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Apsuact [

Describes how an Italian university business school
{CUDA)Y is collaborating with a group of ten small and
medium enterprises (SMEs], to develop Internet
cammunication strategies. The work in common autlined
same typical problems affecting SMEs in their approach to
Internet communication. Six problems emerged which
represent the causes of the difficult and slow introduction
af Internet communication,
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Introduction

wsed by companics to relate with the marker
Only a fow years, affected, however, by a
rremendous speed of development, if
compared o the history of other media
Today the Interner is the phenomenon
characterising the end of the contury,
introducing innovative behaviours into the
social field as well as the economic one.
Evaluating some of those innovadons is
relatively easy, others aspects show less
cvidence and need a deeper analysis
{TToffman and Nowvak, 1996a, by Berthon o
al., 1906; Morgan 199a),

The growth of the number of commercial
sites, tor cxample, the dimension of the sites,
the use of c-mail in business and education as
well as everyvday life is evident. Those
numbers are changing daily, and the updating
process is quite dilficult, There is ancther
dark side, however. All the forecasts
concerning e-commerce development seem to
be too optimistic and the dimension of the
real business running through the Net is quite
[rustrating compared o the expectations,
even though muny experts continue to predict
a [ast and rich future for c-commerce
{Negroponte, 1995; Dyson, 19975 Hagel and
Armstrong, 1997; Mougavar, 1995, Rohner,
1008,

In particular, many authors (Quelch and
Klein, 19965 Day, 1996; Vescovl, 1997
suggest the opportunity represented by the
Interner for small companies, due to the
absence of financial and technological
barriers, the internatonal spirit of the ol
{Hamuill, 1997; Hamull and Gregory, 1997,
Samli er af., 19973, and 1o some well known
success stories, focused on small, innovative
enterprises. Actually, when non-virtual
enterprises try (o access this virtual world the
level of failure is quire high, and the few
successes are often frail (Sahayv ef of., 1998).

Theretore, the evidence shows that, despite
the diffused enthusiasm, some problems
persist {Tedlow, 19%6; O Keefe ot o, 1998,
concermning at least two aspects: first, the
consumer and organisational buying
behaviour, and second, the adoption and the
development of Internet marketing and
communication by companies,

This paper will try to analyse the latter
aspect, i.c. the approach to c-communication
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followed by the companies, because the
disappointment suffered by small- to
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) regarding
their expectations is often due to frequent
mistakes that occur when developing and
managing the adopted strategies, and
implementing the operational actions of
Internet communication,

At the basis of this paper there 15 a research,
which 15 stll in gomg on, in which an Italian
university business school (CLIOA) is
collaborating with a group of ten SMEs, w
develop Internet communication stralegics,
facing together the difficulties and problems
which are connected to this challenge. The
work in common outlined some typical
problems affecung SMUs in their approach to
Internet communication. These problems are
not present at the same tme in all companies,
but they idenuly what the rescarch group
called the “six natural troubles™ in
introducing e-communication. They are the
following:

(17 unclear commMUMICATION SIrATEEY,

[2) new communication paradigms;

[3) non-integrated marketing
COMMUnICation;

[4) company invelvement in the Internet
challenge:

(2] people for Internet communication; and

() organisational change.

The six problems represent causes of difficult
and slow introduction of Internet
communication into the company’s
marketing strategy, they sometines lead w
failure, Nevertheless these problems can be
overcome, cspecially if the company reaches a
sutficient degree of awareness abour them.

Problem one: definition of a clear
communication strategy

Impressions, rescarches, and evidence
(Wescovt, 199%a) outline a waiting attitude in
most companies thar have a Web site, The
presence inthe Internet is often developed
“just to be there™, missing defined objectives
and straregies. This situation is partly due w
the low costs necessary W be in the Net, at
least ut the beginming of the process, partly to
the perceptiom that the Internet is gquire
marginal in the business of the company and
that, consequently, possible mistakes will not

cause serious damage, Just as a great
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commirment will not give notable results in

the short rerm.

The companies frequently develop their
own Web site mnoa standard or in a “me-too”
formar and then they abandon it, having the
same chance of success as a message in a
botle thrown into the ocean.

The Internet represents first of all an
opportunity for interactve marketing
{Hoffman and Nowvalk, 1996a) and, obviously,
the interaction is not silent and forgotten, it
hus to be revitalised daily, There 1s frequently
a misunderstanding about the role of presence
in the Webh. The Interner is not a window
where o brand can be shown, At present the
dimension of the window 15 s huge and the
number of brands is so high that everyone is
invisible, The first considerations about the
Internet (Hoffman and Novak, 1996a;
Maorgan, 1996) pointed out the upheaval of
the rradirional communicational logic
pursucd by the companies: the customer from
4 passive situalion, cxposed o messages sent
by muedia such as TV, became active, looking
for messages and informarion. This simple
sratement sometimes created a
misunderstanding: someone thought that, as
the customer was acrive, the company could
be passive, waitng Tor the visitor, This could
be true only during the proncering stage,
when there were only relatively few sites and
super active enthusiastic surfers, cxploring a
New World, That period has Onished and the
present siruation is totally different,
characterised by some conditions, leading to
new considerations:

- the mumber of commercial sites in the
Wb s really lugh (more than a mllion),
making it difficult to search and find;

+  the dimension of every single site 1s
increasing, hoth in the number of pages
and in links, so the time necessary for a
complete visit is longer than the tme a
visitor can normally assign to o visit; and

+  the people using the Web are more than
one hundred million (from IO o 130
million}, with a great differentiation of
users and browsing cultures, Most visitors
are shilting [rom enthusiastc hobbyists
{hrowsers) to information users
{scarchers) surfing the MNer following
specific objecnives with an economic
attitude.

