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Abstract

The coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak is causing a global health crisis, which has inevitably led to a
worldwide economic slowdown. In Malaysia, the small business sector is most affected by the movement
control order (MCO). The MCO has caused the closure of the retail and transport sectors that has sharply
curtailed the daily operations of the majority of small entrepreneurs, leading to a loss in income. However, if
small business communities make optimal use of digital applications for their business activities, their
income will be less affected by the current Covid-19 pandemic. Furthermore, the everyday use of ICT has the
potential to create numerous landscape improvement and business continuity, specifically for small and
medium entrepreneurs (SMEs). This, in turn, would increase community participation in entrepreneurship.
Therefore, it is crucial to study the role of digital marketing in strengthening new business norms among
small entrepreneurs during the Covid-19 pandemic. It is also imperative to identify other factors that can
help boost digital business. This research examined the relationship between ICT use in empowering rural
entrepreneurs during MCO in Malaysia. The study design consisted of a quantitative form for each research
instrument using the Google Form online survey. This study’s sample was selected using a particular
sampling method (purposive sampling) and snowball sampling (snowball sampling) involving 158 small rural
entrepreneurs in Penang, Malaysia. The data were analysed using Statistical Package for Social Science
(SPSS) version 27.0 software. The findings showed that the respondents navigated the Covid-19 pandemic by
carrying out business activities on the digital platform and took full advantage of the ICT applications as
part of their new business norms. This study can provide input for the government to formulate strategies
related to ICT in increasing awareness among rural entrepreneurs. Additionally, the input of this study can
offer programs and activities to further enhance the entrepreneurs’skills in using ICT.
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1. Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic has forced many countries to impose travel restrictions and movement
control orders. The spread of the Covid-19 pandemic affects health and directly affected the economic
conditions of most countries around the world, especially the business activities of small traders.
During the early period of the Covid-19 pandemic, small business owners have begun to believe that
this pandemic will continue and give the impact that they will encounter unexpected economic
problems (Bartik et al. 2020). In Malaysia, the small business sector is one of the sectors most affected
by the Movement Control Order (MCO). This is due to the closure of the retail and transport sectors,
which sharply curtailed the daily operations of a majority of small entrepreneurs leading to a loss of
income (Abdul Rashid, Hassan, & Ahmad, 2020).

During that period, most small business entrepreneurs began to lose their sources of income
due to supply disruptions and the closure of support sectors, job losses, and lack of savings (Kawi
2020; Muhammad Nasir 2020). Most businesses, especially in rural areas, are under significant
financial pressure, and many fail to make ends meet. Various strategies are needed to alleviate the
difficulties faced by small rural entrepreneurs affected by the Covid-19 pandemic to combat this issue.

Business entrepreneurs can take advantage of the situation and fully utilize ICT through digital
applications while exploring more opportunities to use technology in their respective businesses
(Sharples 2020). This is because the Covid-19 pandemic has brought about the need for digital
capabilities, which proves that any business can survive and be sustainable (Millhiser 2020).

The effects and consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic in rural areas can help small rural
entrepreneurs to strengthen their digital skills and knowledge. Gardner & Blondeau (2020) found that
using digital services and expertise in rural areas to reduce constraints caused by the MCO helps
overcome the problem of disposing of fresh products and perishable foodstuff with a limited shelf life
(Fabiel et al. 2020). Besides that, there are also several strategies to strengthen digital knowledge
among small rural entrepreneurs. The strategies identified can be implemented by rural
entrepreneurs during this crisis in the form of insurance products, pension schemes, rental
arrangements, agricultural finance, low-value equity investments, e-payment options, and cash
transfers using digital access. Digital-based participation in business activities plays an essential role
during the MCO and social imprisonment period because it enables rural communities to conduct
financial transactions without having to travel outside the community, utilizing any business location
or even conducting business from their home (Hayter 2020).

