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~NTRODUC~ION 

The 1990's represent a period of exten- 
sive technological, deregulatory, and com- 
mercial change in the information systems 
and telecommunications (ITC). The newly 
emerged information superhighway serves 
as a platform to Internet based business, 
and to a wide range of social services 
which can contribute to the quality of life 
(STAKES 1997). The ageing population and 
privatisation of social services (Rytkonen 
1995) may also provide new Internet based 
business opportunities. 

The technology is readily available to the 
Finnish citizens: most companies and 
many households are l i e d  to the Internet 
(EC Finland, 1998). More than one third 
of households in Finland already have 
computers, and host to population ration 
is 88.11 per 100 000 habitants, the highest 
in the world (TELMO 1998). The density 
of servers and capacity of telecommuni- 
cations lines are estimated to be high 
enough to serve the population. Yet, the 
services on the networks are neither up to 
the technological possibilities (Nevalainen 
1998), nor up to the specific needs of the 
customers (Puirava 1997). In this article 
we report Finnish trials on the possibilities 
of electronic commerce (EC) in home care 
of the elderly and disabled people. The 
question remains, nonetheless, how 
capable or willing the elderly people, or 
their helpers, are to use ITC. 

WELFARE SERVICES CLUSTER 

Like most Western countries, the Finnish 
society is committed to take care of irr 
elderly and disabled people. Traditionally 
the emphasis has been on institutional 
care, that is, hospitals and old age homes. 
However, during the recent years the trend 
has been to keep the elderly and disabled 
at  home, or with their families as long as 
possible (Ministry of Social Affairs and 

Health 1996a). Independent living and 
habitation in their own homes is what 
most elderly people want, and it is con- 
sidered to be more cost-efficient for the 
society (Ministry of Social Affairs and 
Health 1997). At the same time the pa- 
tients are returned from hospitals to their 
homes sooner than before. 
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All this has created an increased demand 
for home helpers. Home helpers are 
trained persons who visit their custom- 
e n  regularly, usually once or twice a 
week. They take care of both physical and 
mental health of their customers, while 
also performing some common house- 
keeping tasks, such as cleaning, doing 
dishes, and cooking. Also, if the customer 
is not capable of doing his daily shop- 
ping (i.e., groceries, and products with 
reasonably low unit prices (Kasso 1994)) 
himself, the home helper does them for 
the customer. 

This home help is most often provided 
and arranged by the municipalities, and 
funded mainly with tax income. Increas- 
ing tax rates to fund the public expendi- 
ture have made citizens well aware of the 
costs of the social care. 
As the report of the Ministry of Social 
Affairs and Health (1997) notes: 

'The growth in social expenditure would 
have been even more rapid ifchanges had 
not been made in the social protection 
system. Municipalities began to cut costs 
for social sewices and health care in 
1992. The government also introduced a 
number of savings measures, lowering the 
level of certain benefits ..." 

There is an increasing need for compe- 
tent personnel to support out-patients, 
elderly and disabled people at their homes 
(Ministry of Social Affairs and Health 
1996b). The need for such help is esti- 
mated to explode in the near future as 
the large post-war generations retire at 
the turn of the century. Social care costs 
are cut back, and this tendency is likely 
to continue as the economic dependency 
ratio is getting wone, closer to the Euro- 
pean average. Unfortunately, the conse- 
quences of cost cutting are just the op- 
posite to the needs of the elderly and 
disabled people. 

Under the heavy pressure to cut costs and 
simultaneously increased need for addi- 
tional social services, the work of the home 
helpers must be made more time efficient. 
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CURRENT RETAIL S ERVICES DO NOT MEET 

THE NEEDS 

For the past three decades the primary trend 
in Finnish daily consumer goods industry 
has been to increase the floor-area of the 
outlets by building large malls and hyper- 
markets at the junctions of motorways 
(Koski, et al. 1995). In 1980 there were al- 
most 10,000 stores in Finland; today there 
are only about 5,000 left, and the number 
is still expected to drop down to about 3,500 
(Ritakallio and Vuorenhela 1998). The 
number of grocery stores per 1000 inhabit- 
ants was quadruple in France and double 
in Germany compared to Finland in 1995 
(Rasimus 1995), whereas the average floor 
area per store in both France and Germany 
was half of the Finnish average. 

