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Beyond the Transaction: Interactive Sales and Service on the Web

Executive Summary

In Internet commerce, the transaction has become overrated.  In fact, we see the transaction, or Commerce stage as just one of several important elements in a complete Internet Customer Lifecycle, as shown in Exhibit E-1.  Increasingly, as security concerns are addressed, and more companies migrate to an e-business model, the value proposition of business on the ‘Net is shifting to better targeting and retention of customers, and making existing processes (e.g., selling, support) more efficient.  The companies that realize this early, and can create value throughout the complete lifecycle will have a critical advantage in the extranet economy.

The concept of self-service is a central element to enhanced sales and service on the Web.  So is understanding and leveraging the enabling technologies that drive each stage of the model.  Along with communication and collaboration, we see automation and personalization emerging as the engines behind the next wave in Web-based sales and support.  This Report examines these technologies, in addition to the key requirements, vendors, and challenges of looking beyond the transaction, and focusing on the complete lifecycle of selling, supporting, and creating loyal customers via the Web.











Exhibit E-1: The Internet Customer Lifecycle

Introduction

Internet commerce is hot.  From on-line bookstores like amazon.com, to built-to-order PCs and mutual funds, it seems like everyone is shopping on the Web.  In the course of a year or so, many industry observers have moved from doubting the concept, to adding a couple of zeros to the end of their market projections.  Over the next 12 to 18 months, Internet commerce should heat up even more.  In fact, Extraprise Advisors projects that in 1998, leading on-line merchants will see as much as triple their sales volume of 1997, more than one prominent catalog retailer will go paperless in favor of a pure Web approach (Egghead makes at least one), and security concerns will continue to fade.

But what happens after the sale?  And once competitors (especially upstarts with lower operating costs) are all selling on the Web, how do you keep your customers coming back?  A key challenge of Internet commerce, besides the risk to those late to the game (see “Preparing for the Extranet Economy,” Extraprise Report, Vol. No. 1, January 1998), is to look beyond the transaction, and focus on the complete lifecycle of selling, supporting, and creating loyal customers on the Web.  That’s the focus of this Report, and a central theme in a number of large-scale projects being conducted by the Extraprise Group’s consulting and systems integration practice.

Companies that can create value throughout the complete Internet Customer Lifecycle will have a critical advantage in the extranet economy.  This includes focusing on new ways to identify and attract prospects (e.g., using personalization technology), giving them advice, simplifying the transaction process, offering satisfying follow-up and service, creating a community of users, and helping them identify other products or services of interest.  Such a top-down focus offers the potential of greatly enhanced customer care, as well as an enhanced selling process.  But it also encompasses a number of individual requirements, technologies, vendors, and challenges.  Fortunately, a common element, and a good place to start in navigating sales and service on the Web is the concept of self-service.

The Self-service Advantage

The appeal of self-service is universal.  Eliminate the “middleman” to save the company time and money, while boosting customer satisfaction by offering more control, flexibility, and convenience.  This concept has fueled the massive roll-out of ATMs at financial institutions around the world, and has given us automated touch-tone menus (“press ‘2’ to reach an operator”) and other recent innovations.  Now it is driving the next stage of electronic commerce and customer support on the Web.

Leveraging the Web for sales and service takes two general forms:

· Assisted sales/service, where Internet technology is used to provide product information, documentation, or tools (e.g., a product configurator) to a remote sales/service team (or to the team and the customer simultaneously) that enhances the organization’s ability to close business, troubleshoot customer problems, etc.

· Self-service, where Internet technology is used to provide marketing information and controlled access to the organization’s business applications (e.g., catalogs, order entry, help desk, etc.) directly to prospects, customers, partners, and suppliers.

In the first case, shown in Exhibit 1, the Web client gives a second (universally available) point of access to the “host” system.  Although the Web may facilitate communication or access to pertinent marketing, sales, or support information, the sales or service team is always in the loop.  In this model, the team and the customer may be co-located, or could interact from a distance through the Internet.

