The 3.5.7 for Maximizing Your Business Online

Is your Web site impacting your bottom line as much as you want?  If not, read this document.  If your organization is not on the Web yet, and you want to be sure your Internet investment pays off, you too should read this document.


This is not a “get rich quick” scheme.  It’s a document that lays the foundation for impacting your bottom line by using the Net effectively as a business communication tool.   Companies are saving hundreds of thousands of dollars through their use of the Net, and in reading about the 3.5.7 you will discover ways you can do the same.  This document contains practical guidelines that you can put to work immediately.  


The 3.5.7 is an Internet business model that’s easy to understand and easy to apply, regardless of how small or how large a Web presence you have - or plan to have.  It will move you in the right direction to making your Web site generate greater dividends, and show you how to create benchmarks to measure your success. There is obviously more to implementing the 3.5.7 than this document contains, so later I will point you to sources of valuable information to supplement what you learn here. 


The 3.5.7, simply stated, is


3 Steps to a better focus;


a 5-Dimensional Strategy; and


a 7-Point Tactical Guide.

3 Steps to a better focus

This segment attacks the heart of the problem facing companies that have spent megabucks to build a Web presence, and now wonder why they aren’t seeing big returns for their investment.  That problem is focus.  Too much hype and a lack of online experience leads many people to focus on the wrong things when putting their business online.

1.  The Net is not a sales transaction tool - yet

Many companies raced to the Web convinced that hordes of educated, well-paid consumers would shop online till they dropped, and digital cash would flow forth like a mighty rushing stream.  For a small percentage of companies, this has been true.  But you read about them so often it seems like everyone’s making a mint online.  In truth, a lot of companies can’t buy a six pack of Coke for the actual cash they generate through online transactions.  


One reason some folks don't buy products on the Net, and may not do so for a while, is mind set.  Many people are not disposed to buying products online because it doesn’t conform to the way they shop. 


I believe the acceptance of online shopping is going to be similar to the acceptance of automated teller machines.  ATM's were fast, convenient and safe to use for years before they actually became popular with consumers.  Online transactions may not take the ten years it took ATMs to catch on, but secure commerce technology will exist for a while before online transactions become a convenience that consumers can't live without.


I also contend that, when online sales do become the “in” thing, those companies that will be most successful are the ones that understand and live by the next two tenets.  The ease of setting up business on the Web may level the playing field between small and large companies, but nevertheless the corporate giants of the world will tend to have better field position than companies operating out of their garages.

2. 
Communication is where the money is

The cost of communicating eats a big chunk out of your budget.  Attracting prospective customers, keeping existing customers, placating investors and motivating resellers costs a lot.  Then you have to keep your employees well-trained, informed, and reasonably happy.  Catalogs, brochures, direct mail, annual reports, trade shows and manuals - the bigger the company, the bigger the expense.  On the other end of the spectrum, it’s these types of communication costs that keep many small companies small.


The Net’s biggest financial impact for many companies is its ability to significantly lower communication costs.  


Sun Microsystems saves about $250,000 annually in production costs by putting its annual report online.  Cathay Pacific Airways reportedly spends just pennies per recipient at its Web site rather than $.75 - $1.00 per person with direct mail.  Petroleum engineering giant Schlumberger, with 50,000 employees and 85 offices worldwide, reduced internal communications costs by $2 million a year between 1992 and 1994 with its Intranet.  


Look at the many ways your company communicates, both internally and to the outside world.  Then calculate how much you can save by transferring a portion of your communication efforts online rather than through traditional print and broadcast media, trades shows, telemarketing and the like.  You won’t completely eliminate these conventional means of communicating, but what does it mean to your bottom line to reduce these costs by 10%, 20% or more?


Approach the Net as a communication tool, and measure your online success by how much you reduce the costs and increase the efficiency of communicating.  That’s when you start showing serious ROI for your Internet expenditures.

