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Question 1
What are the major hurdles for a Microbusiness which aims at doing e-business? Explain some of the problems more in detail.
Lawrence (Lawrence 2003) displayed four main ways to start the e-commerce and in fact most of the microbusiness has a serious problem that tight on resources also have difficulties to adopt their business electronically.
Microbusiness actually has very small number of staffs, as a result of tight budget, staffing will usually only focus on the core operating function of business, rather then a dedicated IT professional. Unfortunately, e-commerce is not as easy as learning ABCs, Expertise knowledge may needed in adoption of e-commerce into existing business model. Business may have their bad experience in adapting e-commerce as a result in lost of money and profit, this may not because of the problem in e-commerce technology, but they did not have the "right people to do the right job" (Pressman 2001, pp58-60). Companies with less than five employees can seldom afford a dedicated information technology professional on their payroll.
"Amateur" IT staffs that do not have IT background would create many problems, not only that they may not fully understand what are they actually doing. On the other hand, they usually has their primary job function to fulfill, IT function in turn will become a low priority job, whatever there is a problem arise, they may not know how to fix or even has no time to fix because of the time occupied be the primary job function (Robbins & Coulter 2003, p.434).
Because many microbusiness cannot afford their own IT professionals, the IT role is bestowed upon the most naturally gifted computer-adept employee. This individual is usually a self-motivated beginner who is provided with little training and usually learns 'on-the-job' by trial and error. Seemingly simple tasks such as purchasing a computer, finding a suitable ISP, registering a domain name and establishing a web presence can become unassumingly overbearing.

Beside Wrong staffing is an issue in adoption of the e-commerce, it may also lead to retreat from the e-world that just like Lawrence stated that 'Loving and Leaving' (Lawrence 2003). Owners and key decision makers are usually too preoccupied with the day-to-day operation of the business to worry about formulating a proper electronic commerce infrastructure plan. Making ends meet and how to satisfy upcoming customer engagements are more important than venturing online for many microbusiness owners because of time constraint.

From the research of University of Western Sydney (Chandrarathne & Lan 2003), they found out most of the company have hard to find the suitable services providers that is reliable, cost effective, secure and timely. Also by the research from members of IEEE (Cheung & Liao 2003), the hurdles contained in bad services and performance provided by e-vendor, also insecure of the payment and the money transaction. The research also displayed that user interface unfavorable and hard to find what they want. Company may need high costing to avoid the bad service and make sure everything is in good implementation and progress that a lot of microbusiness company can not be afforded.

The purpose of the business aim is to making profit (Kotler 2003, pp5-15), this applies to all business included microbusiness. It is quite logically for a business owner to concern more on what their customer need and how to satisfy them, rather then put investment on computer to adopt e-commerce technology. In fact, customer reluctant to purchasing or commutate with the company online because they do not have enough confidence to trust the internet that the personal information might be hacked or be divulged (Hoffman, Novak & Peralta 1999), that the business owner might be placing a huge amount of resources to reduce the problem, also this type of difficulty involved a massive amount of expenditure that is the most small company lacking of.
There is an entry barrier for new comer on buying computer hardware, get it connected with internet, and even build an e-commerce enabled website. For internal usage of e-business, such fewer employees and the staff are habitually using traditional method, the electronic way become not necessary for those had not put the business forward electronically. As it is not always foreseeable the worthless on investment in adapting e-commerce, business owner will usually become doubtful in decision of such adoption.

Beside the B2C that aroused the problem into B2B. Many company still using traditional phone and fax for doing business that would has a big communication difficulty between companies. Darwin Web Team performed a research (Liloia & Kotwica 2004) that most of the business owners do not want to take risk by doing business with the partner through the internet, also they do not think the world wide business opportunities would comes from the internet.
Question 2
Although the case is about Microbusinesses in particular, your textbook readings (chap 3 and 4) include another case about REI Inc., the world largest online retailer of outdoor gear. (see Laudon & Traver, p. 238). What is it a Microbusiness can learn from a giant such as REI? What’s similar and what’s different?
Internet has become a very important sales and promotion channel. Shopping on the Internet is convenient. We go to a retailer’s web site and click few buttons. Then, we can wait for the delivery of the goods that we want. We can easily get information about goods that we want to buy by surfing the Internet (Kotler 2003, pp.40-48). REI Inc realized this in 1995 when many traditional “bricks-and-mortar” retailers still worried about cannibalization of their retail or catalog sales if they introduced online shops. Eventually, the experience of REI Inc has proven the importance of this sales channel and that the worry about cannibalization was not true. Customers who shopped both online and at stores spent 114% more than customers who just shopped online or at stores. This also proves that online services provided by REI Inc are important and convenient to many of its customers. If REI Inc could not provide these services, it would be possible that its customers would just move to other retailers that can provide these services. (REI 2006)

