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W
e hear a lot about the new  
technologies of electronic 
banking, on-line transac­
tions and other em erging paym ent 

systems, but what do w e know  about 
how  people use these technologies? 
Should w e expect that these new  
payments technologies will ultimately 
sw eep all others aside, as som e claim? 
These and other questions are the 
subject of an insightful research pa­
per from the Centre for International 
Research on Communication and In­
formation Technologies (CIRCIT) in 
Melbourne.

The research paper aims to fill a 
void in research about how  people 
use information and com m unication 
techologies as m ethods of payments. 
As its author Supriya Singh argues, 
most of the research on these issues 
comes from one of two angles. On 
the one hand, industry research is 
focussed on the industry’s perspec­
tive of supply issues and specific tech­
nologies, and tells us little about how  
people actually use the technologies. 
On the other hand, social science 
research has exam ined the social and 
cultural meanings of information and 
comm unication technologies but this 
research is rarely useful for im prov­
ing the industry’s understanding of 
dem and patterns or for developing 
regulatory policy.

The paper examines how  con­
sumers mix and match different forms 
of money. It examines a range of 
factors which influence the choices 
people m ake about their paym ent 
methods, including age, sex, marital 
status, incom e level, cultural back­
ground and other dem ographics. The 
paper also focuses on the differing 
individual circumstances of consum ­

ers by looking at case studies of indi­
viduals and their use of paym ent sys­
tems. Its findings are based on open- 
ended  interviews and the author’s 
doctoral study on money, marriage 
and information flows.

We frequently hear about how  
the use of a particular payments tech­
nology such as EFTPOS has grown, 
and how  other payments systems are 
relatively less significant than in the 
past. Commentators sometimes ex­
trapolate from these trends that some 
paym ents are on the way in, and 
others on the way out. Singh’s re­
search casts doubt on this conclu­
sion.

Singh paints a scenario in w hich 
people are becom ing increasingly 
sophisticated in their use of informa­
tion and comm unication technolo­
gies. Often they use different forms 
of m oney as a way of separating 
different kinds of payments from each 
other. Different forms of m oney are 
often used for particular bills. For 
example, people tend to pay utility 
bills by phone, travel by credit cards 
and groceries by cash or EFTPOS. 
New technologies lead to com bina­
tions of payments systems, not sub­
stitution.

The important implication from 
Singh’s research is that if w e look at 
how  consum ers organise their trans­
actions, w e reach conclusions which 
differ from the normal technology- 
centred industry studies. It suggests 
that more traditional transaction meth­
ods such as cash, cheque and branch 
banking still have a major role to play 
in the future. The paper quotes re­
search suggesting that 90% of trans­
actions are still in cash, and the cheque 
is still the most popular form of non­

cash paym ent in Australia - 38% of all 
n o n -c a sh  p a y m e n ts . E lec tron ic  
m oney has increased consum ers’ 
options in how  they organise their 
finances, but it is not necessarily re­
placing physical money.

There are a num ber reasons why 
the older m ethods of payment are 
likely to endure. People feel more ‘in 
control’ of their m oney w hen they 
write a cheque or pay cash; they 
often w ant a tangible record of a 
transaction; and prefer the physical 
and even personal interaction in­
volved in more traditional transac­
tions such as branch banking. A par­
ticular obstacle to the acceptance of 
internet payments systems and phone 
and electronic banking is concerns 
about lack of security. For example, 
banks have been largely unsuccess­
ful in persuading custom ers to use 
Automatic Teller Machines for de­
posits.

Singh suggests that a better aware­
ness of the social and cultural dim en­
sions of m oney w ould help regula­
tors and the financial services indus­
try to adopt m ore effective strategies. 
On-line m oney must be secure; cul­
tural distinctives need to be taken 
into account; and institutions need to 
continue providing for multiple forms 
of money. Policy and strategy makers 
n e e d  to  ‘rad ic a lly  sh ift th e ir  
focus...instead of preparing for a 
wholly on-line paym ents environ­
ment, they have to position their or­
ganisations to deliver in multiple ways 
via transform ed physical and elec­
tronic netw orks’.□
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