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Raising the Standard of Management Education for

Electronic Commerce Professionals

RICHARD JOSEPH

AsstrRACT  The teaching of electronic commerce in universities has become a growth industry
in utself. The rapid expansion of electronic commerce programmes raises the question of what
actually is being taught. The association of electronic commerce as primarily a technical or
information technology (IT) phenomenon has not been sufficient to constrain it to IT and
information systems departments. Business schools have been keen entrants into the electronic
commerce coursework race and they are developing electronic commerce programmes in an
environment where there is no agreed definition of the term. This paper draws on the work of
Kenneth Boulding who argued that the dynamics of change in society are largely a product of
changing skills and the way these skills are arranged into roles at the organizational level. It
is argued that an overly technical interpretation of electronic commerce narrows the skills being
acquired as part of formal education. Universities, under pressure from the market and
technological change, are changing their roles resulting in a further narrowing of the breadth
of issues that is seen as legitimate to be included as electronic commerce. The outcome is that
aspiring electronic commerce professionals are not being exposed to a wide enough agenda of
ideas and concepts that will assist them to make better business decisions.

Keywords: electronic commerce, management education, skills, training,
universities.

Introduction

The teaching of electronic commerce has been a considerable growth area. Many
leading universities in Australia and overseas now have both undergraduate and
postgraduate programmes in electronic commerce—often degrees with that title.
Growth has been pervasive. For example, in the past couple of years, all five
universities in Perth, Western Australia, have now moved to offer teaching in
electronic commerce.! However, identifying the teaching of electronic commerce as
a growth area and making sense of that growth are two different things. Robertson?
has explored some of the complexity of this. He reviewed electronic commerce
programme offerings in a sample of several Australian and overseas universities on
offer at the end of 2000, considering concepts such as scope and depth in electronic
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commerce course content. As might be expected, his analysis at aggregate level, was
inconclusive. It showed that what is offered as part of electronic commerce
programmes follows a breadth of issues ranging from the technical to the social,
which in short, reflects the breadth of the term itself. In spite of this, the following
observation by Robertson suggests a possible ‘blind spot’ in existing curricula:

Relatively few units [subjects] focused exclusively on Legal, Regulatory and
Policy Issues. All these topics were however covered to a lesser degree in all
universities, most often as a section within an E-Business Strategy unit. Even
fewer units were offered that focused on broader societal issues related to
technology and EC. It is possible that, as many universities offered the degree
out of their Business School, they considered learning about social issues less
important than covering other core issues, more obviously related to
commerce and business.?

The implication is that electronic commerce programmes generally emphasize
technical and traditional business themes. Apparently, what is under-represented is
content concerning the interaction of technology and society, how this interaction
is regulated or indeed the fundamental economic underpinnings of electronic
commerce. The assertion is worth examining, even if it only prompts the question
of what ought to be taught as electronic commerce. In the discussion that follows,
I will restrict my concerns to postgraduate electronic commerce programmes (such
as a Master of Electronic Commerce or an MBA which has a specific electronic
commerce specialization) in a typical business school. While information technol-
ogy and information systems schools that offer electronic commerce cannot afford
to be solely technical, it is more than likely that the business school will
accommodate students aiming at management careers. On that latter point of the
relevance of technical material, I fully accept at the undergraduate level an
emphasis on more technical skills since new graduates perceive that such skills are
often more highly valued by employers. Getting that first job is not easy and it is
particularly hard with a general Arts degree. Undergraduates these days vote with
their pockets and increasingly postgraduates are doing likewise. This has
implications for what one might call education as opposed to training.

The assertion then is that at the postgraduate level there is a drift towards the
offering of a vocationally oriented technical and business education in electronic
commerce. Indeed, this may even border on training as opposed to education. If
this is true, then it seems likely that our future business decision makers may be
subjected to a view of electronic commerce that is far too narrow in its outlook. At
the centre of this issue are the skills being acquired as part of education by
electronic commerce professionals.

