to cable is a
problem, it holds it back:cable is more beneficial for us’ ..."more efficiént.”instead of taking a

few minutes to upload something we could do itsharter time.”

A florist owner commented that she would like te tise Internet from within the premises but itos t
costly and difficult. At the moment she has a telame, fax and EFTPOS machine, and these tools
need a telephone line. She can manage all of thresee telephone line, but she would not be able to
add the Internet onto this as well. She said thatred a technician in to investigate what could be
done, asking in particular if an ISDN connectionlddbe added. There was no follow-up from the
technician. This owner said that in Scotland shiedralSDN connection and that it was very bendficia
to the business she was running. It allowed héate running all the technological tools she had in
the store at the same time, that is, Internetpkelae and fax.

The conclusion at this point is that even altholghrhajority of businesses have broadband
connections, there were still many issues in @t infrastructure that require improvement.

Capacity Building and Networks: Literacy, Support, Access and Evaluation

Literacy, Support, Access and Evaluation are thesaséthe LIAISE framework that are focused on
capacity building. From our point of view we wengarested in how the businesses build capacity for
the use of ICTs and what formal and informal netwdHey might use for these (Otis & Johanson
2004). Some of the businesses indicated that theg more than one source for this purpose.

A large proportion of interviewees (59%) indicatedy were ‘self-taught’. Almost a third indicated
that they turned to a partner of family memberdigpport. Only two indicated that they attended a
university-level short course. There was also mentiotelephone support for Internet banking and the
use of chat groups for support.

Some typical responses were:

» Aflorist owner said that she preferred to teactséié. When she was considering what software to
implement in her florist she accessed the Inteaindtresearched the product that she wanted to
buy (MYOB). Then she taught herself from the maramal telephoned MYOB who provided her
24-hour support whenever she needed. When tharteishnical problem she asked the employee
in the computer store two shops down.

A manager of a photo store said that he had usédtaria University course on how to use
MYOB. To find out about this course he contacteddisl council. This manager was quite
enthusiastic about any type of local capacity bogdnitiative whether it be from Council, CBOs
or universities.

* A panel beater administrator said that when she gfetk she calls on her husband, or for more
expertise she calls upon her 18-year-old daughterig/quite Internet savvy. Likewise, a health
food shop owner said she calls on her daughterisvad®hD student for assistance.

e A picture framer said that usually in the past, ¢mleagues have assisted her if she experiences
computer difficulties. Also in regards to Interfeinking she said once she rang up the bank and
they gave herstep by step instructions on how to do thin&he felt she didn’t need any further
assistance, support or training in ICTs for workpmses. At the workplace there is just the one
computer system, which she already feels she caratipconfidently and doesn’t feel the need for
any extra help with.

» A tourism operator said that due to the high lI@fdCT interaction required with the tourism
industry, she has had to learn to become ICT lenattively quickly, despite no previous
knowledge in the area. She explainadat you need to remember is that | learnt to wugeng a
quill and slaté. Since they bought the business, the owner hadtémd a small TAFE course in
IT, but mostly she has learnt through trial and reorothe job. She considers herself as Internet
savvy and computer literate as she needs to deefgob.

e Atutor said that her computer and Internet skills largely self-taught. She bought her first
computer in 1999 and a friend helped her load omesprograms, including the Internet. Initially
she referred to the ‘Windows for Dummies’ manual, $oon wished there was a manual called
‘Windows for Super Dummies’. Interestingly, sherthialked online to people through ICQ to
learn about her new computer and the Internet, wtie said was so much more useful than any



manual. When asked what other ICT support and&s\she had access to, she mentioned that
her step-son had just completed a Certificate ih IC

The general theme is that, as expected, small lsssoweners and managers tend to turn to informal
networks (such as family members or friends) feistance as well as teach themselves. Most
specialised software packages such as MYOB havalusdl centres these days that can provide step-
by-step instructions.

The small businesses were also specifically askiayf were interested in engaging with universities
or local council. There was some interest (five basses overall, four in Casey) in taking short
courses if they were available, across a rangkilbbseas (business and ICT).

What links exist between Small Businesses and CBOs?

Businesses were asked if they interacted with, umedealt with CBOs. In all cases this there was n
onlineinteraction taking place between the two groufss Was surprising. The researchers believed
that the types of small businesses which were echfmsanterview would tend to relate to CBOs in
some ways. At least one store owner said that \akemas investigating options for learning to use
new software, he went to the local council, hogmge pointed towards a local CBO or teaching
institution. Ironically a bow and arrow store owigddl not mention any interactions with local argher
clubs (there are two) — in fact they must form sarhkis customer base. An art and framing shop
owner said he does not interact with any CBOs. Hewnehat business is involved with the local
community art group, so it is possible that theagsh question was not understood correctly. Aueiss
may be that the businesses do not see a link betiheeslements of this study — technology, small
businesses, and CBOs.

