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	The technological developments of the internet have dramatically changed the market environment for tourism industry in Malaysia. To remain competitive, tourism industry players face challenges to improve their offers to attract tourists. For that, tourism players increase more spending on advertising, marketing campaigns and online promotional activities on digital platforms such as web pages, blogging and social networks. However, the adoption of digital and information, communication and technology (ICT) has become more complex and puzzling as well. The purpose of this study is to assess the issues and challenges faced by tourism industry in Sabah pertaining to adoption of digital and ICT. The empirical part consists of an extensive search and analysis of academic articles and government publications related to issues and challenges faced by tourism industry in Sabah in employing digital and ICT in their business operations. The results of this study highlight the issues and challenges that are significantly important to the implementation and effectiveness of digital and ICT adoption in tourism industry in Sabah. This research will add to the existing literature reviews of digital and ICT adoption in the development of tourism industry in Malaysia.
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Introduction
Tourism has become one of the key drivers of socio-economic progress in Malaysia since the early 1990’s. It generates income, creates jobs and contributes to revenues and infrastructure development. The growth of international tourists’ arrivals to Malaysia has grown exponentially for the past 10 years. It rose from 17.55 million in 2006 to 26.76 million in 2016. At the same time, total revenue receipts from these international tourists’ arrival also have surged tremendously from RM36.3 billion in 2006 to RM82.1 billion in 2016 (www.tourism.gov.statistics). The government estimated that in 2018 the number of international tourists’ arrival and revenue receipts will further increase to 33.1 million arrivals and RM134 billion respectively. More than RM2 billion has been allocated in the Malaysian Budget 2018 to elevate the tourism industry to a greater height. 
The digital revolution is changing the tourism industry landscape by revolutionizing its distribution channels, minimizing costs and changing the way the industry is communicating with its customer. Recognizing the huge impact of the social media platform and online advertising, the government of Malaysia through one of its agency that is Tourism Malaysia took some initiatives to establish its online presence using several platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, You Tube, Instagram and others with great success. Malaysia Tourism Platform, an e-commerce platform for the tourism industry players in Malaysia was also created with collaboration between the Tourism Malaysia and Alibaba Group   to gain access into the lucrative China outbound tourism market directly. 
ICT in Tourism Industry 

The Technology is playing an increasingly important role in the tourism industry. Within the past 10 years, the number of worldwide Internet users has more than tripled: Currently, approximately 3.17 billion consumers access the Internet with increasing ease and frequency, participating in a thriving environment of information and commerce. This new landscape has radically altered the way tourism business is conducted (Bethapudi, 2013). A new marketplace is evolving that is at once more accessible to the consumer and more competitive for the supplier. 

Tourism marketing is essential for destinations and products to distinguish themselves from competitors and encourage visitation. Traditional consumer marketing for tourism brands has focused heavily on print, television, radio and billboard with tour operators and travel agents serving as gatekeepers between destination brands and potential travelers (Sparks and Browning, 2011). The increased accessibility of digital marketing has provided an alternative, cost efficient way for tourism businesses and destinations to reach the consumer. When used effectively, digital marketing can supplement traditional efforts to reach target markets (Kiralova and Pavliceka, 2014).

Information and communication technologies (ICT) for tourism include devices and hardware (radio, television, Wi-Fi routers, cameras, smart phones, and computers), the software and applications for those devices, and the online platforms and social media networks that connect people and information. A digital marketing strategy operates on multiple channels to distribute information from producer to consumer (Yeoman, Brass & Beattie, 2007).

However, the proliferation of channels and their changing use by creative marketers has made the digital ecosystem increasingly challenging, creating new barriers to successful participation for small and medium enterprises and destinations. Tourism marketers must be increasingly savvy to reach target markets. New pay-to-play options on online distribution networks and social platforms are restricting access (Yoon & Uysal, 2003). Additionally, search engines, which are the single largest driver of website traffic, use specific though opaque algorithms to select which sites appear at the top of search results. In addition to the challenge of developing an effective digital presence in our rapidly evolving landscape, tourism businesses and organizations must have an ICT infrastructure that allows for quick, consistent access to the global information network (Pike, 2005; Rajama & Ganesh, 2007). Businesses must keep pace with technology as it changes and ensure that staff has the technical capacity to manage new systems. This can place a significant burden on small and medium enterprises as well as emerging destination marketing organizations that lack capital or access to a technically skilled workforce (Sparks & Browning, 2011).

