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GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF BOOK

The intent of this book is to “guide you through the maze that is e-commerce.”  The author discusses the electronic economy, what it means for business, how websites play, important website design features, how to run them on a day-to-day basis, and what they mean to the bottom line.  In the author’s words, he’s “talking about how to strategically incorporate e-commerce and the reality of an electronic world into your daily business.”  Like doing business face to face, “e-commerce is about forming and managing effective interactive relationships with your target audiences.”

The author identifies eight things the reader should be able to do upon completing the book:


- Identify your business “type”


- Identify goals and form a flexible action plan


- Identify the right set of audiences


- Work around a corporate culture resistant to online media


- Create an information routing structure


- Implement an effective interactive service


- Maintain and continually improve the interactive service


- Monitor the return on investment (ROI)

An easily overlooked value of this book is its publication date.  Many of the mid-to-late1990s books on the “dot.com revolution” made assumptions and predictions, many of them proven inaccurate by 2000.  This 2001 book has the advantage of having seen whether the assumptions were correct, and history rather than predictions.

BY THE NUMBERS

Chapter 1: The Electronic Economy

Focazio notes, right off the bat, that the Internet itself is not causing the move away from bricks and mortar commerce to e-commerce.  Rather, it’s the use of the Internet.  The pattern is familiar: technology doesn’t cause change, rather technology enables change.  He notes that Web sites and e-mail are not the end of this change, but only the beginning, “training wheels for the next phase of the new economy.”  He discusses wireless, ubiquitous access through a multitude of devices, a move towards a mobile consumer information appliance as common as the TV set today.

His key point and premise of this book: “Doing business with interactive technology is fundamentally different from doing so with established models.”  He discusses some of the key differences.


- Traditional business, while it may use multiple sales channels (store, catalog, ...) keeps them apart.  Also, sales areas are divided (regions, franchise areas, ...).  Customers may be limited in their ability to find/buy merchandise due to geographical considerations.  In e-business, there are no physical territories and anyone can find the true price of an item.


- “In many cases, the core business model upon which the organization is built is shattered by the capabilities of the Internet.”  Disruptive technologies can enter the market without the organization’s awareness, not only taking market share, but perhaps displacing the business altogether.


- Examination of traditional business models, and basing a business on them, has little value today – the rules have changed.  Studying “best practices” of a traditional business no longer works.

Focazio lists five core concepts of the electronic economy:


-  The point of promise is the point of proof


> Old way: catch attention; customer takes action  (come in, ...); “sell,”; then buy.  

> New way: catch attention electronically/buy on the spot, instantly


* No showroom, no salesman, no middleman, no intervening steps to take


-  The customer is the center of the universe (Think there’s no news here?  Think again).



> The online environment has changed customer expectations



> Loyalty is different; comparison shopping has changed the concept



> The interactive experience becomes a major determinant in a “buy” decision




* Especially compared to a traditional shopping trip: time/trouble/$$


-  Infostructure is more important than infrastructure


> Complete, accurate info is available quickly to answer customer questions




* Compare to a sales clerk who doesn’t know, or an empty store shelf



> Building this part of your e-business is essential (see Chapter 6)


-  Your biggest competitor is not who you think it is


> Discusses four core interactive communication channels




* Business to Business (B2B)




* Business to Consumer (B2C)




* Consumer to Business (C2B)




* Consumer to Consumer (C2C)



> The key point: interactive comms among any change expectations among all



* C2C interactions, especially, change customer expectations

* This lateral competition competes with your way of doing business

-  The future is not what it used to be (a la Yogi Berra)



> Changes take place with blinding speed, and things are getting faster every day



> Typical product life cycle and market share curves have changed (compressed)




* Product displacement can occur before costs have been recovered




* Upstart companies can trump established ones




* Perceptions (e.g., as an innovation leader) are critical





- “Mind share” is at least as important as market share, to start

What’s the bottom line?  “Today’s newbies couldn’t care less about the Internet, the modem, the network, and all of that.  They want to go to a company online, see what they want, whether it be goods or a service, and they expect to be able to get it in a short, efficient transaction.”
Chapter :2 The Wild Kingdom

The author uses the animal kingdom as a metaphor for business: he asks the reader to imagine the land as the domain of traditional business and the water as the domain of e-business.  He then discusses what types of animals inhabit each domain, and identifies their characteristics.

Sharks: those companies born of interactive technologies.  Specifically, sharks are businesses that can only exist online, and have no real or equivalent competition offline. 

Seals: also born of the web, but are often outclassed both on land (offline) and in a confrontation with a shark in the water.  Seals often can be identified by seeing that their online business mimics a well-established way of doing traditional business.  I.e., seals create a digital version of something that exists non-digitally elsewhere.  A second way to identify a seal is that a seal may start out online, but then decides to confront a land animal; think of a seal confronting a polar bear.  Seals generate buzz, but not so much success.  Focazio says that “a fat, happy seal makes an excellent meal for a shark.”  I.e., sharks can eat them up or take over their good ideas.