The Importance of Skills

Skills are important for two reasons. First, they are intrinsically important as part of
the human condition and the process of change. Second, since it is people that
make decisions, skills, especially in business, will have a major bearing on the
quality of decision-making.

With respect to the first point above, I wish to emphasize the work of Boulding
as a theoretically organizing structure for this paper. Boulding places particular
emphasis on skills as a central feature of change:
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One may say, therefore, as a long-run tendency that the distribution of power
in society is mainly a function of the distribution of skills. It is the dynamic of
the distribution of skill which forms, as it were, the long swell on which the
shifts of power occur as minor up and downs. Hence, the long-run dynamics
of the distribution of power can only be understood as a byproduct of the more
fundamental dynamics of the distribution of skill.*

Boulding’s emphasis on skill is entirely consistent with his view about knowledge
in the evolution of society. For Boulding, the skills of individuals fit into roles that
are determined by organizations. It is the interplay of skills and roles that
determines how well organizations adapt in the long term. A role reflects ‘the
process whereby political images are created and distributed among the individuals
of a society’.5 Of course, skills are also important at a more immediate economic
level since modern production, business organization and competition rely vitally
on human resources.®

Second, with regard to the quality of decision-making, Loasby (drawing on
Boulding7), argues that people, in general, have a tendency to limit the width of
the agenda (or system boundaries) they consider when making decisions.® For the
firm, this could come at great cost, since there is a tendency of underestimating the
cost of not limiting the width of decision agendas. In other words, one does not
know the cost until the width of the agenda is widened. Loasby makes the
distinction between operating and innovative decisions, the former requiring a
degree of routine and programming, the latter, requiring a much wider agenda and
sources of information. My worry, then, as far as electronic commerce is
concerned, is that business schools may systematically fail to recognize the width of
the agenda associated with electronic commerce. There are various institutional
pressures on universities that could bring this about and I will discuss this below.
However, I suspect that the width of the agenda is all too often trivialized in
business schools. With the weight of technology and vendors pressing hard,
business school students are being force-fed an operational agenda as opposed to
an innovative one. Such an approach may, paradoxically, not suit the pursuit of
innovation—a characteristic prized by electronic commerce firms—since curiosity
and subversiveness do not fit the existing power structures.® Business schools seem
more concerned with promoting the latest technological fad and conveniently
ignoring the fact that traditional ways of looking at problems may be no longer
adequate for the changes being presented by information and new technology.

In sum, the issue of skills goes much deeper than simply making graduates
marketable to industry. It goes to the very core of the role of universities and how
knowledge can assist human progress.

The Distortion of Electronic Commerce

A view of electronic commerce that places excessive emphasis on information
technology as its defining characteristic is in my opinion a distortion.? Wigand
explores this distortion when he writes:

The term electronic commerce is poorly understood and frequently used to
denote different meanings, very often depending on the individual’s job
function, professional orientation and background, focal point of service and
type of information technology deployed. One may identify upward of 30
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different technologies that individually or mutually enable electronic com-
merce. Electronic commerce is, of course, more than the mere use of
technology.11

In saying this I do not wish to downgrade what is taught in say an IT school
which would naturally have an emphasis on technology and its application. My
target, rather, is the business school, which ought to have a wider brief. In a sense,
this distortion has a disciplinary and professional geography attached to it and
indeed, deeper philosophical roots. Associated with this geography is a techno-
boosterism promoting the potential impact of such technologies, a strong dose of
techno-determinism, and an underdeveloped analytical framework for under-
standing the political, economic and social dimensions of technology. Philosoph-
ically, I suspect the distortion has its roots in the overlap and confusion of
explanation about how we label social and physical phenomena. It would seem as
though electronic commerce (and indeed the interface of IT with society) is beset
with the same explanatory and ideological difficulties that has troubled econo-
mists'? and psychologists.13