3.
You need new thinking, new strategies, and a new approach

Visit a bunch of Web sites, and you often see two extremes - sites that re-define boring, or grandiose tributes to the egos of company execs and Web designers.  But it takes some effort to find sites that are very good at communicating.  To communicate effectively online, you have to change the way you think about this medium.  


I often tell people, you can’t maximize a New Age medium with Olde World thinking.  The Net is digital, it’s multi-dimensional, it’s instant access.  You can combine text, graphics, audio and video (within limits) to communicate in ways never before imagined.  Cybersurfers can access or screen out information to the extent that your potential audience becomes a marketer’s dream come true - or their worst nightmare.   


To reach your Web site’s full communication potential, you have to learn what this medium can do, then expand your mind to explore new possibilities.  Think of Web pages not as digital brochures, but as digital extensions of your sales and customer service staffs.  These are documents that can speak, literally, on your behalf.  They can guide people on plant tours, resolve problems, or facilitate two-way communication 24 hours a day.


As you consider these new communication capabilities and possibilities, expand your strategic thinking.  No longer plot strategy for communicating to a local or regional audience, but to a national or global audience.  This is where the playing field becomes level.  Small companies in Backwater, USA can potentially reach the same foreign markets as multi-national corporations such as IBM and Coca-Cola.


And while you’re altering your strategy to become a global player, you have to change your approach to communication.  Because Web pages are inexpensive to produce and are the epitome of flexibility, don’t confine communication materials to the “one-size-fits-all” model.  Instead of one generic page, give your site the ability to create one page for Americans, another for Germans and one for our friends down under in Australia.


By the way, before I move on to the “5” segment of the 3.5.7, I should mention one thing.  These three steps won’t do didily for you unless you spend time online learning how this medium works, and how people on the Net interact with each other and with companies online.  Only those who immerse themselves in the waters will learn how to ride these cyberwaves into the brave new world of electronic commerce.

5-Dimensional Strategy

This section deals with developing your online business strategy.  Each of these five dimensions points to a key element of doing business online:


1.
Communicating with existing customers


2.
Providing service and support 


3.
Communicating with prospective customers


4.
Augmenting traditional business communication


5.
Internal communications 


Evaluating these strategic areas will reveal specifically to how your online presence can impact your bottom line.  They will provide you with guidelines for developing an online business strategy that best meets your organization’s needs.  And 12 months later, your strategic plan should provide milestones by which you can measure the financial impact of your presence online.


Some companies may not have a use for all five dimensions, while other organizations will place different priority levels on each one.  You have to determine which of these make sense for you.  But you should examine and weigh each one so you have a complete picture of your options and opportunities.

1.
Communicating to Existing Customers

The best way to cost justify this strategic option is to add up how much money you spend communicating with your customers, then determine how much you will save if 10% -  30% or more of them communicated with you online.  Consider phone calls, mailings, trade shows, brochures newsletters, and any other way you keep in touch to keep customers loyal and buying more products.


Also estimate the impact on your sales cycles of new products and services to customers if you could communicate four or five times more frequently during the year with little added expense.  How much can you shorten sales cycles if your information to customers goes out within hours of new developments, rather than within days or weeks?


For many companies, the savings and shortened sales cycles could fund a pretty extensive online presence.  Of course, the question may arise “what if my customers aren’t already online?”  My response is, go back to the equation above, and then calculate what each customer relationship is worth to you in product sales.  The money you save by communicating online, plus the value of the customer relationship might make it worthwhile to spend money and effort to convince customers to meet you online.


If you determine that communicating with customers is a major objective, start developing the elements of this part of your strategy.  Also establish quantifiable milestones by which you will measure your success.  For example, “we will move 20% of our customers online and drop our direct mail costs 15%.”  At the end of a year, check your expense reports and see where you stand.  


Here are some questions that will help you put substance to your planning. 