Therefore the situation should change from

WCIPTE CUSTREr—[Hisstve congfaany 1o aclvos
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customer-actice company , in which both sides
are looking for cach other w obrain a
minimum probability of meering,

The development of a clear strategy
concerning the Web presence 1s therefore
necessary, supported by adequare investmenrs
and by continuous, pro-active activities, as
well as every other business choice (Bishop
1993}, This means defining specific targets,
objectives, ways, tools, and resources, not
only for the initial preparation and publishing
of the Web site, bur also to keep it constantly
alive and attractive, developing a richer
relationship with the customers.

Muost cases studied in several researches
(Schlosser und Kanfer, 1998; Vescovi, 199850
unfortunately pointed out a prevalent attitude
of undervaluing the updating and vitalising
problems of the Web site, Objectives and
strategies must therefore be clarificd and
evaluated before starting to build the
company's presence in the Ner (Watson or al,
1998). Of course, this does not mean that
future changes, modifications, and
enlargements cannot be possible, bur it helps
to avoid easy mistakes in planning, leading ro
exaggerated expectutions and profound
disappointments.

Problem two: new communication
paradigms

There are vwo approaches ro Internet
communication: the first considers the Web
just as a new medium, as TV was years ago, a
medium with its own characteristics thar have
o be known, but do not substantially change
the rules of the game; the second states thar
the Interner represents the birth of new
paradigms (Hoftman and Novak, 1996a).

The first change, both in the market and
mnside the company, 1s related 1o compurter
competencies, The diffusion of the Internet
access by consumers is strictly connected to
the diffusion of personal computers. Two
barriers are raised: the first s represented by
the cost of multimedia cquipment (at least
one thousand curos), the second is
represented by the competencies necded to
browse. In this second case the difficulty can
be mneremental (low) or initial (high). Those
who do not normally use a PC will have a real
problem to enter the Intermet. By far most
people are in rhis situation.
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A similar situaton can be found inside the
companies, Some of the marketing people
have not enough comperencies or correct
attitudes w enter the Web. Obviously the gap
15 closing down. The new generations
(Tapscott, 1998) are growing up in an
environment favourable to digital learning,
and in a few years the diffusion of computer
knowledge will be notably higher,

A second aspect concerns marketing
applications. The Internet makes the many-
to-many communicaton possible, This kind
of communication states new rules to the
diffusion of messages, selection, and retrieval,
The control of communicarions does not
belong cxclusively 1o the company any more;
it is shared within the Net (aside from the
presence of the company with an official Weh
site) in a giant word-of-mouth game, leading
to unpredictable effects on the company’s
mmage, The companics, both in positive and
negative phases, largely undercstimarte this
situation, perhaps because the Internet is sull
considered a marginal and restriered
phenomenon. However, recent surveys about
the Net show how the number of users has
increased, shaping a new reality, More
specilic communicaton strategies are
therefore necessary in the consumer and
business to the business market, regarding
both external and internal communication.

Timne management is coping with
lundamental changes in the Internet, too.
Answering customers, giving them information,
and offering services are affected by a
tremendons acceleration, because CVETY acTion
i m real time (real or perceived as real). Being
i the Net the company should plan and
prepare a quick response. This need leads 1o a
complex and fascinating new frontier, the
diffusion of communication, the open

COMPEAnY,

Problem three: non-integrated
marketing communication

The ntroduction of a Web site often reprosents
an opportumly o analyse conumunication
strategies and marketing activities of a company
(Vescovi, 1998a). Various aspects of the
communication, olten considered one by one,
under the responsibility of different people or
departments, have to be collected together inoa
single format. For example, in the Wely sie
there should be included the history of the
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company, the balance sheet, the house organ,
advertising, sales promotions, price-list, and
b o contact the company’s people, All these
activities, all of which are communication
activities, normally involve different
departments: marketng, sales, admimsiration,
personnel, and public relatons. All those vnis
rarely co-ordinate their action to the outside
world considering stratesies, [ormats, and
messages. The Web site 15 2 formidable
opportunity to build consistency in
communication, but it underlines mistakes and
faults which have been made by the
organisation up tll then. BExcellent companies
take that opportunity o improve their
communication performances, other companics
prefer not to touch consolidared internal
halances and, consequently build inconsistent
and contradictory Web sites, showing ourside
whart they don’t want to solve inside. The Webh
site could be, therefore, a starting point w
develop integrated markering communication
(Shultz er af,, 1994,