In the second case, shown in Exhibit 2, the self-service element offers both access to the host, and may also replace the “intelligence” of a human sales or service representative.  How a company replaces this human interaction—through an automated rule-based dialogue, personalization techniques, or search agents (or combinations of these and other techniques), is critical to determining the level of automation that can be achieved, and the level of customer satisfaction.










Exhibit 1: Web Assisted Sales/Service Model  (source: The Extraprise Group, Inc., 1998)

Early success stories for self-service from companies such as Federal Express and Dell Computer have been widely reported.  In addition, it is relatively straightforward to develop an initial ROI for self-service projects based on the value of benefits such as a reduced number of calls to a support center, an increase in Web-based sales, or feedback from a customer satisfaction survey.

Cutting costs by letting customers help themselves is a key advantage of self-service.  But that’s only the beginning.  So is the ability to provide 24-hour access to customers, partners, and suppliers, and to get feedback on preferences through an ongoing dialog. With this discussion as a foundation, we can develop a general model for the overall Internet Customer Lifecycle.









Exhibit 2: Web Self-Service Model  (source: The Extraprise Group, Inc., 1998)

A New Model

The Internet Customer Lifecycle, shown in Exhibit 3, incorporates the pre-transaction (i.e., “Sales”) and post-transaction (i.e., “Service”) activities, and can be generalized to four “C’s”:

· Collateral, the company’s targeted marketing and sales information,

· Configuration, functionality to support product selection and customization,

· Commerce, the electronic transaction and security elements, and 

· Customer Support, including integration with call centers, problem resolution, user communities, and cross-selling











Exhibit 3: The Internet Customer Lifecycle  (source: The Extraprise Group, Inc., 1998)

Looking across the landscape of vendors, there is currently no single integrated solution that addresses all of these areas (although the Siebel/Scopus merger offers to create a product suite that addresses most of them in the near future).  That’s why looking at the right combination of packaged applications, components, and custom development is so important.  It’s also why partnerships and a focus on integration with the other elements are key criteria for evaluating potential vendors.  The following sections examine each requirement in more detail, and look at some of the key enabling technologies.

Collateral

The Collateral stage is where it all begins.  Building awareness for the company’s products and services is typically the first goal for most initial corporate Web sites.  That’s still true today.  In fact, in our initial Extraprise 100 survey of corporate Internet practices, marketing (62%) and customer support (48%) were identified as the two most common Internet applications at Fortune 1000 companies, as shown in Exhibit 4.  However, providing marketing information via the Web—both to customers and to remote sales staff, is easy to do, but hard to do well.  


Exhibit 4: Top Three Internet Applications  (source: The Extraprise Group, Inc., 1998)

In terms of content, at a minimum, the marketing information should be easy to locate, clearly convey its value to the prospect, and be consistent with the “tone,” message, and quality of the other corporate collateral.  In corporate communications, a consistent design and message is critical across all mediums.  The Web is no exception.  At the next level, information can be targeted to an individual visitor, and should always aim to be instructive rather than obtrusive.

When the audience is a sales team, real-time access and the currency of information typically become the primary concerns.  New products such as Siebel InterActive offer a glimpse at the value of agent technology to provide dynamic, real-time collateral, and can automate both the gathering (from both internal and external sources) and delivery of up-to-the-minute information to both sales and service professionals.

A key decision is when and how to move from static content (i.e., an on-line brochure) to more dynamic and even “interactive” content (e.g., where the site automatically suggests a product).  Depending on the company’s sales and service model, that decision may have more or less urgency.  It also will depend on the company’s investment in enabling infrastructure such as commerce products (e.g., BroadVision, Open Market), security, or personalization technology (e.g., Aptex, NetPerceptions).

Configuration

The second stage of our model takes customers from knowing what they want (and knowing they are at the right place) to selecting the right product and custom features.  The configuration process may be conducted in either the Assisted or Self-Service mode.  For complex products, the Configuration stage can also include generating sales quotes or proposals, and integrating with a back-end sales or planning system (e.g., SAP).  While most catalogs are somewhat static, product configurators are inherently interactive, and are an area ripe for automation and the application of business rules.  