In Sabah, there are still limited studies on the usage of technology in tourism industry. Hence, this paper aims to assess the digital and ICT adoption by tourism industry in Sabah context and to highlight the issues and challenges that are significantly important to the implementation and effectiveness of digital and ICT adoption in tourism industry in Sabah.
Tourism Industry in Sabah 
Tourism is a sector recognized as one of the main important service industries in the world (Schumacher, 2007). In Malaysia, tourism industry is progressively growing over the past few decades and is one of the main contributors to the Malaysian’s economy. In 2011, the tourism industry is Malaysia’s third largest foreign exchange earners. Hence, tourism has been recognized as a key economic area in the Tenth Malaysia Plan (2011-2015) in making Malaysia top 10 in terms of global tourism receipts (Tourism Malaysia Corporate Website, 2012). 

In Malaysia, Sabah has most of the attractions particularly the well-preserved rainforest. Sabah is located on the northern point of the island of Borneo which covers an area of 7.3 million hectares. Sabah, dubbed as the ‘Land below the wind’ is the second largest state in Malaysia and shares borders with East Kalimantan of Indonesia on the south and Sarawak on its southwest.

Sabah’s richness such as the tropical rainforests, beautiful beaches, variety of cultural heritage, delicious Malaysian cuisine, or the welcoming spirit of the Sabah people, made Sabah a paradise place to be visited. Despite the booming number of tourists and development of tourism industry in Sabah, the virginity of its flora, fauna and its beaches are still maintained. In fact, Sabah is one of the most important tourist destinations in Malaysia and tourism industry has been an important contributor to both Sabah and Malaysia’s economy. Tourism in Sabah contributes to the Malaysian economy for increasing foreign exchange earnings, and employment opportunities (Bhuiyan, Siwar, Ismail & Islam, 2011)

Nonetheless, tourism industry players in Sabah need to embrace digital technology to boost their business and further develop the industry in the state and to improve in terms of their business and in dealing with customers. Based on Sabah Tourism Board 2017 statistics, 3.684 million tourists visited Sabah in 2016 and more than half of China tourists arranged their holidays on their own and not through tour agents. This indicates the need for tourism industry in Sabah to fully embrace these changes if it wants to effectively reach out to today’s consumers as times have evolved with the advancement in information and communications technology. Hence, hotels and tour agents needed to look at digital technology and ICT development as the new potential in marketing their products (The Star, 2018)

Usage of (Digital &) ICT by Tourism Industry In Sabah – Case Study 

How ICT Used in Small Tourism Enterprise (STE)?

The vast majority of tourism enterprises around the world can be classified as small and medium-sized tourism enterprises (Buhalis, 1998; Gammack et al., 2004). Most of these are micro enterprises, which have less than 5 employees (Gammack et al., 2004), generate a small amount of revenue (Hall and Rusher, 2004), and are dominated by family businesses, particularly in rural areas (Getz and Carlsen, 2005). In developing countries like Malaysia, small enterprises are the dominant form of tourism enterprise and are the backbone of destinations tourism sector (Gartner, 2004; Purcell et al., 2004). However, STEs in developing nations have a great deal working against them (Gartner, 2004). STEs in these countries may suffer from factors that they have no control over. For instance, those without a strong domestic tourism market are susceptible to downturns in tourist numbers from factors such as disease (e.g. SARS), terrorism (Gartner, 2004) and more recently natural disasters. Additionally, small enterprises in general are characterized as:

•  resource poor (Oyelaran-Oyeyinka and Lal, 2004),

•  having basic technology needs,

•  being informal in nature,

•  family owned and relying on family labour (Bannock, 2005;  Mead and Liedholm, 1998; Turner, 2003),

• operating in niche markets and not in direct competition with larger enterprises (Bannock, 2005),

•  suffering from information scarcity (Duncombe and Heeks, 2001; Moyi, 2003), and 

• being in an environment where managerial and financial factors can contribute to business failure (Al-Shaikh, 1998).

Furthermore, the situation of STEs in developing countries is complicated by limited markets (Matambalya and Wolf, 2001) and often they are susceptible to harassment from criminal gangs and corrupt institutions (McIntyre, 2003; Turner, 2003). Furthermore, the political environment is often not conducive to STEs often favoring larger businesses (Al-Shaikh, 1998; Montealegre, 1998). These characteristics suggest that STEs face many challenges to adopting new technology.