The market is dominated by self-service 
outlets, which do not necessarily serve the 
needs of the elderly and disabled (Spare 
and Pulkkinen 1997). Furthermore. as the 
neighbourhood shops are disappearing, the 
elderly people that could do their shop- 
ping by themselves, find the travelling to 
the hypermarkets too strenuous ( S p h  and 
Pulkkinen 1997; Ritakallio andvuorenhela 
1998). Thus, the home helpers are spend- 
ing increasing amount of their time (cur- 
rently already as much as 20-3091, (Dahlberg 
and Noroma 1996)) in doing shopping for 
their customers. New kinds of services, such 
as meal deliveries (Ajraksinen 1992). can 
help to ease the time pressures of the home 
helpers, but do not overcome the need to 
do grocery shopping. 

In our recent study (Kallio. et al. 1997) we 
interviewed experts from the supply side 
(current wholesalers and retailers of gro- 
ceries, as well as potential TT and logistics 
service providers) of F i h  grocery indus- 
try. The second most often mentioned poten- 
lial customer group for ele&nnic commerce 
of groceries was the elderly and disabled 
people The people in this group arc not likely 
to spend large amounts of money on any- 
thing, neither are they computer literate nor 
innovative consumers. The modest com- 
mercial potential of this customer segment 
is compensated by the potential benefits in 
terms of the cost and quality of soaal care. 

REFERENCES 

Airaksinen, L., (1992). 'Vanhusten 
ateriapalveluun tarvitaan uusia ideoita ", 

(New ideas needed for organising the 
meal smn'ces for the elderly), 

~etos-uuriset, 1992:i, pp. 4-7 
(in Finnish). 

Dahlberg, R. It Noroma, A.. (1 996). 
Kauppapalveluprojekti seka sen 

vaikutukset vanhusten eliimiiiin ja 
hoitajien tyo"ho"n, (Grocery shopping 

sentice -project and its effect 
on the elderly and on the work of the 
home helpers), unpublished report, 

Espoon tentcydenhuolto ja sosiaalialan 
oppilaitos, 1996 (in Finnish). 

EC Finland (1 998). Elektronisep 
kaupankhjmnin barometTi 1998 

(Barometer of electronic commerce 
1998), Report for members, Electronic 

Commerce Finland (in Finnish). 

Kalakota, R. It Whinston, A. (1997). 
Electronic Commerce: a manager's guide, 

Addison Wesley Longman, Znc., 1997. 

Kallio J.. Saannen T., It Tuunainen, 
VK., (1997). Elektroninen kaupankiiynti 
piiivittllistavarakaupassa - Potentiaaliset 

kuluttajaryhmiit, jakeluratkaisut, 
rakenteet ja ty6llisyysvaikutus, 

(Electronic Commerce in Grocery 
Shopping - Potential consumer groups, 
forms of delivery, structures and 

employment effects), LlT Series B 137, 
Helsinki, (in Finnish). 

Kasso, T. (1 995). Kauppa 
yhdyskuntasuunnittelussa, 

m e  role of commerce in regional 
planning), Ofiet-Koppinen Oy, Helsinki, 

(in Finnish). 

To summarise, the current, inarguably effi- 
cient retail system does not take the needs 
of the elderly and disabled into account 
properly. This is an example of the myriad 
of problems that are expected to be relieved 
with ITC under deapased funds for the serv- 
ices for the ageing population (Minisby of 
Social Affairs and Health 1996). Any relief 
in the burden of daily shopping may make 

Koski, K. €t Lahti, P. It Luukkanen, A. 
(1 995). Kaupan suuryksikot ja 

kunnallistalous: Tutkimus kuuden 
suuryksikon vaikutuksista 

kunnallistalouteen Heisingin, Tampereen 
ja Turun kaupunkiseuduilla, 

(Hypermarkets and Economy of Munici- 
pality: A case study of the injluence 
of sir hypennarkets in three cities 

Helsinki, Tampm and Turku), 
YlT tiedotteita 1684, Valtion teknillinen 

rutkimuskeskus, 99 pages + attach- 
ments, (in Finnish). 

