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1. Internet as a new medium



The Internet promises to revolutionize the dynamic of international commerce, of marketing strategies, and of consumer behaviour. Accessing to an incredible source of information, communications, and relationships will be the base of a big change in the market exchange process. 

The dynamic of the Internet phenomenon is quite fast. Starting from the moment Internet Society was created in 1992 the growth of networks connected, of hosts, and of traffic in the Web increased dramatically (see table 1).



Table 1. Internet growth.

�1992�1996 (projections)��networks connected�4,526�195,000��hosts�727,000�16,000,000��traffic (million per month) in messages�270�2,000��traffic (MB per month) in Browsing Services�39�6,000,000��

The Internet, as hypermedia computer-mediated environment (Hoffman and Novak, 1996), is considered part of the new media concept, that encompass interactive media, such as videotext interactive CD-ROM, on-line services, as well as emerging so-called interactive multimedia, such as pay-per-view, video-on-demand, and interactive television. 

However, The Internet presents some peculiar characteristics, facilitating two-way communication between actors:

temporal synchronicity; a property of interactive media only, that does not apply to mass media, and means interaction occurs in real time; Internet users have high expectations for timely, efficient response. In making such real-time marketing the company is asked for (McKenna, 1995): a) substituting the ‘one direction’ communication culture with the opening of the company  to the consumers access; b) real-time customer satisfaction; c) understanding how the information technology changes both the consumer behaviour and marketing strategy as well as the marketing roles within the organization.

reduction, or nonexistence, of communication barriers; there are relatively low costs to establish a Web connection, considering the media alternatives as TV, magazines, radio etc. It also allows anyone to have a 24-hours-a-day presence on the medium, and essentially equal access opportunities, both large and small organizations, as well as individuals. The share of voice is essentially uniform, all the participant, although with light differences, have the same quantity of presence on the medium; the Web is reducing the competitive advantage of scale economics in many industries and make it easier for small marketers to compete worldwide. Advertising as a barrier to entry has reduced as the Web makes it possible to reach a global audience more cheaply. 

high customisation of the communication, due to the interactive nature of the medium; some Web computer news service will soon be able to alter the advertisements to its site visitors, depending on the registered users reported purchase behavior. Large index and directory sites like Yahoo can selectively show advertisements, depending on visitor characteristics such as hardware platform, domain name, or search topics selected during the visit (Quelch and Klein, 1996). The Internet forces to a customised marketing because of its open structure. Large companies are still focused on mass marketing, and on a geographical or channel differentiation. Small companies should have more advantages coming from their single customer oriented culture.

international by definition; the access to the web is in fact open simultaneously to all people, or organizations, in all countries, however, cultural barriers remain. This obstacle can be very important, because socialization more than information is the real value of a Web (Negroponte, 1995). Companies focused on domestic market must change their attitude into an international approach, developing a new communication strategy, directed both to specific national market and to a global one. For international marketers, achieving a balance between the new medium’s ability to be customized and the desire to retain coherence, control, and consistency as they go to market worldwide will be a major challenge.

customers generally have to find the marketer, rather than vice versa, because the medium is customer-proactive, being extremely huge the information content at disposal of the customer and the main problem is how to find the information needed; a big change must be implemented, from a push strategy, communications pushed by the company to the mass market, to a pull strategy, communications and information pulled by the consumers following their interests and needs.

As an electronic trade show, it can be thought of as a giant international exhibition hall where potential buyers can enter at will and visit prospective sellers. Berthon, Pitt, and Watson (1996) consider that a Web site is something of a mix between direct selling and advertising signed to generate awareness and provide information. 





2. Marketing management and the Internet



The use of the Internet as a marketing tool and as communication medium is one of the new challenges for marketing management. There are relatively few studies and experiments showing how the Internet can be efficiently used in marketing, nevertheless it is possible to suggest some hypothesis on the ways the Internet can be used as marketing tool. For example, products with generally low prices sell better. A recent survey (RIT, 1995) of Internet shoppers reported that 64 percent of purchases were for software, books, music, hardware, and magazines. 