Underlying design goals for both on-line catalogs and configuration tools should be ease of deployment/maintenance, scalability, and use of open standards to facilitate integration with other enterprise systems.  From the user’s perspective, simplicity should be the rule, with a challenge for the host company to balance completeness (e.g., offering the maximum number of options) with ease of use. 

There are numerous options for adding catalog capabilities—with vendors such as Intershop, iCat, and The Vision Factory offering business-to-consumer products, and CADIS, SAQQARA and others offering business-to-business products.  Many of these products are part of an all-in-one selling package, and several are bundled into enterprise commerce application suites like Actra and Open Market.

Sales configuration software has been one of the fastest growing market segments over the past two years.  Although still emerging, the leading independent players include Trilogy, Calico, CWC, and Concentra, with a second wave of Web-centric, Java products coming from Neuron Data and upstarts like Verix Software and Selectica.  Given the value to both front- and back-office systems, many of the top SFA and ERP providers have been recently adding enhanced configuration capabilities to their products, as shown in Exhibit 5.  This is a trend we expect to continue over the course of 1998.

Commerce

Although not the focus of this paper, the Commerce stage has been the focus of a disproportionate amount of attention since e-commerce became a buzzword.  In our model, the Commerce element incorporates transactions and security, and (along with the Collateral stage) links the sales and service activities.  There are a number of vendors offerings tools, applications, and solutions in the commerce space.  Two of the best known are Open Market and BroadVision.

Vendor
Configuration Strategy
Strength or Weakness

Siebel
Added configurator in Siebel98; acquired Scopus
Integration, strong remote synchronization and market position

Vantive
Announced bundling agreement with Trilogy in March 1998
Largest configuration player, but questions about deployment, scalability

Baan/Aurum
Acquired Antalys in 1997; investor in Beologic
First back-office vendor to add front-office features (through Aurum)

Oracle
Relationship with Trilogy; Integration with Concentra SellingPoint
Concentra offers strong vertical capabilities, but limited overall functionality

SAP
Partnership with Trilogy; Adding enhanced Java-based configurator to R/3; developed with IntelliCorp
Integration; Back-office focus; IntelliCorp offers solid technology and modeling capabilities

Exhibit 5: Vendors Expand Configuration Capabilities  (source: The Extraprise Group, Inc., 1998)

Open Market is known for its transaction engine and security expertise, and was recently awarded three U.S. patents for real-time payments (#5,724,424), electronic shopping carts and digital offers/receipts (#5,715,314), and session identifiers (#5,708,780).  BroadVision’s focus is “one-to-one” business-to-consumer solutions, and offers built-in personalization capabilities through a profiling database and matching engine to support targeted marketing.

Key players in the business-to-business space include Actra (part of Netscape), Sterling Commerce, Harbinger, SpaceWorks, Connect, and Pandesic (the SAP-Intel venture).  On the security side, VeriSign, GTE Cybertrust, and Checkpoint offer a good place to start.  At the platform level, the Commerce stage should be treated as a mission-critical function, with predictable and reliable system performance, an adequate security policy, and a scalable architecture all key requirements.  Companies such as HP and IBM have started to create commerce server bundles that build in these capabilities, while offering tailored applications and services.

Customer Support

The fourth and final stage of our model takes customers from post-order inquiries to interactions concerning service and support, and cross-selling (and back to the Collateral stage).  Automating these processes can offer both time and cost savings, as well as increased customer satisfaction and retention.  Like the configuration stage, the customer support process may be conducted in either the Assisted or Self-Service mode, but typically involves a greater number of participants and iterations.  The support cycle can also include integration with call centers, problem resolution, and the creation of user communities.