Collaborating with other Small Businesses in the aa

One small business has attempted various diffedletborations schemes with other local small
businesses, but he has found that they are nangvdlr innovative enough to collaborate for mutual
benefit. He is especially interested in promotingibg between stores and encouraging people in the
area to spend their money in the local precinctgblee the example of buying coffee vouchers from a
nearby coffee shop - then he would be able to tiigee out to customers who needed to wait 10-15
minutes while he works on something. However, thféee shop was not interested at all in this type o
collaboration —he said they seemed bemused bylé@e He tried similar endeavours with other shops
with no luck — indicating that the local stores édeen there so long they do not want to change and
are not innovative. This is perhaps not surprisiagause generally many small businesses are
conservative (Burgess 2002) (a generalisationpofse, that does not applyath small business).

Information and Content

The main use of the Internet amongst the businegggso research products or what was occurring in
their particular industry. National data indicétatt83% of Australian small businesses use thenete
for ‘research’ (ABS 2004). Hardly any businessekdated that they had received any direct sales
through the Internet (other than the two touristemises — but in these cases it was customers fro
outside Wyndham and Casey whom they were inteigetith). The highest number of enquiries
received online via email was 8% by a bicycle sbaper.

The main benefit of the Internet came from indifgomotion online. For instance a health food store
owner indicated that since her suppliers had lieexdon their website as a distributor of theirdurct

she had seen a increase in sales. Also, she saeddbat now customers research products online and
then come into her store to purchase the prod8atslarly two businesses that are in the motor
mechanic industry stated that they do not diremtlyertise online, but they have set up affiliatiasith
professional bodies such as Victorian Automobila@her of Commerce, and others, and that these
groups advertise online for them. One of thesenmssies communicates online frequently with these
groups - especially when they are looking for spenes, specifications, or how to deal with rare
issues. In the case of a panel beater in Caseywéie located amongst a strip of other mechamids a
were able to use their strong informal networkdeal with issues such as spare parts, specification

The use of a website (although common) has nottessird any great benefit for the businesses. It
seemed that businesses are developing websitely sieqause it is the trend without any strategic
objective. Even the website developer in Wyndhaiah theat customers rarely visit the website first -
usually customers call the small business andtteowner points them to the website for more
information.



The Internet: Adopt or Not?

The Adopters

The small businesses that are using the Internéhase where technology has typically played a
major role. For instance, the two tourism entegwisere using the Internet heavily and had abdut 40
of bookings online.

Also a photo developer store had seen some madsiveges in the industry, not so much due to the
Internet, but since the introduction of digital eas. Digital cameras resulted in the store reducin
from 3 stores (in Wyndham) to just the one stotee-manager gave the example of how previously
they would get 100+ physical films dropped off iy, however now that number has dropped to
about 30 to 40. He said they also had to lose, staff had to close the other two stores to allocate
money for the $AUD270,000 digital film processon e upside, this reduces the cost of film
processing liquid and paper. Overall it has resdlltea transformation of the operation of the besm

Two enterprises stated that they were under corabtiepressure from their franchise to use the
Internet further or begin to use it, in order prityato suit the needs of the franchise group whioky
belonged too In one case the owner who did nothesénternet directfysaid that the franchise group
had given her an ultimatum - use the Internet adriopped from the franchise. She would rather
continue to operate the way she does and for ¢hisan said that she will get together with other
members of the franchise to discuss and resistduthternet adoption.

A florist said that a group that she belongs teFl&Bwers’ (not a franchise but an intermediary) are
applying considerable pressure on her to intedghaténternet more and more into her business. The
owner was not so keen on this idea, mainly becafigee cost involved. Currently, E-Flowers will fax
her a job (flowers that need to be sent from A Ye Bowever E-Flowers are pushing for this to be
done online to reduce costs.

A website development small business indicateditiveduld have to look outside of Wyndham for
customers. One of the business operators saithiivat just is not a market in Wyndham for website
development for small businesses.

A wines store manager had taken the time to cee#lttne Mailing List (customers could sign up in
the store and then be emailed information on deals,wines and so forth). He said however that he
had received no interest from the emails that he @& and that he was considering discontinuirg th
Mailing List.