Moreover, some ‘traditional’ marketing uses of the Internet can be:

testing both new product concepts and advertising copy for instant feedback;

on-line surveys more powerful than mail surveys because of the medium’s "branching” capabilities (asking different question based on previous answers) and are cheaper than either mail or phone surveys;

web visitor tracking, collecting automatically data on the paths that visitors travel while in the site, including time spent at each page. Marketers can assess the value of the information and correlate the observed traffic patterns with purchase behavior;

E-mail marketing listing, asking customers to sign up voluntarily on a mailing list for company news. Internationally, information can be disseminated quickly to the audiences on these lists at minimal cost. 

So, is the Internet potentially revolutionary or just another marketing channel like home shopping or direct mail? Quelch and Klein (1996) suggest that the answer depends on how much added value there is in Internet communications and transactions compared to existing alternatives. For example, sites must offer valuable changing content that will not only attract new customers from many countries but also encourage them to return. Given that individuals around the world will have different product information needs and levels of brand familiarity, fulfilling such different needs on a single site is challenging. Currently most company Web pages are merely only electronic leaflets while should offer more complex content, although easy to surf, and more customized paths tailored to each vision through a site. 

Any company using the Internet should select a business model for its Internet venture and define how information and transactions delivered through this new medium will influence its existing model. The company must also assess who its diverse Web audiences are, what specific customer needs the medium will satisfy, and how its Internet presence will respond to a changing customer base, evolving customer needs, competitor actions, and technological developments. 

Bernoff and Ott  (1995) identify three site archetypes used by different companies:

the promotional site; this site creates awareness, stimulates demand, promotes brands, or foster customer loyalty for products and services sold outside the Web. Promotional sites can contain content, but their main objective is marketing (Gatorade, Toyota, Baybank). About 30 percent of the first year costs are launch costs. The costs of the promotional site are about ¼ of the content site’s and 1/10 of the transaction site’s.

the content site; a content site entertains, informs, or enlightens. Content sites derive their revenues from selling advertising or charging fees.

the transaction site; these sites use on-line transactions to sell products, conduct financial business or provide customer services. Transaction sites connect directly to databases to deliver information about products, prices, or customers. 

They also show that annual costs for site maintenance arc three to four times the initial launch cost, being promotional site costs ¼ of content site costs and 1/10 of transactional site costs. Varying by business objective, costs will probably rise 52 percent to 231 percent in the next two years. 

In spite of the cost maintenance growth, increasing from the launch to the maintenance stage, there are also some cost advantages in using the Web. A recent study by IBM Corporation (1995) suggests that on-line catalogs on the Internet can save firms up to 25percent in processing costs and reduce cycle time by up to 62percent. Along with the suspected increases in efficiency, the anecdotal evidence shows that marketing on the net also may be more effective than marketing through traditional media. For example, one vendor estimated that his marketing efforts on the Web resulted in "10 times as many units [sold] with 1/10 the advertising budget" (Potter 1994).





3. Business communication opportunities



Anyway the Web will probably not become the primary advertising and distribution vehicle for most products and services, at least in the short-medium term. Marketers will need to integrate their marketing communications and distribution for Internet customers with their existing strategies. They also have to consider a substitution rate among various media. According to a recent report from Forrester research (1996), the continuing creep of PCs into U.S household will have the biggest impact on television viewing habits. Seventy-eight percent of interviewees admitted that they sacrifice television viewing time most often to use the PC. Consumers are taking time from other leisure activities to accommodate their PC habits. Other forms of media will also feel the effects, because PCs offer consumers the capability to supplant much of the information that used to be available exclusively in other forms of media, as general-interest magazines and newspapers.