With these challenges, how are STEs in developing countries exploiting the Internet? Evidence from a large survey conducted by the Asia Foundation in 2002 on SMEs in Philippines, Thailand, Sri Lanka and Indonesia, found that email communication between suppliers and customers, research and information gathering and to a lesser extent basic information web sites were the most common uses of the Internet. In support of this, various authors suggest that basic e-commerce activities such as email (Duncombe, 1999; Duncombe et al, 2004; Moodley and Morris, 2004; Palmer, 2000; Tanburn and Singh, 2001) the use of small advertisements (Zeitlyn and Barone, 2004) research and information gathering (Palmer, 2000; Tanburn and Singh, 2001) and the use of portals (Kuwayama, 2001; Lal, 2005) are the most common e-commerce practices adopted by businesses. This is especially important because a number of benefits have been linked with STEs Internet use in developing countries. Some of these are (Purcell et al., 2004):

(1) reduced cost of advertising;

(2) more effective and cheaper communication;

(3) exposure to a global market;

(4) more efficient access to information; and

(5) possibility of attracting multinational organizations.

Case 1: Urban Area

Angehrn (1997) developed the ICDT model that categorizes the opportunities brought about by the Internet into four different virtual spaces. They are the Virtual Information Space, Virtual Communication Space, Virtual Transaction Space and Virtual Distribution Space. In urban areas, most of STEs in Sabah just applied Internet to get information and as a medium of communication. The information space refers to the different ways a business can provide information online. Exploiting this space means providing basic information that customer’s would need, such as product and business contact details. In the developing country context businesses are exploiting this space in three simple ways: basic business web sites, the use of portal sites and to a lesser extent the use of small ads (Asia Foundation., 2005; Kuwayama, 2001; Lal, 2005; Zeitlyn and Barone, 2004). Two reasons why this space is important in the context of tourism and developing countries is that, tourism is an information-based and information-intensive industry (Inkpen, 1994; Poon, 1993; Sheldon, 1997), and has become one of the most popular mediums for researching and planning trips (Collins et al., 2003). The second reason is that trust is a barrier to e-commerce in developing countries (UNCTAD, 2004), with STEs seen as a risk to international customers, as such, a business can address this issue by presenting information about themselves online.

Most of the STEs exploited information space through the development of a web site and promotion through other third party web sites such as travel portal sites and official tourism sites. However, all their web sites were static in nature, which mean basic websites, developed and updated infrequently. This is because STEs normally developed their websites using family members or friends, developed by the owner, or using an external web developer. As this is sort of ‘cultural obligation’ to hiring family and friends (Gartner, 2004). 

Another, Internet used by STEs is as communication medium. This space refers to the exchange of information with the various stakeholders: their suppliers, customers, and strategic allies. Unlike the Information Space, information in the Communication Space may flow both ways. That is information can travel asynchronously between two parties. Many authors suggest that e-mail is the most widely adopted e-commerce tool adopted by small businesses in developing countries (Duncombe, 1999; Duncombe et al., 2004; Moodley and Morris, 2004; Palmer, 2000; Tanburn and Singh, 2001). It is also the most cost effective and easily adopted ecommerce activity (Payne, 2002). Adopting email can open doorways for STEs to gain even greater exposure through dealing with online intermediaries, and may be attributed to the fact that online intermediaries prefer to do business online with enterprises to reduce costs (Gupta et al., 2004). The main business activities in this space involved communication with customers. That is, answering queries and receiving bookings. By adopting email, STEs are able to better exploit the communication space and communicate with other tourism players. Email communication with other suppliers and partners such as local travel agents or tour operators was another common use of this space.

In urban and semi-urban areas, the STEs found by exploiting the used of Internet give them more benefits and the cost of accessing the Internet was a minor issue (Karanasios and Burgess, 2006). However, there is a lack of awareness and know-how of how to use the Internet. Although, the STEs showed awareness of how to use the Internet and overcome traditional obstacles but they were unsure of the best way to develop or hosting a website without incurring high cost. Another difficulties occurred was to get employees with an ability to handle information and communication through the Internet. Sometimes, the STEs would have to face a connectivity problem. The Internet connections might become unreliable in peak hours, example during 8 to 10am and 4 to 6pm.