Key design goals for customer support on the Web include simplicity, making it easy to reach a human agent or assistant, and tailoring solutions to the ability of the end-user.  One of the leaders in self-service support and problem resolution is Inference Corp., an AI pioneer and developer of case-based reasoning.  The company’s CasePoint WebServer is a key component in the company’s multi-layer self-service support model that escalates inquiries from the desktop to a central server, and then a human agent if needed.

Other help desk and customer interaction vendors such as Remedy, and upstarts like UniPress and Silknet offer point solutions for Web-based support and service.

Enabling Technologies

At the core of our Internet Customer Lifecycle model are four key enabling technologies, shown in Exhibit 6, that offer to power the next stages of Web-based sales and service:

· Communication, the infrastructure products and services that provide access, messaging (e.g., e-mail) between vendor and customer, and links to other communication elements such as telephony (e.g., CTI),

· Collaboration, the software tools and platforms that provide more real-time interaction between parties, including discussion groups, chat, virtual workspaces, and some elements of knowledge management,

· Personalization, the software tools, components and applications that filter data, recognize behaviors or trends, and target individual or groups of customers—and may “learn” from example rather than being explicitly programmed—using data-centric techniques such as statistical models, rules, or neural networks, and

· Automation, the software tools, components and applications that capture knowledge and automate manual tasks or business processes, or provide decision support capabilities (e.g., loan application scoring, product selection) using business rules processing, case-based reasoning, agents, or other knowledge-centric approaches.






Exhibit 6: Mapping of Key Enabling Technologies  (source: The Extraprise Group, Inc., 1998)

Communication

The basic foundation for enabling interaction with customers, prospects, and partners over the Web is communication.  This includes more than simple IP connectivity and a browser, and increasingly implies a reliable connection, a satisfactory quality of service, an infrastructure for messaging, security and management, and integration with other systems.   Over the past couple of years, messaging has become a bundled element within desktop application suites and Web servers, and is offered by all the top platform provider such as Microsoft, Lotus, Netscape, Novell, HP, etc.

Linking Internet communication with other systems is also becoming a necessity, especially in call center environments, and where the remote sales or service staff needs to stay connected.  Internet telephony and computer-telephony integration (CTI) are increasingly part of the solution, and are offered by a number of vendors including Lucent, Siemens, and Aspect Telecommunications.

Extending the solution to remote or wireless/mobile users has historically been more of a challenge, but is starting to become easier through remote access vendors such as XcelleNet, portable browsers from startups like as Unwired Planet, and mobile data providers such as RAM Mobile Data, Nextel, and Metricom.

Collaboration

If the communication “layer” provides the foundation for the exchange of data, collaboration facilitates the exchange of knowledge—often in real-time or near real-time.  Collaboration has often been associated with Lotus, and the company continues as a leading provider of collaboration and knowledge management software.  For example, the company’s latest Domino 5.0 server includes push services, support for LDAP v.3, S/MIME, JavaScript, HTML 4.0, and XML, and extensions for wireless and handheld devices.  On the client side, Notes 5.0, the company’s integrate Web client, includes e-mail, calendaring, document management, discussion and news groups, and publishing.

Like messaging, collaboration products are also typically bundled into offerings from Netscape, Novell, Microsoft, and other platform providers.  In addition, a number of best-of-breed players have also emerged for interactive Web-based conferencing and communities (e.g., Well Engaged, PlaceWare), on-line sales and service (e.g., Business Evolution, Inc.), and chat (e.g., iChat, Skunk Technologies).

Personalization

As more organizations look to automate and customize key sales and support processes, an emerging strategy is to leverage the volumes of data and reach of the Web to build customer profiles and better target information and services.  In particular, a broad class of Web-based personalization technology from vendors such as Aptex, NetPerceptions, Firefly, and Wisewire has the potential to revolutionize the way companies identify, attract, and study the behavior of prospects and clients.  For this reason, we see personalization and automation (discussed in the next section) as the engines behind the next wave in Web-based sales and support.