The Internet seems to represent a fundamentally different environment for marketing activities than do traditional media and so-called interactive multimedia, rendering impossible the blind application of marketing and advertising approaches that assume a passive, captive consumes. Using Web in a naive way, as a simple mass media where to buy spaces in the most visited sites, could be a wrong decision. For this purposes newspapers and magazines are available, and this use in the Internet creates additional problems related to slowdowns caused by graphics loading. Anyway it is important to maintain the link with the traditional advertising in order to make the consumer’s research of the site more simple, reinforce the messages, and keep consistent the company image. 

Thus, marketers should carefully consider the ways in which advertising and communication models can be adapted and reconstructed. In that new communication model, consumers can actively choose whether to approach firms through their Web sites and exercise unprecedented control over the management of the content with which they interact (Hoffman and Novak, 1996).

Moreover, in the Internet, the communication control by the companies could be strongly reduced. The traditional centralised control of messages, formats, and images normally leaded by the communication department explodes into an unpredictable diffusion of communication sources. A web page concerning products, brands, or news about a company can be edited quite easily by a dealer, a group of consumers, a brand fan (i.e. Ferrari, Swatch etc.) or by everyone interested in the subject. The consistency of the company image may be a major problem for the future communication.





4. The assessment of Internet use in business communication 



Being the Internet such a new management tool, there are rare studies about how it works within marketing strategy or about its marketing performance assessment (Hoffman and Novak, 1996; Quelch and Klein, 1996; Berthon, Pitt, and Watson, 1996).

Consumers can interact with the medium (e.g., "surf the Web" using browsing software) as well as firms (e.g., business-to-business marketing). In addition, firms can provide content to the medium, and, in a quite radical departure from traditional marketing environments, consumers can put product-related content in the medium. The use of this tool for marketing purposes is at its initial stage,  and therefore exploratory studies are divided between forecasts and projections on the future, and minimal studies about specific marketing activities in the Internet. In this paper it is proposed a possible method to asses communication and advertising activities in the Internet, realizing that it is only a little tessera within a large mosaic, not yet entirely discovered.  
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Exhibit 1. Comparison among traditional and electronic forms of business communication



Cronin (1994) proposed a matrix in comparing the communication alternatives (exhibit 1), considering two main dimensions, the level of interaction with the customers and the information density (i.e. information content). The two dimensions considered in the model can represent an interesting starting point for a deeper assessment of communication and advertising policies on the net. Maybe we have to include a third dimensions, the flow easiness.

The flow concept was introduced by Csikszentmihalyi (1977) and used by Hoffman and Novak (1996) in relation to computer-mediated environments. Flow is the state occurring during network navigation,  which is (1) characterized by a seamless sequence of responses facilitated by machine interactivity, (2) intrinsically enjoyable, (3) accompanied by a loss of self-consciousness, and (4) self-reinforcing (Hoffman and Novak 1996). In the flow experience, which formalises and extends a sense of playfulness, consumers are acutely involved in the act of network navigation. The flow easiness dimension can be related to the visitor’s surfing experience while visiting a company’s site: high flow easiness means the visitor is enjoying the visit because of the structure, content, appeal, attractiveness, and simplicity of the site; low flow easiness means difficulties in visiting the site because of technical complexity, boredom, and absence of any emotional involvement.

Flow easiness become quite important in communicating on the Internet because consumer is both the receiver and the real builder of every communication, through his/her Web travel decisions. Communicating on the Internet is a pull process and flow easiness allow the consumer to be efficient and effective in information search and collection.

Obviously Flow has subjective components, nevertheless in case of comparison between two competitive sites, one visitor defines existing differences and assesses them. Actually, also the Cronin’s dimensions may be adapted for the Internet communication evaluation use.

In particular the assessment should include Flow easiness, Exchange level, Information content, and Time as main reference dimensions. Exchange level should represent the interaction between the company and its customers, while Information content should include the increase of information compared with other media, and the consistence of the Web communication with traditional advertising, focusing the repetition effect and the message recognition on memorisation and reinforcement, time should lead to the efficiency evaluation. 