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  What information do customers need before they will order more products or services


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  Do you give away products or services online to further increase loyalty


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  Do you sell them products online (if your customers are comfortable ordering online), or prime them for resellers


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  What kind of online community will you build for customers


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  What specific steps will you take to get your customers to do business with you online

2
Providing Service and Support


Though technically this is still communicating with existing customers, service and support is distinct enough and important enough to be addressed separately.  What’s more, I see the Net as a way to support not only customers, but also resellers, sub-contractors and business partners who help you deliver products or services.  Remember what I said earlier about expanding your thinking when you get to the Net.


How much do you spend for every person (customer or business partner) you support by phone, in person or in print, and how much can you save if you leverage the Net’s communication efficiencies?  If you can answer 10 people by e-mail for every one you help by phone, if you can answer one person’s service question online and have 1,000 people with the same problem read it, and if you can get customers to help other customers solve problems, what is the impact on your bottom line?  


Answer these two questions and you will know if and where this strategic option fits into your overall online strategy.  And here are some more questions that will help you further develop this strategic dimension.


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  What are the routine service and support issues you can resolve online


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  What information is needed to provide great support


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  How much printed support materials can go online


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  Can this information also support business partners


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  Can you provide online support fast enough


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  Do you want to build online support into service contracts

3.
Communicating with Prospects

The nature of your business and your prospects’ attitudes may or may not be conducive to online sales transactions, but you can definitely impact the length of your sales cycle through your online efforts.  Bring out your calculator again.  


What is the length of your products’ or services’ sales cycles, and how does shortening those cycles impact cash flow?  What is the cost of each sale from initial contact to close?  What elements of the sales cycle can you shorten or make less expensive through your presence online, and what is the potential financial impact based on the first two calculations?  


Assuming you determine that this is another strategic area that can help cost-justify your presence online, let’s examine some more issues that can shape your strategic thinking and produce the milestones by which you measure success down the road, .


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  Are your prospects likely to be online


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  Has cyberspace been over-hyped internally (unrealistic expectations can cause real problems later)


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  Can you get prospects to experience your products online, thus moving them closer to the sale


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  What marketing strategy is already in place and how will the Web site fit into it


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  How can conventional sales strategies complement your online efforts or vice versa

4.
Augmenting Traditional Business Communication

Another way of looking at the financial impact of communicating online is to ask “What can I do online that can’t be done through conventional means because we don’t have enough money, time, or people?”  Practically all traditional means of communicating (print, broadcast media, in-person selling, etc.) are limited by factors such as space, cost or other resources.  But cyberspace unshackles these chains.  


Because the Net lets you store potentially tons of material within space the size of a shoe box, and gives you the possibility to change, update or delete this material within minutes, you can significantly increase the reach of conventional communication.  Use a one-page flyer to grab someone’s attention, then have your Web site present reams of documents and pictures to really get the message across.


To get the most mileage from this strategic option, you should view traditional and online communication as a combined effort, not as two separate entities.  That typically requires involving people from a variety of departments in the planning and implementation of your online efforts. 


As with the previous strategic dimensions, there are some questions and issues you should address. 


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  Are you committed to integrating traditional and online communication, given the potential to alter the way people work


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  Can you create a company-wide cyber-centric focus  


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  How will you guarantee consistency between conventional and online communication


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  How can you leverage one method of communication off the other


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  Can you streamline the materials development process to meet the fast-paced nature of the Net

5.
Internal communications 


This strategic area is becoming so intensely popular, there’s already a flood of books about the subject in the stores under the topic heading “Intranets.”  Simply stated, Intranets are Web servers and other Internet technology used for internal communications.  Because Intranets are designed to communicate with a captive audience - employees - it makes it a bit easier to measure the impact of your efforts.  Here’s an overview of  the possibilities.


If your company has branch offices and/or staff people in far-flung locations around the country or the globe, you have a choice.  You can rely on a combination of enterprise network hardware, wires, faxes and phone calls, plus their attendant costs, that grow as your business increases.  Or you can shift communication activities on the Internet which is already in place worldwide with its attendant cost savings.
That’s how Schlumberger saved its $2 million per year.