Wiredlife,'* a recent excellent book by Charles Jonscher, critiques much of the
overstated claims of IT enthusiasts and represents a response to this distortion.
Jonscher’s criticisms in his book go well beyond just electronic commerce. As an
example of what I'm talking about, the following extract from Jonscher about the
productivity paradox gives some idea of the unsubstantiated ‘hope’ of IT:

Hopes are high for a network-led solution to the problem of sluggish
productivity growth. The technology industry has introduced the idea that we
are entering an era of ‘e-business’. This encompasses a wide range if ideas from
the increased use of electronically supplied information for taking business
decisions to the integration onto a single automated system of the cycle from
customer enquiry to order fulfillment. The talk is of a comprehensive
restructuring of the distribution of goods and services around an electronic

. 5
infrastructure. 12

However, Jonscher deflates this ‘hope’ by placing it in a broader setting by
arguing that we cannot simply think that the computer is a direct replacement for
human skills and the human mind:

The failure of information technology to produce a decisive uplift in economic
productivity or in quality of consumer entertainment has taught us a striking
lesson which it would be well to bear in mind during the next round of
technology deployment. It is confirmation, by way of world-wide trillion-dollar
trial, that it is and will be much more difficult to automate what we do with our
minds than it was to automate what we do with our hands. We should see this
not as a failure of technology but as a tribute to human skills.'®

I do not wish to claim that this distortion infects all teaching of electronic
commerce. When it does, it is most likely to manifest itself in a typical business
school in a number of ways, for example: an emphasis on vocational training as
opposed to broader education; a view that an optimistically large amount of the
information aspects of business activity can be codified and easily communicated
via electronic networks; a neglect of the fact that computers are a derived
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demand;'” and adherence to traditional disciplinary-bound non-technical subjects
that do little to throw new light on the changing nature of business, by this I include
a better understanding of the economics of information.'® A distorted inter-
pretation of electronic commerce gives rise to thinking that is all too familiar. The
Tuesday edition of The Australian newspaper has for many years been a repository
of so-called news stories which seem to be often based on IT company press
releases. One has to look further for more reasoned analyses.19 To the extent that
such reasoned analyses are not valued by business schools, students will suffer.

I will turn my attention to some of the external pressures on universities that
may limit the way electronic commerce is interpreted.

Pressures on Universities

The modern university is being pressured in many ways, including stresses from the
market, a diverse range of ‘clients’ that are being served and broader social
processes that undermine critical research.?’ So while universities contain
individuals with different skills, as organizations they require individuals to play
different roles. These roles, if we follow Boulding’s argument, are in turn shaped
by the ‘image’ that is adopted by the organization. Universities have been
subjected, not only in Australia but elsewhere, to significant pressures that have
altered their image of themselves and the image projected to the broader public,
industry and government. The pressures on universities discussed below can be
interpreted as subtle stresses altering the traditional image of universities and
consequently the roles that individuals are being asked to play.

The market is having a range of impacts on universities and the teaching of
electronic commerce. In Australia (and other countries), declining government
funding has meant that full fee-paying postgraduate courses have become the
norm. The notion (or image) of the ‘for-profit’ university is being increasingly
aired by senior university managers. What might this mean for the teaching of
electronic commerce? The push for income has meant that universities have
followed the path of other industries and adopted ways of ‘getting close to the
customer’. In practice this brings with it certain risks since universities may not be
fully able to appreciate the strategic implications of their actions.?! Students paying
high fees seek a quick return on their investment and so electronic commerce
programmes take on a vocational feel. The IT sector, keen to sell its machines and
suffering from the widely publicized ‘IT skills shortage’, is also seen by students as
the most likely provider of hard to get jobs. The result of the nexus between
universities seeking income, students seeking jobs and companies with equipment
to sell has seen some universities forging links with the private sector in the
provision of content. It has been estimated recently that some 100 IT companies in
Australia gave more than $140 million in ‘services and cash to universities, schools
and TAFE [Colleges of Technical and Further Education]’.??> While it can be
argued such interactions are ‘at arms length’, some universities have forged close
links with the private sector in electronic commerce.?® Even at postgraduate level,
students find vendor-based training attractive, first because of the promise of
immediate employment and second because it introduces students to the notions
of computer networking (the infrastructure of electronic commerce). Such
programmes, while vocationally sound, may contribute to the unintentional
furthering of distorted thinking about electronic commerce, in business schools
especially, by dominating valuable time and resources in a sea of ephemera and