Communication Effectiveness should be considered as:



CE  = f (F, E, I, T) 

where:

CE  = Communication Effectiveness

F   = Flow easiness

E   = Exchange  level

I    = Information content

T   = Time needed for the visit



F = aAT + bEV

AT  = Attractiveness of the site

EV  = Easiness of visit 

a, b = weights of Flow factors (a+b =1)

The components of attractiveness of the site are related to emotional evaluations affected by multi-medial effects as images, sounds, colors, and movement as well as to the architecture of the site (links, page structure, sequence of pages). The easiness of the visit depends on the architecture and simplicity of the site (i.e. how the site it is easy to understand for the visitor).

Every Flow factor, as well as Exchange factors and Information factors, can assume different importance (a, b, c, d, e, f) depending on the customers’ judgement, varying through the time and in different market situations.

Exchange level should be represented as:



E = cIN + dCO

IN      = Interactivity level

CO  = Customer/segment orientation

c, d = weights of Exchange factors (c+d =1)

Exchange level depends on the interactivity allowed by the site, it means that the consumer can interact with the organization through the site having back answers at different levels (E-mail, services, news, information). The most complete is the set of interaction tools available through the site, the highest is the interaction level. Customer orientation, or customization, concerns the possibility the visitor has to follow a personal way in surfing and in designing the service desired. This dimension can consider the possibility of complete customization, narrow segmentation, or at least a small number of customers’ typologies.

Information content should be considered as:



I = eAI + fIA

AI  = Advertising Integration

IA  = Information addition

e, f = weights of Information factors (e+f =1)

Advertising integration concerns the consistence with the other forms of business communication implemented by the company. This concept includes the format of the communication, the texts and the images used in making the Web pages. Information addition may be directly or indirectly related to the product, brand, and company offer. In the first case the information are strictly connected with the offer (news about it), in the second case the information are less connected with it (i.e. history of the product class, information on the problem the customer needs to solve, news on the argument, links on the same subject, etc.). Both types of information can be very useful for the visitor and therefore may represent an attraction point for the site.

Time is the cost reference for the customer because of the cost of the access to the Web (telephone time, on-line time credits). So the speed the visitors can use (i.e. time spent in reaching the point of the site they like) and the number of layers to pass before they access valued information (by rule of thumb no more than three layers) are quite important in the evaluation.

Communication Effectiveness (CE) is directly proportional to Flow, Exchange, and Information, while is inversely proportional to Time. From this point of view it is possible to consider a general ratio, that includes all the main variables of the assessment, where a and b

are coefficients of re-parametrization of the  result of the ratio to the original evaluation scale, while the square root is used to reduce the absolute dimension, considering the presence of three directly correlated factors and one inversely correlated factor of the ratio (i.e. being the four factors independent, the absolute dimension is due to two factors of the numerator because one of the three is annulled by the denominator; in this sense, using a square root may be considered a correct reduction).

Therefore the CE ratio is:
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This approach allows the introduction of new evaluation standards (a, b, c, d, e, f) as the level of competition and technology as well as the customer perception in surfing in the Internet will change.





5. The research



An exploratory research was carried out in order to analyse the use of the Internet as communication tool by the companies, using the CE ratio. Three magazines has been monitored along a period of two months,  as data base of communication advs. From that data base where considered all the advs. indicating a Web site and suggesting a visit to it. A sample of those sites (63) where evaluated using the CE ratio, using a 5 points range (1=minimum level, 5=maximum level). An industry description of the sample is given in the appendix A. The three magazines are the most diffused Italian weekly magazine, Panorama, the most diffused Italian magazine newspaper’s weekly supplement, Venerdì, and one international business magazine, Business Week. In the monitored period there were 1,517 full page advertisements, 461 of them with a Web site reference (30%). In exhibit 2 you can see the percentages of Web sites references in advertisements of every magazine through the monitored period. Obviously the highest one concerns Business Week (average = 69%), and this percentage might be considered close to a saturation level for the presence of a Web site reference in a magazine’s advertisements, while the other magazines presents lower percentages (Venerdì 20%, Panorama 13%). It is interesting to notice that the Web sites reference in Venerdì and Panorama are within an increasing trend.
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Exhibit 2. Percentage of Web sites reference in every magazine’s advertisements.