Personalization is more than targeted ads, and can be active (e.g., the user provides preferences, and the system tailors information/services to these areas of interest) or passive (e.g., the system monitors activities or captures environment variables to target information/services).  From a technical perspective, personalization is inherently data-driven, and has its roots in statistical pattern recognition, neural networks, and other machine learning techniques.  It is also related to technologies and products typically categorized as push technology or data mining.

Beyond the technical hurdles, there is also the hotly debated issue of privacy swirling around personalization and the use of techniques such as “cookies” to capture personal and even sensitive information—especially if it is done without the user knowing it.  Widespread adoption of protocols like the Open Profiling Standard (OPS) may quell some of these fears.  But it is more likely that similar to other adoption trends, most Web users will eventually accept the trade-off of slightly less privacy for better service, targeted information delivery, and a more satisfactory Web experience.

Automation

A key enabler for self-service, sales configuration, and personal agents is knowledge-based automation.  This category includes business rules automation, case-based reasoning, and other “intelligent systems” techniques that capture and encode knowledge, support “what-if” analysis, and automate manual tasks or processes.  Many of these approaches have been around in various forms since the early days of artificial intelligence (AI), but have traditionally been successful only in very narrow domains (e.g., engineering design, production scheduling, help-desk problem resolution, financial risk analysis, etc.) or embedded applications (e.g., intelligent control, search engines).   The Web offers to dramatically change this role and bring AI back to the mainstream.

In a growing number of industries such as financial services and high-technology, leveraging automation techniques will be critical to doing business on the Web—and making that experience more efficient and satisfying for the end-customer.  At the same time, internally focused knowledge management initiatives offer to bring these tools into the enterprise. Leading this charge are a number of vendors, including Neuron Data, Inference, Gensym, MultiLogic, ILOG, and Brightware.  

The Bottom Line

With the unlimited reach of the Web and the prospect of anytime, anywhere sales and service, branding, personal service, and customer care will separate the recognized leaders from the masses of companies looking toward e-business.  Looking beyond the transaction is the first step in better identifying, winning and retaining customers, and enhancing (not replacing) existing processes and channels.

For user organizations, both the business side and IT must keep in mind the related but distinct goals and strategies when targeting external customers and prospects, employees, or partners, as shown in Exhibit 7.  


Relationship
Automate
Design Goal

Internet
Customer/Prospect
Corporate Objectives (Selling, Marketing, Support)
“Differentiate”

Intranet
Employees

(internal customers)
Business processes, workflow and systems
“Integrate”

Extranet
Partners
Supply chain and relationship management
“Cooperate”

Exhibit 7: Designing for E-Business  (source: The Extraprise Group, Inc., 1998)

Fortunately, there are a growing number of options to enable companies to move forward:

· Packaged applications from market leaders, such as SAP or Siebel, have started to embrace Internet technologies, and are building in configuration, commerce, and support capabilities,

· Custom development is becoming easier, through components and platforms tailored to self-service (e.g., Neuron Data, Inference) and integrated development solutions targeted at automating front-office processes such as Netiva, and 

· An increasing number of integrators and consulting organizations are focusing on e-business, marketing automation, and the overall sales and support process.

While many early success stories such as Dell On-Line were home-grown solutions, these packaged offerings have the potential to bring the benefits of Web-based sales and service to a wider audience.  That’s why companies that want to remain in front of the pack need to examine their own Internet Customer Lifecycle, and look at ways to make the transaction the starting point rather than the end-goal of e-business.

The Extraprise Group

The Extraprise Group provides an integrated suite of professional services for e-business.  The company delivers strategic advisory, application development, packaged application deployment, and training services to companies across North America.  The information contained in this publication is believed to be reliable, but not necessarily complete and its accuracy cannot be guaranteed.  For further information on Extraprise services or the material featured in this Extraprise Advisors Report, contact Allen Bonde, Director of Advisory Services, at 617-880-4024 or abonde@extraprise.com.  All content Copyright 1998, (The Extraprise Group, Inc.  All trademarks are property of their respective holders.
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