Since ICT has a significant role to play in society, it is a suitable platform for community
transformation, which makes ICT a catalyst for generating entrepreneurs’ income. Currently, the
Fourth Industrial Revolution (IR 4.0) is the latest revolution to expand the use of the Internet and
ICT in various aspects of society. This revolution brought changes to multiple aspects of society’s life,
especially the reliance on the Internet, which changes the way information is accessed and
disseminated in society (Nagamani & Veni, 2016; Ibrahim Abu Ahmad, 2016). IR 4.0 strengthens the
role of ICT in developing the economy, increasing GDP growth, offering employment opportunities,
initiating organizational restructuring, sustaining productivity, and eradicating poverty (Palvial,
Baqirb & Nematia, 2017). In order to empower the community, involvement in ICT needs to be
strengthened. ICT has a huge role to play in society as it a suitable platform to process the
transformation of rural communities, especially rural entrepreneurs. Therefore, this study aims to
examine the extent of ICT’s potential in helping to empower small rural entrepreneurs and examine
other factors that can help improve these entrepreneurs’ digital business.

2. Literature Review

Since Covid-19 hit the world, adverse effects on almost all of the world’s economies have begun to
emerge. The Covid-19 crisis, followed by the closure of borders and governments, has shocked the
economy and labour markets worldwide by influencing production factors, supply and demand
(Johnsen et al. 2020). Consequently, the Covid-19 pandemic has led to the emergence of adverse
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implications on all aspects of community life, eventually disrupting economic activities that affect
households and business income in rural areas (Philipson et al. 2020).

The current Covid-19 pandemic has forced the entire world to take measures, such as closures of
social activities and other restrictions to control the spread of the pandemic. Nevertheless, despite
the proven success in reducing the spread of the pandemic, the social and economic aspects of all
walks of life have stalled or become disrupted. According to Dube & Kathende (2020), not all in the
community can afford to remain at home without carrying out any economic activity to generate
income for their families during the MCO. Most communities, especially those who depend on the
informal economy, such as small businesses in the agricultural sector, household goods or trade,
cannot carry out their usual business activities during the MCO. For example, it is estimated that
nearly 8o to 9o% of the population in African countries work in informal economies (Dube &
Kathende 2020). During the Covid-19 pandemic, it is estimated that most African countries have lost
their output, amounting to $79 billion (Dube & Kathende 2020).

A study conducted by Fairlie (2020) found that business entrepreneurs in Asian countries,
especially in China, have suffered losses due to consumer discrimination on their businesses because
they have been accused as the leading cause of the Covid-19 pandemic in Wuhan, China. As many as
230,000 business entrepreneurs (26%) had suffered losses in business activities starting from
February 2020. Despite their recovery in May and June, business activities still declined between 21 to
10% during these months. This situation also caused business entrepreneurs in Asian countries to
experience income loss (Fairlie 2020). In the West, a similar situation also occurred when there was a
decrease in business activities from February to April involving 1.8 million business owners with a
total loss of 17%. White business owners also experienced a decline in operating business at the rate
of 1% in May and 5% in June (Fairlie 2020).

Katooro (2020) argued that social closure and restriction measures in most countries have
serious impacts, such as causing a decline in income, job loss, and insolvency, especially those
involved in the Small and Medium Industry (SMI) sector. An interview by the International Institute
of Rural Reconstruction (2020) with SME found that some women entrepreneurs in rural Africa
provided negative feedback, such as feeling depressed due to limited or no market products available,
insufficient sales, limited mobility and no alternative income, which at the same time caused their
lives to be severely affected by the Covid-19 pandemic (Katooro 2020).

In India, the Covid-19 situation has restricted agricultural activities and food production.
According to Dev & Sengupta (2020), movement restrictions and the closure of districts in all
provinces had reduced the demand for agricultural supply products, causing enormous losses for
Indian farmers. The study also revealed that the closing of hotels, restaurants, and supermarkets had
resulted in an 80% decline in sales of milk products. As a result, agricultural products, such as milk
and fruits, had to be discarded, causing massive losses (Dev & Sengupta 2020).