Whales: spent a long time on the land before becoming the sea creatures of the present.  Most whales safely coexist among the sharks.  Examples include online booksellers.

Antelopes: fast and agile animals that cluster in great herds (market sectors).  Do well on land, but are poorly suited to the Internet “water.”  They may use the Internet for sustenance (like using water to drink), but primarily derive their revenue from in-person/in-store sales.

Alligators: are ancient and powerful, at home on land or in the water.  In business, alligators are “primarily old, strong companies that have proven highly adaptable to changing environments.  They move deliberately, with specific purpose, and are stunningly strong in battle.  ... Companies and sectors in the alligator category are formidable competitors in all areas of business.”

On pages 57 – 67, the author presents a quiz and five-sided “radar chart” to assess your business “animal type.”

Chapter 3: The Business Plan Begins

While stating that the old-style five-year plan is dead, the author notes that planning is still required.  What type of planning should one do in an e-commerce world?  He introduces a planning strategy, which – to this synopsizer – looks like it has all the elements of any “typical” plan from pre-e-commerce days.  Specifically, he says the plan should:


- Evaluate the business environment


- Set business objectives


- Establish metrics and measures of success

The key difference?  He says it should look only a single year ahead, not five years.

The first two bullets above are not news to any experienced manager/planner, thus are not covered here.  Focazio’s important points are related to the third bullet:


- With the Internet, often there’s an overabundance of data, which means that



> Pulling out the important data is tough, but essential




* What one pulls, and how it is used & interpreted, becomes critical


- Mistakes are easy to make.  E.g.,



> Using only Internet-derived info for measures (such as web hits) is a mistake



> Web server info should be a part of the measurement strategy, not the whole



> Measures should include site content and the relationship with the customer



* And they should be built into the website from the beginning

The author then makes a critical point: the entire enterprise must be coordinated electronically. He cites an example of a customer placing an order via the Internet, and unable to cancel that order by phone.  The phone side of the business and the web side were not integrated.  They must be.  All aspects of the business must be integrated.

Chapter 4: The Online Audience

In America, the offline and online audiences are virtually identical today.  This means that the question for business is not “should we meet [their] needs?” but “how do we meet [their] needs?”  Another key point: even though the customers are the same ones you’ve always known, their habits have changed.  They demand speed, and no longer have traditional “loyalties” (to store, service provider, ...).  He cites the stock market example, with the move to online vice traditional brokers.  Travel agencies are another area he cites: customers are going online, seeking out lowest fares and best schedules.  What additional value does a traditional travel agent provide, if any?  

Introduced in the planning section, this chapter goes into detail about defining your audience, from the broadest level to valued subsets.  The author notes the importance of analyzing how these valued subsets use your website, what equipment they use (e.g., slow modem or broadband), etc.  On page 104, he presents “The Audience Quadrant,” reproduced here.








The author then asks a crucial question and gives some sage advice: after using the tool above to decide your audiences (emphasis on the plural), how do you build a site that meets all their needs?  He concludes “you probably can’t (or shouldn’t) ...[ if their] ... customer profiles are significantly different or if your product offerings are distinct.”  He then goes on to the main point: “The important lesson is that successful companies become what their customers want them to be.  You need to create your Web site with this fact in mind.”  Another key aspect of e-commerce, often overlooked, is the need to incorporate overseas markets into the business plan, and by extension, the website design.  E-commerce is worldwide, and access can come from anywhere, anytime.  Nuances specific to the international market must be considered and incorporated.  

Chapter 5: Cultural Planning

The lead-in to this chapter is fairly self-evident: in today’s world of e-commerce, business (interaction with customers) goes on 24/7.  Customers want/need/demand information – now.  Thus, real-time communication capabilities are required 24/7.  The culture is “real-time.”  So, what does this mean to ways of doing business?

Focazio states that “the key component of a real-time culture [is that] the company puts final trust in the computer system over the words written on a piece of paper.”  He cites how airlines do this, among others.  He then identifies four characteristics of a real-time culture:


-  Where business is done, technology is essential



> Technology is the backbone of e-commerce


-  The system is the workflow



> I.e., the workflow is transparent to the customer


-  Employees are very comfortable with computers



> An obvious requirement for e-commerce


-  Resources are continuously devoted to systems development and management



> The entire daily workflow revolves around keeping the system up to date

The author says “This cultural shift requiring a real-time organization is inevitable.  The successful implementation of a real-time organization, though, depends on a culture that is comfortable with technology and is willing to rely on the system over paper documents.”