An art and frame store manager recently purchasmtiband for the business (he has taken ‘it'out of
its box, and is unsure about how to set it up). gimpose of the broadband connection is to allow
customers to email in their digital photos, thes pihotos can be digitally enhanced, ‘blown up,’ and
duplicated. This is a new idea from the manageris Inet sure if it will work, but he is confiderte

will start to advertise it in store and on the whs

So in the case of these businesses the Interhetrig used either because the business is beiogdfor
to, or because new potential is seen for the operat addition to the ‘expected’ uses. The specifi
industry of the business appears to have a grehtaldo with changes in business processes or new
activities.

The ‘Non’-Adopters
There was some resistance to the use of the Intfiwetsmall businesses that really resisted the
Internet were:

 The bow and arrow store: the owner despised thenkgiteHe indicated that it has caused many
problems in his business. He said that now sodt&admart customers use the Internet to buy
cheap poor quality goods from China and when tpeséucts break they are brought into his store
for repairs. Also, he said people use the Inteandtfind cheap prices and then ask him to beat that
price — and this really frustrated him. (The bicysfere owner also made the same comment — that
customers now try to bypass the traditional stoe@urchase online). He said that he hates the
use of email and he has a website (built by hi$ #wat he does not advertise. He continued to say

2 An interesting contradiction emerged when we apgined this lady for an interview. She sdid *
don't use the InternktLater we found however, that her customers hageeiased since her product
suppliers began to list her business as a distrilmfttheir products. Also, she said customers come
after performing research on products and wantiyotbem or ask questions.



that the problem is how the Internet is going. Hiels‘it comes down to the attitude of the pebple
(the customers)...the extension of the Internet means the deathtail repecialized business
don’t/won’t exist. Our researchers were ‘lucky’ enough to be indt@e when a customer asked
him to beat an online price — the response wasioet He said thatyoung peopfeor “Internet
nerds that buy online very cheap products and thengdotirem in for repair. He saidtiese
people think they have done research but knowlitdey.

e The art and frame store owner said he would newvethesinternet “why should 1?” He
suggested that he does not believe he is missingnoanything. When people send him an email,
he said he calls a friend who reads the conteritseoémail to him. This is important because it
highlights that, even though he tries to avoidltiternet, people in that industry are moving on
and he is being left behind. He also saldydve the best computer in the world, my brain aryd
arms, and when the system goes down my compufes Wweeking”.

Both these enterprises had been around for omerdars and seemed very set in their ways — both
owners were around or over 50 years old.

Discussion and Conclusion

Although the sample of micro- and home-based basggwhich were interviewed could not be
considered as being representative of all, thidysfuovides a varied sample as a scoping study with
tentative findings worthy of further investigation.

The initial observation is that it appears thatlth®8SE standards offer a useful framework for
classifying the results of such studies. Therestilanfrastructureissues for some small businesses
when attempting to connect to the Internet, thatffiect the other areas of the framework. Whilst
many of the businesses chose to be ‘self-taughélation to developing their technology skills, mga
of the business owners did rely on informal netwashen building capacity for ICTs (which was not
unexpected), although there was little evidenddefuse of ICTs for forming or cultivating formal,
ongoing networks. There seemed to be limited avem®of the usefulness of universities and CBOs
for capacity building.

With a degree of alarm, the micro-businesses mustytto help themselves to learn information
technologies, or turn to close friends and famillydupport, often with very limited success. Faitth
part, the universities reveal that a few steadsti@hships with micro-businesses and CBOs have
occurred haphazardly, in general in the absenasodiel precedents and continuous resourcing to
promote better outreach. Frameworks are lackingrequire more detailed investigation. Micro-
businesses find it hard to identify any means biciwthey believe they can be helped. A void of
knowledge-sharing or co-ordination of availablevarss is identified. Some interviewees call fordbc
government to assume the role of fostering andrdorating better relationships between micro-
businesses, community-based organisations andrsitige. The viability of this option (and others)
inspires further exploration.

In relation to uses of the Internet, the primargéfé of websites was for online promotion, and the
Internet generally was used for business reseBiwhsurprisingly (again, referring back to the
literature) there was little evidence of stratqganning for website development.

Some interesting results were revealed when bustsesere queried about their adoption or non-
adoption of the Internet. Some of the businessashidid adopted the Internet were forced or codrzed
do so hy partners, and some that had adopted wshgire looking for innovative uses of the
technology. At the same time, there some busineseis who were obviously unsure of the benefits
that the Internet could offer and were set agaisstse.

Overall, the study supported the existence of ntdrilie ‘barriers’ to effective use of ICTs which had
been earlier highlighted in the literature, andnaécated even in this early stage of this stutgré is
plenty of scope for the development and effectise (Gurstein 2003) of the Internet by micro- and
home-based businesses, at least in the Wyndhai@asey areas.

The authorsare grateful to Emma Hill who assisted with the fieldwork.
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