Meanwhile, in Malaysia, economic analysts believe that Malaysia could experience an economic
downturn following the Covid-19 pandemic, which has contributed to global and domestic challenges
(Abdul Aziz 2020). The challenges could affect the small business sector due to the temporary closure
of business premises during the MCO Phase 1 period. Maritz et al. (2020) stated that from a global
perspective, the importance of business and entrepreneurship sectors during the pandemic could put
tremendous financial pressure on global businesses in the face of an economic downturn caused by
the impact of Covid-19. Entrepreneurial factors such as enthusiasm, empathy, innovation, self-
confidence, commitment to the business, and new business models may be relevant to the stress
faced by entrepreneurs currently.

Sharples (2020) suggested that it would be better if the whole country enforces restrictions and
closures of all business premises and introduce online business through digital applications and
explore opportunities to use technology in their respective businesses. This is because when Covid-19
hits the whole country, the need for digital capabilities enables the long-term survival of
organizations, or the digital platform can be employed entirely in the future. Besides, ICT is suitable
as an intervention tool for businesses in the face of the Covid-19 pandemic.
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A study by Lundin (2020) in China before the Covid-19 pandemic found that the digital
economy plays an essential role as a catalyst of economic growth and social transformation. A study
by the Tencent Research Institute in China during the Covid-19 pandemic involving 1638 digital
business-oriented entrepreneurs found that most entrepreneurs agreed to increase investment in
digital businesses by 10 to 30%. The study also found that most entrepreneurs who use the digital
business platform use three main digital mediums, namely for marketing, service development, and
communication purposes. This is because digital-based business strategies are important and can be
a driver of digital transformation, which has led to the current level of economic growth in China as
well as further future growth (Lundin 2020).

According to Saari (2020), the Covid-19 pandemic affects the national economy and requires
serious attention from various interested parties. Every segment of society needs to play a proactive role
in helping the government manage the economy during the Covid-19 crisis. Among the community’s
function is to optimize the advantages of digital technology to diversify sources of income. For small
entrepreneurs, the MCO period is the best time to transform their businesses. This is because
entrepreneurs can change from traditional marketing methods to digital marketing by directly
marketing goods to consumers’ homes through orders made via digital applications (Saari 2020).

One of Malaysia’s initiatives was the implementation of a short-term economic recovery plan
within six months, from June to December 2020. The government and the private sector had
provided financing grants worth RMigo million for enterprises to digitalize and become online
businesses (BERNAMA 2020). It is predicted that this recovery plan will help various parties to foster
innovation and develop local venture capital talents, especially among small entrepreneurs.

3. Research Methods

This study aims to examine ICT’s potential and capability in ensuring the effectiveness of digital
marketing among small entrepreneurs during the Covid-19 pandemic. This study adopted the
quantitative research method, and the population of this study consisted of small entrepreneurs from
Tasek Gelugor and Balik Pulau areas in Penang, Malaysia. These small entrepreneurs conduct online
business activities using social media as a business platform.

Balik Pulau is one of the districts located in the southwest of Penang Island. It is a suburban
area with the majority of residents engaged in informal activities, such as agriculture, fisheries and
food product via Small Medium Enterprises (SME).

Tasek Gelugor is located in Seberang Perai Utara district, near the Kedah state border. Most of
the communities in Tasek Gelugor also engage in business activities through SMEs in addition to oil
palm plantation activities. The locations of both districts are illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Map of the study area
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The selected study sample was based on a list of entrepreneurs in the WhatsApp group of small
entrepreneurs in the Tasek Gelugor area (77 respondents) and the Balik Pulau area (89 respondents).
The study used the Purposive Sampling method, and there were several phases of the survey in this
study.