Case 2: Rural Area

Did the STEs in rural areas apply Internet for information and communication medium? Saat and Wyai (2015) explored the use of telecentre in Buayan, one of the rural areas in Sabah. Telecentre is an ideal platform to build flexible and powerful environment for sharing and learning. As a communal facility, the telecentre provide the space for users to share, support and learn from one another. However, Saat and Wyai (2015) is referring telecentre as ICTs centre of community development. Meanwhile, Buayan is the settlement of the Dusunic ethnic group, which is located in the Crocker Ranges between Tambunan and Penampang districts of Sabah. Under the administrative of Penampang Municipal District, Buayan community can only be accessed by outsiders with the use of four wheel drive vehicle and then followed by jungle tracking. The community is scattered to four settlements namely Kampung Kionop, Kampung Buayan, Kampung Tiku and Kampung Tempiasa, which were separated from each other and situated along the Buayan River. In early establishment of the telecentre, Institute of Social Informatics and Technological Innovations (ISITI), which later is called as ISITI-CoERI, targeted firstly-to bridge digital divide between rural and urban inhabitants; and secondly-to promote economic development of the communities. The most fascinating local products to the tourists in Buayan are eco-tourism. This is including the natural ecological products such as the jungle tracking; and exploring the flora and fauna biodiversity.  Additionally, the historical based product also can be exploited to promote as local products. 

The telecentre has potential in closing up the digital gap between the communities and urban inhabitants. Through observations, there are two type of networking namely, horizontal and vertical. Horizontal networking means coverage of interaction and information mostly is internal of the community. Meanwhile, vertical networking is referring to interaction and information occurred between the community with outsiders either domestic or international. Vertical networking is much needed because it enables the telecentre to exercise the marketing activities. Promotion about local products of the community can be put forward in community website, thus people around the globe can access to the information. Once the products were consumed by tourists, then the continuity of the tourists will reproduces themselves. 

Through observations, majority of the telecentre users are among the youths, teenagers and school teachers. In fact, the generated information among the communities member also were relatively small in coverage. Most of the information are concerning the government aids and subsidy, education and forwarding application forms. Some of the community members, aged 40 and above just utilized the satellite telephone from the telecentre. The community feel ICT as alien for them because no serious initiative done to educate them about the telecentre and its objectives. 

In promoting the economic development, the telecentre tries to make the technology persistently serve needs of Buayan community. There were two interrelated issues underlined with the telecentre survival, first-internal stakeholder which refers to the communities and second-external stakeholders that refers to project implementers such as government agencies and NGOs (Harris, 2012). The communities are playing vital roles to ensure survival of the telecentre. Apparently, the communities would use the telecentre to market their products or commodities. As a result of lacking ICT ability, they encounter difficulty in packaging their products as required by the telecentre. ICT seems to be a new innovation for them. Thus, they need lots of supports from the external stakeholders such as Department of Rural Community Empowerment under the Ministry of Rural and Regional Development; Department of Tourism and also the private tourism companies. However, such needed supporting from the external stakeholders remain immaterialize as the internal stakeholders have ‘unclear or unheard voice’. It seems to be the community was not ready to face the challenge of new era, ICT. As such, there are additional related issues: (1) the community does not understand how to exploit the telecentre to develop their economic resources; (2) the information about using telecentre in promoting their economic development had never reached most of the community members; and (3) all the issues did mention above occurred due to the ignorance of some crucial principles in establishing community telecentre by ISITI-CoERI.

The Way Forward 

Without a doubt, internet is one of the most significant technological advancement tools of the last century due to its highly revolutionary impacts and implications on how we exchange information and goods throughout this world. The impact of this digital technology has become so closely embedded with peoples’ daily life that it strongly influences the tourism and how businesses are done in the industry. The whole industry has to keep pace with new technology trends, which will almost likely require them to rethink their business strategies and reshape the services that they provide. According to Hamid et al. (2017), the effectiveness of technology in assisting the tourism industry in Malaysia through interactive websites with high usage of visual presentation, information content and communication with customers could be among the reasons that influence international tourists to select Malaysia as their selected destination. The evolution of ICT in the tourism industry now poses challenges to those value propositions that are being offered by traditional tourism services. The tourism industry especially those traditional small and medium enterprises in Sabah should quickly embrace the digital revolution and adopt E-Commerce to take advantage of the government’s various E-Platform initiatives. The rapid growth of information and communication technologies is providing more opportunities for these businesses to become more competitive and creating new streams of revenues.
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