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The biggest technology and business news of the past half decade has been electronic commerce. Given all that has been written and said about the subject, you would think that most people and most companies are already doing the majority of their business via the Internet, and that if you are not, you are a dinosaur.

The reality is somewhat different. It is true there is a lot happening, and it is true that the Internet is revolutionising business practices. But it is all happening much more slowly than people realise.

Over the past 18 months, I have conducted my own study of e-commerce by launching an e-commerce magazine.

I have spoken at e-commerce seminars around the world, consulted with small and large vendors on their e-commerce strategies and surveyed e-commerce users. I am also a director of a couple of companies that deliver software and content via the Web.

Professionally, it has been my life. And now I am heartily sick of the subject.

There is no significant difference between e-commerce and commerce. The Internet is nothing more, or less, than a handy technology that speeds up communications, and thus facilitates business.

Technology has always done this, and it always will. This reality hit me when I was speaking at a seminar in Shanghai last year. I shared the bill with a vice-president of a large American software company, who included in his talk a rousing explanation of thedifference between e-commerce and e-business.

The former, he said to the accompaniment of lots of nice charts, has to do with actual transactions and the nuts and bolts of it all, while the latter has to do with the changed business practices brought about by these changed techniques.

An earnest young Chinese man came up to us both afterwards and said he didn't understand. The two words, “business” and “commerce'”, translated into the same word in Mandarin, he said, making it difficult for him to grasp the distinction.

My American friend, who was even more earnest, continued his exposition, to the increasing bemusement and bewilderment of the locals there.

What a load of hoo-ha, I thought to myself. I was witnessing yet another example of man's futile attempts to impose order by nomenclature, as if the words were more important than what they were describing, or that they had some existence beyond reality.

 You get a lot of that sort of thing in the computer industry. This little incident was something of an epiphany to me. I was at the time still coming to terms with e-commerce and, like many people, I was grappling with the terminology. Suddenly, I realised that most of it was a load of old cobblers.

People were unnecessarily using lots of new words to describe what they thought was a new phenomenon. Old words would have done the trick, because the novelty was not as great as they thought.

Since then, I have worked particularly hard at unravelling the mysteries of e-commerce. In doing so, I have come across many misconceptions, but also many truths.

Perhaps the biggest misconception is that the world is rushing headlong into e-commerce. It is true that there is a strong movement towards the use of the Internet in selling to consumers and in trading between companies.

The first of these is called business to consumer (B2C) e-commerce, and the second business to business (B2B) e-commerce.

But by most estimates, fewer than 5 per cent of the world's transactions take place via the Internet. That is not a lot after so much activity and so much hype over so many years. The figure is growing strongly, but it will take many years before it outpaces business done by more conventional means.

Nor is there a strong feeling among the users of the technology that it needs to happen more quickly. In a survey I conducted for CFO magazine earlier this year, nearly half of all Australian organisations said that they were gradually implementing an e-commerce strategy. Only about 10 per cent said they were doing it urgently.

Users of technology tend to be much more conservative, and realistic, than the purveyors of technology. I have found this to be the case time and again in surveys I have conducted over the years in Australia, New Zealand, Asia and Britain. They implement technology at their own pace, not at that dictated by vendors. That pace is accelerating, but the disparity between the two is as great as ever.

Interestingly, in the CFO survey, we also found a stronger growth rate in purchases by Internet than in sales by Internet. Because companies buy only from other companies but often sell to individuals, B2B is potentially a lot bigger than B2C  as much as 10 times bigger, most research companies believe.

And we have yet to tap the potential of G2C (government to consumer) and G2B (government to business), as well as other variants such as C2C, where consumers deal directly with each other.

All of which is to say that e-commerce will be huge, but it will also be a long time coming. Far too many people and companies hear the hype and worry that they are being left behind.

Don't worry. There is no rush. E-commerce will happen naturally, as your personal and corporate infrastructure evolves at its own pace.
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