Chapter 6: The Infostructure

Definition: infostructure.  “The organization of information within [the enterprise].”  Infostructure establishes ownership of information for authoritative dissemination to the outside world.  Focazio says “the infostructuring process is necessary to clearly define electronic communications channels that center on customer needs and expectations.”

The author says that a master information map is required, one that represents the way customers interact with information in the organization.  This requires knowledge not only of the information, but also of the ways that customers use the Web site.  He suggests that good Web sites are structured around the way that customers use their content (instead of around company divisions, etc.).  He says that key people and systems must be identified, along with who owns which information.  A key point: customers expect speed, but not at the expense of accuracy.  Information must be current and authoritative, at all times.  If customer-desired information is not available on the Web site, e-commerce requires a method for getting required information to them in a responsive (timely and accurate) manner.  This requirement must also be a Web site design consideration.

Chapter 7: Building the Initial Website

“This is the chapter where we get down to business.”  Specifically, the author asks “How do you coordinate the technical, communications, operational, sales, branding, and marketing aspects of a Web site?”  He suggests creating an Interactive Council made up of key stakeholders, with six primary roles:


- E-business manager (coordinator)



> Not the webmaster 

> This person is responsible for integrating cross-functional comms and planning 


- Decision owners from across the organization



> Most vital.  Not that decision owner does not equal decision maker



* Owner has final $$ authority and can effect change as required 


- Rotating management reps from sales, marketing and operations


- Rep from any outsourcing firms, if used


- Reps from product design and development groups, if such is done in-house


- Ad agency rep, if such is used

So what does the Interactive Council do and how do they do it?  Focazio says that they “will be at their business during the initial development of the Web site.  They should not meet physically very often.  [They] should be able to use interactive communications tools to coordinate efforts.”  They ensure that the Web site design is based on how the customer will interacts with the information, that the user experience is consistent and predictable (emphasis original), that text and graphics fit well together and are conducive to easy navigation by the customer, and that required measures are incorporated.  They analyze measures and make decisions regarding changes.  And they provide necessary resources for the online effort.  Once the Web site is up and running, they probably should meet no more often than quarterly.

The author cautions to “avoid the temptation to build a slick, glossy site at the expense of functionality.”  Function comes first, form follows.

Chapter 8: Getting to Real Time

The author says that many companies put a lot of effort into creating a Web site but then don’t maintain it.  He asks how we feel when we access a Web site with outdated information: would we really want to do business with an outfit like that?  He says – and we know – that “it is imperative that you have a plan of action for the routine operations of the Web site.”  He then cites basic questions to be answered about its operation:


- What info and functions does (or should) the Web site have?



> Info is good, but functional content is a must (not all info has a function)




* Make your info do something




* Content should improve & extend your business communication process




* Info should be dynamic, timely, and accurate




* Info should be responsive, fed back into business processes instantly




* Info should be searchable to help customers




* Info, especially customer info, should be protected/secure




* Info should be accountable (measurable)


- Who is going to maintain the Web site?



> Webmaster is traditional.  This has advantages and disadvantages




* Main disadvantage: info is changing too fast for one person to maintain




* 2nd disadvantage: Webmaster is usually a techie lacking strategic vision


- How do the technical and operational people interact?  (Plan for success)



> Author cites group publishing as a good model



> USN uses eGroups (www.egroups.com) for shipbuilding projects




* But beware of erroneous info entry; can propagate like wildfire


- When should the site be developed, opened, updated, ...?



> Be realistic.  Daily updates might be nice, but do they add important info?




* Updates “should always be timed to correspond with changes in info”

All of the considerations above should be in place before the Web site is opened.  Otherwise, customers can get a negative impression ASAP – and be lost forever.

Chapter 9: Establishing Return on Investment

In business, ROI is one of the most important measures of success of any project, electronic or otherwise.  The Web site investment should generate revenues or avoid costs, or it shouldn’t exist.  The author discusses three different approaches to finding the ROI of an Internet venture (see pages 200 – 210).  Pages 211 – 215 give ROI case studies.

Chapter 10: It’s Time to Act

“The future is where we’re all going to live, so we might as well get with the program now” (Neal Stevenson).  Focazio says that there is no time like the present to begin your e-business.  He says that soon, the “e” in e-business will disappear – “e-business” will become business, period.  He provides some guidance in taking the initial steps required, building on the concepts presented in chapters one through nine.  He cautions about waiting till all the planning is perfect, suggesting that you jump in and make adjustments, improvements, and refinements as you go along.  

Appendix A: The Web Site Development Project Plan

Active--


Served by the Site





Knows About the Brand





Needs Strong Branding & Promotion





Needs to Learn About the Brand











Seeking





Surfing





Aware





Unaware
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