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I don’t normally do book reviews in this column, but this week I shall make an exception. That’s because the book is very good, and very relevant to most people, and written locally.

The author is Tim O’Brien, who runs a small Melbourne-based web consultancy called Web Strategy Resources. The book is called “Exploiting the Internet: A practical guide for growing enterprises”.

Tim has written about the subject before – in 2000 he released a small book called the “E-commerce Handbook” in conjunction with Multimedia Victoria. His latest book takes many of his original ideas much further, updates them, and presents them in a form particularly suited to small and medium-sized business.

Most people now realise that e-commerce is not going to go away. It has permanently changed the way we do business. Online banking and bill paying, email, and shopping for things like books and CDs are the norm for a very large proportion of the population, and there will be no going back.

Some people still have the perception that the dot com bust of 2001-2002 meant that the Internet was not working, or was going backwards. That perception is wrong. The Internet continues to change our lives, and the business world, every day. In the last month both The Economist and Business Week magazines have run cover stories on the subject. The Internet provides all businesses with remarkable new opportunities and new ways of doing business.

This is perhaps even more true of smaller businesses, who can use the Internet to compete successfully, on a global scale, with any organisation in the world. In the immortal words of the old New Yorker cartoon, “on the Internet, no-one knows you are a dog” (the cartoon had two dogs sitting at a computer terminal). Anybody can run up a website and sell and product or a service, to anybody, anywhere any time.
Tim’s book is written in the form of 50 frequently asked questions about using the Internet for business, and their answers. It is written in a practical and chatty manner that makes the advice instantly understandable and easy to act upon. Five random questions will give you a bit of the flavour:

· Why must my enterprise upgrade to a broadband Internet connection?

· What should my enterprise consider when registering domain names?

· How can my enterprise guard against Internet security threats?

· What are the critical success factors in creating a useful, usable website?

· How do I promote my website via search engines?

The answers to these questions take anything from one to ten pages, with extensive cross-references to other questions. There are also three useful appendices: Building a Website, Designing Usable Websites, and Selecting a Web Host.

The book is written for an international audience, but because it was written in Australia and most of the examples are Australian, it is particularly relevant to local organisations. And you don’t have to very big – most of the advice is suitable for even one-person consultancies.

A small example: Should my enterprise book travel online? Tim observes that “domestic air travel, no matter where you are in the developed world, is generally very straightforward in terms of pricing, routing and scheduling. It is well suited to do-it-yourself online booking.” But if you want to book internationally, or groups of people, you are almost always better off with a travel agent, because they will almost always save you time and get you a better deal.

The book is full of useful websites and advice on how to use them. It abounds with examples and real-world situations. It clearly explains how any business, from the smallest to the largest, can easily harness the power of the Internet for commercial advantage.
Tim O’Brien is himself a prime example of how the Internet can be used by small businesses for commercial purposes. He has two successful web businesses (Legal Wills Made Easy and Dili Coffee), as well as his consultancy business. I first met him a few years ago when we were both contributors to CCH’s monumental Australian eBusiness Guide. His advice is clear and practical, and with this latest book completely up-to-date.

True to his principles, the book is available for sale through his website (www.webstrategy.com.au), for $US27.50, including GST and postage within Australia. Note that he sells in US dollars, even though most of his business is in Australia: a key piece of advice he offers is to think globally.
The Internet has done more to shrink the world than any other invention. When I sit at my computer researching articles, reading the news or just idly surfing, I am constantly struck with how much the world has changed in ten short years.

It was only in 1993 that Marc Andreessen invented the web browser, and amazon.com came into existence. Since then we have had an amazing boom and an equally spectacular bust. Now we are through the first stage, and heading towards relative maturity. Tim O’Brien’s book shows us that mature Internet usage is available at minimal cost and minimal effort for every business.
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