Table 2. Weights of CE factors.

Factors�weights��a (AT)�.4��b (EV)�.6��c (IN)�.6��d (CO)�.4��e (AI)�.3��f (IA)�.7��

Table 3. Means and Standard deviations of every CE component.

Variable�Means�Std. Devs��Information addition�3.60�1.28��Easiness of visit�3.37�1.13��Attractiveness of the site�2.86�1.24��Customer orientation�2.78�1.36��Interactivity level�2.57�1.20��Time�2.33�0.86��Advertising Integration�2.10�1.36��

In establishing the weights of the CE factors (a, b, c, d, e, f), 50 MBA students were asked to give an evaluation of the importance of every factor; MBA students were considered a good sample as the Internet surfers both for their age and expertise in surfing through the Web. the results of the evaluation are presented in table 2. In exhibit 3 is showed the CE evaluation of 63 Web sites of different industries, found in the magazines. It can be noticed as only few of them reach an index higher than 3 (13%) in a range from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest). A deeper sight of the CE components (table 3) underlines the strongest and weakest points of the sites. 

Information and easiness of the visit show the best performances, while time and advertising integration the worst. It seems that the main focus has been concentrated by the companies on the content of the site, while the communication goals and consistency are almost ignored. Time represent both a technical and customer orientation problem. The relatively high standard deviation of integration factor suggests a notable differentiation: actually some sites show a high level of integration with the traditional advertising (Pirelli, Superga, Amd, Sisley, Benetton) while the most part does not pay attention to that aspect of business communication.
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Exhibit 3. CE  evaluation of the Web sites. 



Using the factor analysis two main dimensions seem to explain the difference of the sites visited in the research (exhibit 4), the first one can be considered as the content dimension, and the second as the time of visit dimension; those two dimensions explain more than 60 percent of variance (see appendix B). Advertising Integration seems to be differentiated from content and time, a sort of third dimension, as demonstrate the cluster analysis, too.  All the sites of the sample were positioned on a map designed by the two main dimensions, within four quadrants (exhibit 5). 
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Exhibit 4. Factor analysis of the CE components. 



In the upper-left quadrant, number one, there are the Silent Sites, so called because they have a low content and they need a lot of time to be visited. They have low attractiveness, information addition and interaction; the site is a little more than a catalogue or a bunch of leaflets. Most of them are financial companies (for example, Twentieth-century, JP Morgan, Janus Funds, Piero Guidi, Sas). 



�����EMBED STATISTICAGraph���

Exhibit 5. Positioning map of the Web sites. 



In the upper-right quadrant, number two, there are the sites that we can name ‘Baroques’ because their content is quite huge and redundant, but in order to give such a lot of information, attractiveness, and interaction they need a lot of time to be visited, both for the visit itself and for the wait for the answers. However, the use of a lot of time may reduce  both the attractiveness and the information content of the site, in fact a long wait may convince the customer to get out of the site because of the perception of the time value (Vescovi, 1994), i.e. they can consider that after a certain time of wait the efficiency of the visit is too low. In this sense building a site too rich, if the time needed for the visit is too long, may turn a potential advantage in a disadvantage. Most of the Baroques, are electronics, airlines, and tourism companies (for example, Digital, Euronec, Ibm, Siemens,  Texas Instruments, Marriott, Continental Airlines, North West Airlines, United Airlines, Ups). 