The first phase of the survey used questionnaires from Google Form links which lasted for a
period of four days (5 to 8 June, 2020). In this phase, the researchers shared Google Form links with
two WhatsApp groups of small business entrepreneurs, one located in Tasek Gelugor while the other
in Balik Pulau areas (166 respondents). However, only 42 respondents responded. Next, the
researcher conducted a second survey by providing a personal Google Form link to respondents who
are members of the two WhatsApp groups. This second phase of the survey started on 9 to 15 June
2020. The number of respondents increased to 57, bringing the total number of respondents to 99.

Since the number of respondents was inadequate, this study decided to conduct a third survey
using the Snowball sampling method to obtain respondents who are small business entrepreneurs
through Facebook from a list of selected traders in Penang, mainly in Tasek Gelugor and Balik Pulau
areas. The researchers provided personal links to individuals who have businesses in Tasek Gelugor
and Balik Pulau areas, located within the suburban areas in Penang. The Snowball sampling method
lasted eight days, from 18 to 25 June 2020. Three days was considered sufficient as 59 respondents had
participated in this survey, bringing the total number of respondents to 158. Table 1 shows the sample
selection methods used in this study:

Table 1. Sample Collection Methods

1st 2nd Snowball

Category Population survey survey Sampling Sample
WhatsApp Business Group Tasek Gelugor 77 20 26 46
WhatsApp Business Group Balik Pulau 89 22 31 53
Facebook Page Business

i. Food Delivery Tasek Gelugor, Sungai 2, Kepala Batas 21 59

ii. Balik Pulau Food & Healthy Product Delivery 38

Total 158

Source: Online survey (June 2020)

4. Results and Discussions

This section consists of four (4) parts, namely the demographic profile, business profile, post Covid-19
business strategies and statements concerning online business. The data were analyzed using the
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software version 27.0.

4.1 Demographic profile

Respondents’ demographic profiles are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Demographic profile

Profile Frequency (n)  Percentage (%)
Age

21to0 30 50 31.6

31to 40 58 36.7

41to 50 30 19.0

51 to 60 20 12.7
Total 158 100.0
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Sex
Male 49 31.0
Female 109 69.0
Total 158 100.0
Education level
Higher education (1st degree) 98 62.0
Higher School Certificate 17 10.8
Secondary education 43 27.2
Total 158 100.0

Source: Online survey (June 2020)

The findings show that most respondents are in the 31 to 40 years age group (58 respondents or 36.7
per cent), while the least number of respondents are in the 51 to 60 years age group (nine respondents
or 12.7%). The young age group factor also influences ICT’s potential as a driver in the digital
economy because ICT provides opportunities and talents to the younger generation to apply digital
technology fully. The younger generation’s chances and skills in the digital economy, especially in
rural areas, can create income-generating opportunities for them. Therefore, these findings are
consistent with Sakil (2018), who stated that today’s young people are the pillars of ICT development,
leading to the Industry 4.0 era.

In terms of gender, most respondents comprised females (109 respondents or 69%), while males
comprised 49 respondents (31%). As for the level of education, the majority of respondents have a
higher level of education or a . degree (98 respondents or 62%), 17 respondents (10.8%) had a higher
school certificate, and 43 respondents (27.2%) had secondary education.

4.2 Business profile

Table 3 illustrates the business profile of the respondents. Since the respondents are small
entrepreneurs in rural areas, most of them (97 respondents or 61.4%) are involved in food-based
ventures. The potential use of ICT during Covid-19 by small entrepreneurs in rural areas is evident in
the sale of various food products via social media. Most small entrepreneurs in the food business had
continued to sell their products during the MCO period as most of their business activities used
social media applications. In fact, their sales had multiplied many times over when using the digital
platform. This clearly shows ICT’s potential for developing the economy and creating employment
opportunities while increasing income opportunities, especially in rural areas.