124 R. Joseph

technicality. This point is made by John Ralston Saul in his book, The Unconscious
Civilization:

Basic technical training is, of course, useful. But to treat it as anything more
than that is to lock students into technology that will be obsolete by the time
they graduate. The time wasted will also deprive them of the basic training in
knowledge and thinking that might help them adjust to the constant changes
outside.?*

Related to the potential domination of content by the private sector, one must
look to the content that is being produced as part of textbooks for electronic
commerce students. Of this variety there are many and it is a rapidly expanding
business. However, it would seem that many such textbooks approach electronic
commerce in a rather limited way and do little to add a critical and questioning
perspective. 25

Business schools are also probably contributing to a willing acceptance of a
distorted view of electronic commerce.?® According to Saul, business schools are
partly to blame:

Why is the largest and best-educated elite in that history so insistent on
handing the power—which we won and entrusted to them—over to an
abstract, self-destructive ideology? One possibility is that we are blocked by a
combination of technocratic management and technocratic speculation. The
technocratic management, produced mainly by business schools and depart-
ments of economics, is most comfortable functioning in large management
structures. 2?

Under the constraints of technocratic pressures, it is possible, as Noam has
argued, that universities in the future will gravitate towards two levels: either
research-based institutions or accreditation-based institutions.?® Given funding
pressures, it would seem that even the best Australian universities may have
difficulty in maintaining standards in a drift towards accreditation as they bid to
attract student and industry dollars. In such an environment, local issues could start
to dominate university curricula over more global ones, despite the fact that
electronic commerce is a global phenomenon.29 The result could well be a seedbed
for the latest fads, low-grade administrative type research at the expense of critical
research® (if there is any research at all) and corporate dominated ‘off-the-shelf’
content and teaching packages. Accreditation implies a relationship with industry
that may run counter to the broader goals of the university. The fear that
universities may compromise their important social role of promoting society with
options and choices for the future in the face of creeping professionalization was
highlighted by Carey years ago.31 Such concerns have not retreated, especially in
the face of ondine education® and seem to be conveniently ignored by proponents
of the ‘for-profit’ university.

Skills of the Electronic Commerce Professional

If my concerns are founded, such a distortion can pose a real threat to the quality
of education being offered in the electronic commerce area. Despite this, a clear
understanding of the skills needed by electronic commerce professionals is
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necessary if planning is to be effective. Mansfield and ]osephss categorized three
general areas where skills planning in the global information industries could be
focused: skills at the technical level; skills at the service level; and skills at the
corporate level. I will review their conclusions here since I still think they have
considerable relevance to today’s electronic commerce environment.

Mansfield and Joseph emphasize the influence of convergence which acts to blur
boundaries at the technical, service and corporate level. For example, at the
technical level, it is not only necessary for professionals to understand the
requirements of technology per se but ‘competitive pressures based on quality of
service, pricing, marketing, and demand considerations will require that they be
acquainted with these issues in order to effectively participate in teams or projects’.34
With respects to skills at the service level, convergence is ‘making it difficult to
distinguish the various information industry sectors solely on the nature of their
service and how it is communicated’.®® The implication at the service level is that
cross-disciplinary skills are needed. Finally, at the corporate level, the restructuring
of the global information industries implies that ‘future managers will have to be
conversant not only with investment opportunities but also with cultural factors and
regulations at the international level’.%® Mansfield and Joseph identify a number of
major themes from their consideration of the three skill areas:

® specialist knowledge of a disciplinary area will continue to be important;

® there will be increasing pressure for professionals to have some knowledge of
related disciplines;

® multi-skilling will continue to be an important feature of human resource
development;

® the progress of digitization will require more widespread knowledge of
technology; and

® the ability to manage projects and work in teams will be increasingly
important.