In the lower-right quadrant, number three, there are the sites that we can call ‘Communicators’ because they combine high level of content with a good time performance, being able to communicate a great number of information quite quickly and easily. The Communicators are diffused through various industries (for example, among Baroques there are CNN, Amd, Pirelli, Cadlab, Sisley, Video on line, Swatch), underlining a company’s culture to the communication. 

In the lower-left quadrant, number four, there are those sites that we can define the ‘Essentials’, because they have a relatively low content dimension, the essential content for a Web site, that is available with a short time visit (for example, Ordinett, Benetton, Rossetti, Mirage, Petris, Praxair, Vortice, Ateca). The most part of the industrial products companies are in this quadrant.

The highest CE rate sites are situated among the Communicators, they normally have high evaluation also in the third dimension, Integration. The lowest CE rate sites, on the other hand, are situated among the Silent Sites.





6. Conclusions



The research offers some conclusions to be discussed. First of all, monitoring the magazines, it is possible to note that the presence of Web site reference is a growing trend. In some cases, particularly in business target media it has reached a saturation level (Business Week), in others the growth is slower, because of the low presence of Internet connection in households environment. Some companies, whose advs. appear in the magazines, prefer not to indicate Web sites (for example Kodak, Volvo, Epson, Renault), others have an alternate behaviour: sometimes they indicate the Web address, sometimes not (for example, Swatch, Teuco, Texas Instruments). It seems that there is still a diffused uncertainty about the use of the Internet as a new media.

There is another sign in this direction, represented by a low standardisation in the use of common symbols the visitor have to use through the sites (links, indexes, formats etc.). This situation makes more difficult consumer’s surfing.

Considering the CE evaluation, very few sites have a sufficient score (13%) generated by a three dimensions excellence (high content + low time + high integration). In any case the level of integration of Internet advs. and communication with the traditional media is really low. The approach at the Internet seems to be quite naive: “it’s good to be there, but we don’t know why and how”. The Communicators are only 19 percent, while Baroques are 30 percent as well as the Essentials. Maybe Baroques’ and Essentials’ quadrants are starting points to reach the Communicators’ through a gradual improvement.

The non-excellent sites show a notable, although not perfect, sector homogeneity, while among the Communicators there is a substantial sector heterogeneity. The interpretation of the phenomenon could be related to a different communication culture between the two groups. While the Communicators are companies with high communication culture as distinctive competence of their organisations aside from industry and related to their story and strategy, the other groups, lacking in communication expertise, try to follow the closest competitors, each other, without any strong idea, just trying to be at the same level. In this sense the Internet is quite cruel: the diffusion of expertise in using the medium is notably low, also within the advs. and communication agencies, such low that rarely they can substitute or help the company in defining the communication strategy, so the absence of goals, strategies, plans, ideas comes to the surface quite clearly.

A long way have to be run along to identify the right use of the Internet as a medium and a communication tool, the most part of the companies are at the very beginning, without a map. The uncertainty is due to something new, the Internet indissolubility between the tool and the medium: an unknown link.

�



Appendix A: Percentage of Sites per Industry



industry�% of cases��electronics�22%��consumer prod.�19%��tourism + travel�13%��services�10%��cars�10%��industrial prod.�8%��inform + entertainment�8%��finance�6%��education�5%��



Appendix B: Factor Analysis values.



VALUE�Eigenvalue�% total variance�Cumulated Eigenvalue�Cumulated %��Factor 1�2.949253�42.13218�2.949253�42.13218��Factor 2�1.267875�18.11250�4.217128�60.24469��

VARIABLE�FACTOR 1�FACTOR 2��Attractiveness�  .716826 *� -.152700��Easiness�  .629332� -.057434��Interactivity�  .802196 *�  .295323��Customer or.�  .827383 *�  .123212��Integration�  .224576� -.812158 *��Information�  .808006 *�  .062724��Time� -.089255�  .689440��Expl. Var� 2.949253�1.267875�� Prp. Totl�   .431322�  .181125��
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