Ministry of Social Affairs and Health 
(1996~). Tietotekniikan 

hy6dyntiimisstrategia, (IT Utilization 
Strategy), report of the task force 

of the Ministry of Social Affairs and 
Health, 29.2.1996, (in Finnish). 

it possible for the home helpers to concen- 
trate on duties they are hired and trained 
for, and for the elderly to gain access to 
wider selection of daily commodities. 

TRIALS I N  EC OF GROCERIES FOR THE 

ELDERLY AND DISABLED 
Vuosaari senrice is a part of EU funded 
Equality project It is, aimed at developing 
shopping sewices for the elderly and disa- 
bled with the help of lTC. It is currently 
serving about 70 customers in Helsinki. 
Before the trial most home helpers made 1- 
4 daily trips to a local grocery store, each 
trip taking on average 30 minutes, alto- 
gether two hours a day. Now, when the 
home helpers get the shopping lists from 
their customers (a couple of times a week), 
they phone the orders to the regional office 
of the social services. There they are en- 
tered into the Internet application of a lo- 
cal supermarket Next the orders are trans- 
mitted to Ateriaali Ltd, a private catering 
company that picks up and delivers the 
groceries to the elderly. Ateriaali Ltd is the 
trusted third p q  that handles the pay- 
ments as well. The basic idea of town 
Valkeakoski trial is roughly the same as 
with Vuosaari-project, but it is not a pri- 
vate entrepreneur, but the Finland Post Ltd 
that delivers warm meals and the orders 
of groceries from a local supermarket. 
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The experiences show that any improve- 
ment in the logistics is welcomed. For in- 
stance, in an experiment in the City of 
Espoo nearby Helsinki, the home helpers 
went to the shop, and picked up the goods 
for a number of customers in one trip to 
the shop, instead of doing a separate trip 
for each customer. The shop owner pro- 
vided the delivery of the goods for free to 
the homes of the home helpek' custom- 
ers. Already with this experiment, with- 
out any lTC support, the home helpers have 
been able to halve the shopping time, on 
average from 12 to 6 hours per week. 

DISCUSSION 
The best know examples of EC of grocer- 
ies (for instance Peapod in the U.S. and 
ruokaNet in Finland) have been developed 
primarily for the wealthy end-users (see 
e.g. Kalakota and Whinston 1997). None- 
theless, the population of all European 
countries is ageing and demanding high 
quality welfare services, while the public 
spending is being cut back. The society 
must be able to produce the services of 
the welfare sector more cost efficiently. 
The Finnish trials show that substantial 
cost savings can be achieved and the side 

1 effects of concentration of grocery retail 
outlets can be compensated by the intro- 
duction of EC. Locally it creates new busi- 
ness opportunities for a number of differ- 
ent service providers (such as common 
carriers, neighbourhood stores, and cater- 
ing services). Currently the supplier can 
benefit from better resource levelling dur- 
ing the slow hours and permanent cus- 

, tomer relationships. The elderly and disa- 
bled can gain wider selection of groceries 
and additional social contacts. 

Without exception, successful EC trials for 
the elderly have been a result of co-op- 
eration among the municipality, social 
workers, suppliers, and vendors. Should 
the EC of groceries develop through the 
support of the society or be driven by the 
market forces? In the light of early expe- 
riences from the trials, it is likely that these 
two forces are not contradictory but com- 
plementary. In addition to retail of gro- 
ceries, EC technologies and delivery chan- 
nels can be used to bundle together also 
other services for the elderly and disabled, 
such as telemedicine, banking and com- 
munication with e.g. the tax authorities. 
On the other hand, the new EC channel 
and related services can be offered to other 
customer groups, e.g. time pressured, sub- 
urban commuters, whose needs are largely 
different from the customers of the social 
care. In any case, improved information 
on the preferences and scheduling can lead 
to significant efficiency improvements in 
logistics. 

Although the elderly do not necessarily 
have adequate equipment or skills to shop 
online, it is worth while to develop the EC 
services with assistance of the home help- 
ers and easy-to-use technical arrange- 
ments (e.g. a call centre). This way the lo- 
gistic advantages can be realised even 
before the home helpers are properly 
trained and equipped, or before the more 
technically capable generations come to 
retirement age. 
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