The respondents carry out their business activities such as running a clothing business (18
respondents or 11.4%), beauty and health product business (12 respondents or 7.6%), service products
(25 respondents or 15.8%) and other businesses (six respondents or 3.8%) during MCO.
Entrepreneurs need to be creative in providing services to customers during this period by selling
various daily necessities products, such as toothpaste, soap, shampoo, and other items that are
certain to attract customers.

The entrepreneurs started to create a digital business platform when they recognized ICT’s
potential in developing the community’s economy which indirectly helps to offer employment
opportunities and eradicate poverty, especially among small rural entrepreneurs (Palvial, Bagirb &
Nematia 2017). As mentioned earlier, the pandemic had worsened the situation during MCO Phase 1
by limiting travel between districts and states as well as limiting or closing the operation of certain
business premises. As a result, small business entrepreneurs began to look for alternatives using
social media to promote their products.

The findings show that the respondents use various social media platforms to promote their
business. The respondents’ primary social media choices are Facebook & WhatsApp (97 respondents
or 61.4%). Besides that, respondents also used Facebook (15.2%), Facebook & Instagram (11.4%),
WhatsApp (7%) and Instagram (5.1%). The use of social media by the respondents clearly shows ICT’s
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potential in helping small entrepreneurs continue their business during the Covid-19 crisis. As a
result, the traders can still carry out online business transactions in addition to promoting their
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business products to customers while obtaining a steady source of income.

As for the length of time needed to be involved in a business, it is found that the majority of
respondents are still new in business. Most have been in business for 1 to 3 years (63 respondents or
23.4%), while 16 respondents (10.1%) have been in business for ten years or more. The respondents’
income profile indicates that 44 respondents (27.8%) earned RMiooo or less, followed by RMioo1 to
RM2000 (40 respondents or 25.3%), RM20o1 to RM3000 (37 respondents or 23.4%), RM3o001 to
RMgo00 (31 respondents or 19.6 %) and RM4o001 to RM5000 (6 respondents or 3.8%). Information

regarding their business profile is shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Business profile

Source: Online survey (June 2020)

Profile Frequency(n) Percentage(%)
Types of business
Food business 97 61.4
Clothing business 18 1.4
Beauty and health products business 12 7.6
Service business 25 15.8
Others 6 3.8
Total 158 100.0
Business medium
Facebook 24 15.2
WhatsApp u 7.0
Instagram 8 5.1
Facebook & WhatsApp 97 61.4
Facebook & Instagram 18 1.4
Total 158 100.0
Business period
Less than 1 year 37 23.4
1to 3 years 63 39.9
4 to 6 years 34 21.5
7 to g years 8 5.1
10 years and above 16 10.1
Total 158 100.0
Monthly income
Under RM1ooo 44 27.8
RMioo1 to RM2000 40 25.3
RM2o001 to RM3000 37 23.4
RM3001 to RM4000 31 19.6
RM4o001 to RM5000 6 3.8
Total 158 100.0
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Figure 2: Estimated reduction in the percentage of sales revenues (%)

Source: Online survey (June 2020)
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The Covid-19 pandemic has been a major challenge to entrepreneurs, including rural entrepreneurs,
and this is evident in the reduction of sales revenues generated by entrepreneurs. As shown in Figure
2, most respondents (93 respondents or 58.9%) estimated a reduction in revenue of 0% - 20%, 10
(6.3%) respondents estimated a reduction in revenue of 61% - 80%, followed by 9 respondents (5.7%)
who estimated a reduction in revenue of 82% - 100%. The result is similar to previous studies (Milzam
et al. 2020; Shafi et al. 2020), which found that the level of sales revenues of Micro, Small and
Medium Enterprises had decreased during the Covid-19 pandemic.

4.3 Business strategies post Covid-19

The Covid-19 pandemic is yet to take a bow, and it is difficult to predict when the world will fully
recover. Nevertheless, the affected communities, especially small business owners, cannot wait
without doing anything to generate income. Traders are fully prepared to devise measures and
strategies to adapt to the realities of post Covid-19 business activities.