By referencing to REI Inc’s case, Microbusinesses should learn that Internet is an important sales channel that should not be ignored. This is similar to the situation REI Inc in. Many Microbusinesses and their competitors still have not adopted e-commerce. It is an advance for Microbusinesses to provide their services online before their competitors do so. Providing online services prior to competitors can help Microbusinesses to get customers who need these online services from their competitors. Even though a Microbusiness is not a pioneer that introduces online services earlier than its competitors do, it still needs to introduce online services to maintain its competition power. Although many Microbusinesses like small construction companies do not need online shop, having their companies’ web sites can help them provide information about their services. This can help their potential customers know about them and increase the chance for buying their services. The latest e-Business Adoption Rate Survey conducted by HKGCC in June 2003 showed that around 46.8% of establishments in Hong Kong were still not on the Internet (HKGCC 2004). This means that if establishments that are in this 46.8% can adopt e-commerce and provide useful services online faster than their competitors, they will have more chances to get customers from their competitors. Microbusinesses in this sector of establishments may even use this opportunity to win customers from their competitors whose companies’ are larger.
REI Inc’s member system is also good for Microbusinesses to learn. By counting the rate of non-member online customers, the effectiveness of the e-commerce system can be calculated. This can help on planning how much effort, the direction and amount of money we should put on our e-commerce. This is similar for REI Inc and Microbusinesses. Although REI Inc is a large company, REI Inc and Microbusinesses should focus on their real businesses for earning money. They introduce e-commerce to assist their real businesses. They cannot investigate on e-commerce without appropriate analysis and planning.
Another thing that Microbusinesses can learn from giant like REI Inc is importance of the scalability of a web site. Because REI Inc was one of the pioneer online retailers in 1995, they did not have many choices when they chose the software for their web site. They chose Netscape but it did not work when they wanted to upgrade it because of the increase of the traffic. Eventually, they chose IBM’s software that allows them to preserve their old custom coding and allow for future upgrade of the system. The impact of the scalability on Microbusinesses can be much greater than that on REI Inc because many Microbusinesses only have limited amount of budget. As leaning from Jaime Ortiz (Ortiz 2002), if their systems have low scalabilities, it can be impossible for Microbusinesses to investigate on rebuilding their systems.
Other than scalability, Microbusinesses can also learn that they can buy best-fit commerce packages from venders like what REI Inc did. Microbusinesses can even buy total solutions from venders (Cheung & Liao 2003). Most of the Microbusinesses do not have enough budgets to employ professionals to build their web sites in-house. Buying commerce packages or even total solutions are the easiest ways for them to adopt e-commerce. However, owners or decision makers of Microbusinesses must be very careful when they select their venders. They may need to spend long time to analyze commerce packages or total solutions provided by different venders so that they can choose the best-fit one. This is different from the situation of REI Inc. because REI Inc can employ professionals or already has professionals to help them select suitable commerce packages or total solutions. Employing professionals to select commerce packages or total solutions can save a lot of time but this is costly.
Question 3
And finally, what can a Microbusiness do about the problems you identified under the first question?
As author stated the fact of high failure rate in case study, there is mainly 2 failure cause.

· Business owner has fundamentally goes into wrong direction on the road to e-commerce, this may caused by lack of planning or research.

· They have a good and practical idea but they implement it wrong, this is mainly caused by lack of technical knowledge or resources.

By studying the case, it was 4 long years by the time the author Katina Michael wrote it. It is a very long period (especially in e-world) that long enough for the world to change. Hurdles or technology barrier in old days may not be an issue anymore in recent world.

Outsourcing is the key. It is actually not necessary for a business owner to do everything by themselves, by the way, outsourcing also means outsource the risk. This is especially important to business owner because they don't need to bear the risk on invest too much on IT. Risk of failure will also low because they just 'let the expert to do their job'. Beaumont and Sohal found that (Beaumont & Sohal 2004) outsourcing provide a fixed and lower costing, which suit the tight budget company to easy control the financial expenditure and can reduce the pressure of the existing employees to focus on the business operations.
Another solution about the lack of money that used on high initial investment, technology advance will usually result in price reduction. According to Michael, setting up and host a website could cost as much as $5000. It is now premium offering from a well established company hosting package not more then AUD$500 per year (Mitchell 2006). Beside from this first tier provider, there is lot of market players providing variety offering, like register.com and godaddy.com. It is dramatic change that better offering is available in a fraction of price in 4 years of time. Beside the 1/10 price from Network Solutions (Network Solutions 2006), GoDaddy.com (GoDaddy 2006) even has offering as low as AUD$5.7 per month.

Investment cost in getting start with e-commerce is now not an big issue as old days, microbusiness owner should actually focus on the fundamental element rather then the money to be invest on e-commerce, which is the necessarily or suitability for the product to become e-enabled.

Technology advance also make complex task become easy. Nowadays, we don't need an IT expert in order to setup a website. E-commerce market players has targeted business owner and provided a platform that business owner could create a professional looking website by themselves with mouse clicks. It would not take more then 30minutes to make a website up and running. High running cost and long development is no longer necessary, there is bunch of canned service offering that business owner could pickup to make their own e-commerce site. From email hosting, web hosting, e-marking or even online payment capability. (Network Solution 2006)

Web-hosting service provider, or more precisely e-commerce provider has virtually lowered the entry barrier of e-commerce into a very 'affordable" level in both cost and technology. Business owner do not need an extra-headcount for IT nor need to worries to make sure his machine is up and running. They could now even get technical support from service provider as a bundle of standard e-commerce package offering. 
Depends on the business nature, company may now easily extend their business in hybrid way by adopting e-commerce, in parallel, keep focus to make their traditional business running. On the other hand, the majority of the electronic platform that needed to be concern is security, which included the internal and external protection of the customer personal information and the currency transactions, also some of the confidential intelligences. By the study of University of Texas (Udo 2001) suggested that some technical method to protect the user privacy online included avoid exposes personal information at unauthorized situation and use encryption to protect the sensitive data.
Again, the world has changed. Advance and intelligent features from various search engines like Google, yahoo could virtually locate any information that exists in the web for you in a second. Portals, search engines help to make information more accessible to users. Popular web browsers would even automatically forward typed URL or words into search engine when entered URL is not valid, all those sort of things could make information available to user very easy. E.g. by just typing "web hosting in Australia" in MS internet explorer, you will automatically got result from search engine for the information you interested, even a dummy without any knowledge of search engine could do this (Ntoulas, Cho & Olston 2004)

It is quite sure that information availability has improved since the time author Michael written the case study, it is not likely this is still an issue in e-world. However, there are pros and cons there, to end-users, more information means more choice. To microbusiness owner, more information means more opportunity as well as more competition.
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