If you are spending a small fortune on printed materials such as training manuals, employee handbooks, or those 101 government documents you’re required to post, you can probably save yourself a bundle by posting that material on an internal Web server.  A good exercise might be to find your company’s most ardent environmentalist, and promise them a cash bonus plus lifetime membership in the Sierra Club if they document all the ways you can save trees (and money) by putting printed internal documents online.


Now, look at the question of increased employee efficiency.  What kind of information, either from the Net or from your internal sources, can you make available to your employees through an Intranet so they can resolve problems faster, increase their effectiveness or help the company be more competitive?  This may be a little more difficult to quantify in a year or so, but then, you may be surprised.  It all depends on what kinds of questions you ask.


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  Where can you streamline costs by digitizing printed information


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  What information can you retrieve, package and distribute (legally, of course) internally to monitor market conditions


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  To ease internal e-mail congestion, can you develop electronic bulletin boards and other online areas for  “news” such as ball games, births, weddings and the like 


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  Can you double the payback from your information you post for prospects by also using it for internal training systems


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol"  Is there a way to incorporate Net technology such as audio broadcasts and Net telephones in Intranet applications

7-Point Tactical Guide

I sometimes refer to this framework as the Big 7 of Cyber Marketing - the seven areas of marketing that Cyber Marketing can potentially impact. Use this list to focus your thinking. Concentrate on these areas one at a time, and ideas for specific tactics should come to you more easily. After generating your ideas, use the Big 7 as the core outline for a written tactical plan that you can present to your company for implementation.

     The seven areas are:

1.
Building brand awareness and loyalty

2.
Direct response promotion 


3.
Education of the marketplace

4.
Product demonstration and distribution

5
Public relations/press relations

6.
Research and product development 

7.
Service and support

     Even though they’re numbered, these points are not in any particular priority order.  You may find that the priority for you will be different, depending on your product or service, your marketing objectives, etc. It’s also possible that all seven may not apply to your needs. I offer this list for you to modify as needed to develop your tactical plan.

1. Building brand awareness and loyalty 


You want to build a community of customers who are loyal to your product (brand). Beyond your customer base, you want as many people as possible online to be aware of your product, your company and what both have to offer. They may not be customers today, but who knows about tomorrow.

      
Keep in mind, too, that every person in cyberspace who knows about your online area, customer or not, will run into potentially hundreds or thousands of people who may not know about you. You want each person who knows about you to spread the gospel in listservs, forums, newsgroups and so on.

     
Companies typically spend millions on traditional activities such as ads, promotions, sponsorships, and merchandising to build brand awareness and loyalty. You can spend much less online, but achieve the same results. Your brand marketing tactics may consist of promotions and creative sponsorships, but they can also include aggressive hyperlinking of your Internet information with other sites and seeding BBS’ with information.

2. Direct response promotions 

     
This may seem like splitting hairs, but there is a difference between promotions that help build brand awareness or loyalty, and promotions that induce people to take a specific action, and preferably right now (buy a product, pick up literature, etc.). 

     
What I'm talking about here is short-term versus long-term objectives.  I’ve talked about the need to build communities, but some people need to generate immediate signs of success. You may want to recover your Cyber Marketing investment sooner rather than later, or just get a bunch of people like the CEO, CFO, COO, and the rest of the corporate alphabet off your back asking, “Are we making money yet?”

     
You have many options for direct response promotions, such as a "buy one, get one free” offer.  Or you may offer users a nifty piece of shareware software if they pick up one of your online brochures (which has a special product offer at the end).  Many conventional direct response tactics, such as free trips, discounts and special offers, will work online.  Make sure they stay consistent with your online image. You don't want to have a classy Web site marred by a tacky promotion.