In sum, electronic commerce is a field that will require skills emphasizing multi-
skilling, cross-disciplinary knowledge and awareness as well as knowledge of
technology. As discussed above, a distorted interpretation of electronic commerce
may trivialize the important relationships that managers have to deal with. In fact,
I would go as far as saying that this distortion may act to place a strong ideological
slant on the relationship between technology, business and society.

Discussion: In Defence of a More General Approach to Electronic Commerce

If the assertion of this paper is correct, the closer a university tends towards an
accreditation role, the greater will be its openness to a distorted view of electronic
commerce. Its staff and students will be unable to make discerning judgments
about new technology and its social and business impact, and even less able to
appreciate why such judgments are important. In short, this reflects a narrowing of
the width of the agenda in the decision-making process. For the most part, many
business schools may be comfortable with the production of ‘bell wethers’?” for the
next generation of electronic commerce technologies. However, there will be other
business schools that may not and it is precisely these that may prosper in the long
run, especially as the technology of electronic commerce becomes more ubiquitous
and firms seek employees with broader skills to solve ‘real world problems’.
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Is it too much to expect universities to change the direction of their market-
oriented images and roles? The following quote from Paul Krugman suggests that
it may not be easy for either universities, business schools or the vendors of
electronic commerce solutions to change:

As H. L. Mencken once pointed out, it is difficult to get a man to understand
something when his income depends on his not understanding it.38

However, the shallowness of narrow technical interpretations of electronic
commerce may eventually be seen through. It is likely that industry is gradually
seeing the value of recruiting graduates with a broader perspective, although it is
far from clear how different skills should be mixed.?? It may be that individual
teaching staff, aware of the breadth of electronic commerce, may be able to
introduce innovative change. Until such time that a more sophisticated apprecia-
tion of electronic commerce is accepted, such change that does not fit well with
existing organizational power structures may need to be intelligently handled.
Some suggestions follow.

First, the distinction between skill improvement and training may need to be
sorted out in some institutions. This may depend on local culture and practices but
I suspect it is tied up with the general image of universities as either research or
accreditation focused. It may go deeper than this, requiring some universities
ceasing to suffer from organizational hallucination**—where their projected
image seems to have little relation to what they are actually doing.

Second, there may be value in recognizing that postgraduate education will be
self—selecting.41 In other words, students will gravitate to courses and attitudes that
reinforce their pre-existing images. The following quote from a report about
science, technology and society education in the UK from over 20 years ago,
underlines the fact that entrenched attitudes are difficult to change:

.. .another [student] hinting at the negative preconceptions of his colleagues
suggested that a course called ‘Technology and Society” would attract more
students if the word ‘Society” were removed from the title.*2

A broader appreciation of electronic commerce could be achieved at either of
two levels without being particularly affronting to the student’s preconceptions. It
could appeal to the ‘employment line’ where a more critical, contextual approach
is valued since it could be argued convincingly that ‘well-rounded people are always
needed for business’. Alternatively, teachers could ‘engage with students from
where they are’, modelling real world problems and demonstrating the need to
understand ‘other languages’ and disciplines to solve such problems.

Finally, one of the most resistant areas may be the attitudes of existing electronic
commerce teaching staff themselves. To the extent that electronic commerce has
been interpreted as a technical issue, business schools have often attracted staff
with a very technical outlook. If business schools are to move further away from
technocratic prescriptions for electronic commerce and accreditation, staff
continuing to prefer ‘the inconveniently familiar to the conveniently unfamiliar’
could be a real obstacle to change.43 On this point, the words of J. K. Galbraith are
an ominous warning:
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When not able to grasp an idea, practical men take refuge in the innate
superiority of common sense. Common sense is another term for what has
always been believed.**

It is precisely the commonsense nature of electronic commerce that makes it so

resistant to change. It is precisely this challenge that makes educational change all
the more imperative.
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