As shown in Figure 3, most respondents (61 respondents or 38.6 per cent) prefer to introduce
new products as part of their post Covid-19 business strategy. Food-based products have become the
main option for respondents as there is a daily demand from customers. In addition, 50 respondents
(31.6%) have opted to create a consistent marketing strategy. Business marketing via social media
applications has become the preferred platform for entrepreneurs and consumers for online business,
especially during the Covid-19 pandemic. Digital applications such as Facebook, WhatsApp,
Instagram and others can be strategic tools for entrepreneurs to promote and provide information
related to their products to social media users. This strategy can arouse customers’ interests to try
these advertised products. Social media apps like Facebook and Instagram have a tremendous
number of followers. Therefore, continuous and consistent product promotion gives entrepreneurs
the opportunity to garner new customers interested in purchasing their products.

The findings show that 38 respondents (24.1 per cent) prefer to change their business or
business operations as a form of a marketing strategy. In this context, respondents will change their
business concept or operation from conventional business to digital business mode, which is a mode
that does not require customers to be present at their premises. Any transaction can be conducted
digitally due to the significant improvement in digital adaptation among consumers and
entrepreneurs during the Covid-19 pandemic. This strategy is quite effective as it is the most
appropriate time for entrepreneurs to re-evaluate their type of business while maintaining their
existing business. However, nine respondents (5.7 per cent) did not have any business strategy for the
future and decided to maintain their existing business format.

45
20 38.6
35 31.6
30
24.1

25
20
15
10 5.7

; |

0

Introdudng new Create a consistent Change business No strategy
product marketing strategy  concept or business
operation

Figure 3. Business Strategies Post Covid-19
Source: Online survey (June 2020)
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4.4 Statements regarding online business

ICT’s potential is seen as an intermediate medium that increases participation in the economic field,
especially among small entrepreneurs in rural areas (Ullah, 2017). Based on this study, the
development of post-Covid-19 business shows that the respondents are fully prepared to use social
media in their business activities. It clearly indicates that ICT’s potential can boost the development
of digital business among small entrepreneurs. The findings show that 158 respondents (100%)
admitted that online business or digital business could increase sales income as well as the overall
profits. (Refer to Table 4).

The results are similar to previous studies (Derguti & Shabani, 2015; Rahayu & Day 2017), which
found that online businesses are able to increase sales among SME entrepreneurs, while Kurniawan &
Gunawan (2019) found that online businesses can contribute to an increase in entrepreneurs’ income.

Table 4. Statements regarding online business

Frequency Percentage
(%)
Online business can increase online sale 158 100
Online business can increase profit and income 158 100

Source: Online survey (June 2020)
5. Conclusions

The nationwide Covid-19 pandemic has created a new phenomenon in business activities. It has
changed the business structure, and society can learn and explore new knowledge to oversee its
survival through these business activities. This indicates that the current situation has recognized the
widespread use of digital technology by the community in order to boost business activities between
traders and consumers.

The findings of the study also indicate that the respondents had utilized various strategies to
strengthen their business activities. They are aware that digital business is a key transformation of a
core business strategy, and it is the reality of a new business norm of the future. Although this study
was conducted over a short period of time and represented by only selected traders, it indirectly gives
the impression that the respondents consisting of small traders are beginning to realize the
importance of adopting the digital platform to carry out their business activities. This is because,
during the Movement Control Order (MCO) period, online business activities can still be
implemented. In fact, some traders witnessed the exponential growth of their businesses after
adopting the digital platform.

Therefore, communities need to play a proactive role to help the government manage the
economy during the on-going crisis. Among the roles that need to be performed by society is to
optimize the advantage of digital technology in order to diversify sources of income. For small
traders, in particular, this crisis period is the best time to transform an existing business into a digital
business. It is also the right time for every trader to seize the opportunity to highlight their potential
in business activities to maximize usage of the digital business platform and recognize its importance
for the future survival of one’s business.
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