3. Education of the marketplace

Market education goes beyond making people aware of your brand to giving people an in-depth understanding of your product or service, your company or your industry. There are often cases where, the more people can understand how something (or the company behind it) works, the more likely they are to buy.


You don’t have to have high tech products before you need to educate your market. If your product is complex in its design or application, and explaining this complexity to prospects helps you close sales faster, market education tactics apply. This makes sense whether you're selling industrial plastics or hamburgers.


Maybe your product is not complex, but you have an elaborate design process that enhances product quality. Tell people about it. Do you offer customized service plans that differentiate you from competitors? Then let the world know. 


You can educate people with briefing papers and other hard copy materials. You can design your online areas as learning centers for people who want to know more about developments in your industry, or the type of technology that is at the core of your product.  Your typical cyber surfer is information hungry, so feed that hunger and gain a new customer.

4. Product demonstration and distribution

Market education is a valuable tool and an effective way to build people’s comfort level so they’ll be more inclined to buy your products or services. One of the best way to educate prospects about your product or service, though, is to demonstrate it or have prospects demonstrate it themselves (the preferred option). 

     
I include distribution here because, if you can demonstrate your wares online, then you should be able to deliver it right then when prospects are highly inspired to buy.  At the very least, if you can't physically deliver the item you demonstrate, have an online system or an 800 number that allows prospects to place an order and receive a confirmation once the order is fulfilled.

5. Public relations/Press relations 


PR, or public relations, is usually defined as the activities you engage in with the press to get coverage that shapes how the public views your company and products. PR also covers those activities you do with the public to inspire press coverage that, again, shapes your public image. You will find that cyberspace presents multiple levels of opportunities in each area. 


Many journalists who may be the targets of your PR efforts hang out online. There is also a multitude of magazines and newspapers online. Though some of these publications are taking advantage of the new medium to enhance their formats, many are unsure as to what new things they can do with this medium. You can help publications define their new roles and help yourself get additional coverage as well.


You can influence your public image by the way you deal with people in cyberspace. Unlike the regular world where the press (TV, print, radio) is the vehicle that plays a major role shaping public opinion, cyber surfers themselves are the vehicle that plays a major role in shaping each other’s opinion through word of mouth.      


6. Research and product development 


Probably one of the most overlooked values of setting up shop in cyberspace is the medium’s research potential. The one thing that can make the biggest difference in a company’s ability to do well in the marketplace is feedback. Feedback from customers, your market in general, others in your industry, even your competitors. Cyberspace can deliver more feedback than you know what to do with.


The right information, received quickly via cyberspace, can give you the heads up about a problem you need to solve before you start losing market share. Or reveal a new market opportunity that will make you lots of money if you get to it before your competitors. Market information can be the tool that helps you entrepreneurial David's of the world compete toe-to-toe with the GM, IBM or Microsoft Goliath's - and win.

    
You can tap into market trends as they’re breaking by tapping into the thousands of Internet mailing lists and newsgroups, the hundreds of extensive online databases. You can conceivably design data capture systems to process reams of appropriate data daily, or by the hour if you wish. You can analyze this data and respond with the right marketing tactics just as quickly.

7. Service and support

I know this was listed as a strategic point earlier, and it is because service has such an important influence on strategic business and marketing issues. But at the tactical level, you have to consider actions such as creating special offers so customers will use online support rather than your phone lines. You can provide special incentive programs for customers who regularly volunteer their time to help other customers online.


As a support tool for your field sales people or resellers, cyberspace can make the difference in sales presentations.  Rather than having sales people lug around tons of product materials, they can modem into your online area in the middle of a presentation to access the information they need. 


Online service and support often can facilitate other marketing tactics.  For example, with the right systems in place to manage e-mail traffic, you can use cyberspace to enhance service for particular promotions or seasonal increases in customer traffic rather than add more staff.  Your support areas can also collect on-going research through short surveys which users complete when they get service, or they can be distribution points for information about new products.
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