Philipson column for 13 November 2001 

What follows is a shameless piece of self-promotion. For the last four months most of my waking hours have been consumed with editing a book with the snappy title of the “Australian eBusiness Guide”.

I didn’t write the book, but I wrote a few of the chapters and edited the whole thing for content and consistency. For 700 pages I and the other dozen or so contributors have attempted to cover every aspect of electronic business, also known as e-commerce, as it pertains to Australian individuals and organisations.

The book was published last week. You can, if you so wish, rush out and buy it, purchasing a copy for a friend at the same time. It’s not cheap, at $129, but if you buy it direct from the publishers before the end of this month it’s a snap at $99. That publisher is CCH, best know for its weighty tomes on taxation and legal matters, but more recently expanding into broader fields.

We had quite a few challenges putting this book together. The first was defining the topic. The second was the misconception that the recent dot com crash signified the end of eBusiness. The third was to be comprehensive and practical at the same time. And the fourth was making it uniquely Australian.

The definitional part ended up being easier than we thought. We defined eBusiness very broadly as “any business conducted by use of the Internet”, We further defined five broad types of eBusiness. They are very different, just as there are many different ways of doing conventional business.

There is the online sales model, which is similar to conventional retailing. There is the market maker model, which helps others conduct eBusiness. There is the content model (the sale of information), the infomediary model, and the affiliate model. Most eBusinesses employ a combination of these.

This useful taxonomy was defined by Hurol Inan and Mark Nielson, who wrote the early chapters about eBusness strategic planning. It enabled us to more easily confront our second challenge – that of convincing our readers that eBusiness is here to stay, and that the demise of many Internet businesses in the last year was not the end of the story. The reasons are succinctly put by Gartner’s Bob Hayward, who kindly wrote the endorsement blurb on the book’s back cover:

“The dot com meltdown sent a false signal to executive management that the era of eBusiness is over. This is very scary, and very wrong. It has barely begun. A period of irrational investor exuberance has come to an end, but the hard work of transforming business to leverage the Web has only just started. This book explains in a clear and succinct manner how Australian organisations can undertake this vital transformation.”

All the figures show that the number of transactions being conducted online continues to grow, and that the Internet is now an indispensable part of doing business. Selling goods directly over the Internet is just part of the story – email is now a mission-critical application, and an increasing amount of business-to-business trading would be impossible with the infrastructure provided by the Internet. Information flow will never be the same again.

The book also has a major section on web design and building an eStore. These excellent chapters were written by Tim O’Brien of Web Strategy Resources in Melbourne, and neatly outline what we have learnt about the subject since the discipline came into being less than ten years ago. There are also chapters on security, eMarketing, and on how work with eBusiness partners. All are written by leading practitioners in the field.

Then there are four chapters on the legal and taxation aspects of eBusiness. These are extremely comprehensive, as you would expect from a publisher of CCH’s experience. There is a chapter on the regulatory environment, one on contract law in the eBusiness environment, and one on privacy, copyright, intellectual property and related matters. And lots of stuff on taxation and eBusiness.

We tried to make it as practical and as accessible as possible. The book is for the general reader, as well as specialists in the area. There’s a heap of reference material too – relevant government acts, eBusiness training courses, useful web sites, market data, a comprehensive glossary – all that sort of thing. It was a lot of work, but I think we did a pretty good job and I am proud of what we have achieved. Most of all, it is specific to Australia, using local examples throughout.

The editor of this section said it was okay if I plugged the book in my column. But I would have written about it anyway, because eBusiness is not going away, and no-one else has done what we have done. It’s about time somebody tried to strip it of its mystique.

If the book has a theme, it is simply that eBusiness is an inevitable evolution in the way business is conducted. And we know what happens when we cease to evolve.

The Australia Guide to eBusiness (ISBN 1 86468 534 4) is available in bookshops, or direct from CCH at www.cch.com.au, or by ringing the company at 1 300 300 224.
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