Of course, integrated marketing
comimuncanon 15 necessary also for specific
aspects concerning the Web sire. First of all,
the launch of the site requires integrated
actions (Bayne, 1997 Zefl and Aronson,
1998). Publishing the site i the Internet 1s not
cnough lor 1t to be visited by the wrgec. It is
necessary to develop a communication

making them aware of the existence of the site
and abour the advantages it can offer, The
launch of the Web site forces the company to
learn how to integrate its communication,
using advertising through classic media TV,
radio, outdoor (placards, posters), newspapers
and magazines) and direct response, adding
promotional acrivities rogether with rhe
dealers, developing new online services and so
torth. Entering the Inrerner should help the
company to reach integrared marketing
communication quickly {see Figure 17,

Problem four: company involvement in
the Internet challenge

Introducing innovations into the company
Never appears as an casy process. People are
asked to change consolidated habirs, to leamn
new competencics, to consider everyday work
under a new light, to increase their active
participation. The Intermet is not different
and, moreover, normally the resalts are nor
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immediately visible. 1f, for example, the
company 15 developing a corporate image site
the evaluation of this acton can be done only
in the long term. For a marketng and
commurication site the reference tme is the
same as for advertising activities, and in
assessing a sales site you must consider the
consumer and customer behaviour, which is
nol so easy o modify in the short term.

The request for a strong cultural change,
the long time needed for the resuls, and the
investment in conbnueus updating processes
create quick enthusiasms and fast
disappointments following upon one other,
This situation can lead wa fatal error,
abandoning the site to its destiny, giving up
constant updating, causing its death.

The experience CUOA is developing clearly
ontlines that the mnovation rate, the absence
ol reliable rules. and the interaction among
different units make a preliminary
requirement necessary: the strong will and the
[ beliel of the company to participate in
the enterprise. This will need at least three
clements:

(13 the presence of a champion;
(2% the chotce of a strong project leader; and
(3 the rigorous planning of the process,

The champion, a very influential person of the
orsanisation, gives strength to the project,
focusing the whole company on the success of
the Web site, outlining the straregic valae of
the Interner. In SMEs this role should often
be plaved by the entreprencur. The project
leader should support the champion, with
decision making power and strong
commitment. The project leader should
manage co-crdination, incentive, proposal,
and request activities, with a continuous
presence an the project. The Web site should
represent for himdher the only working arca.
In CUOA experience, the cases in which the
prigect leader shows {or s forced ) a weak
commitment, point out difficultics and delays
i developing the Web site as well as a
dramate decrease i the quality of the site.
Drehming o specilic plan, that includes clear
goals, defined timing, resources and
cvaluation systems, must be a condinen thar
cannot be ignored, if the company wants 1o
reach a sufficiently good guality of the Web
site (Bayne, 1997). In short, the definition
and development of Internet markering
communication is an important cholce of the
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company and should be considered,
prepared, and vsed carefully.

Problem five: people for Internet
communication

Often there 15 a basic misunderstanding in the
company, Le. the Internet mostly represents a
technical problem, and the most important
competencies are included in programming
and software knowledge, This situaton drives
o solutions in which the site planning and
development is assigned 1o technology experts
rather than to markering experrs, Actually the
main challenge 15 to develop better and
stronger marker relationships, coherently with
marketng strategics. Obwviously, the help of o
technology expert is necessary, just to find
operational selutions, but the main role is
much more developed by the marketing
TTLATIAETLT.

Universitics and business schools should
hecome involved in developing new
professional profiles for Web markerers
mcluding strong markering comperencies,
bath about rraditional marketung wols and
new Internet marketing paradigms, and
cnough technical skills, The lirst tvpe of
compeleney is prevalent, because it helps w
develop explanatory and straregic models, the
second type s secondary because the
rechnological evolution reguires a continuous
updating process, impossible o selve
schoals, and constnt simplification of the use
of the software, making self-learning possible.

In other words, the companies need
Internet marketing cxperts and 1015 really
difficult to find them.
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Problem six: organisational change

The organisarion lives because of s changes,
hecause of its acceprance and development of
mnovation. The Internet 15 a strong engine of
change, affecung not only directly connecred
activities, but also promoting new cultural
references, spreading through the entire
orEanisation.

The impact of the Internet on the
organisation i often a new problem for the
company. First of all there is a culoral
problem, sometimes generational, Within the
company two groups form, one quickly
developing Web competencies and
emphasising its advantages, the other
(normally the older group) fecling excluded
because ol the lack of specitic competencies
underlining their disadvantages and
inadequacy. Training people in the most
simple and directly useful aspects of the Web
should prevent the latent conflict between the
o groups. Ths solunon dilfuses the
knowledge, even il ar different levels of depth,
i all sectors of the organisation, making it a
commen part of the company’s life together
with a new communication culrure.

Conclusions

The Internet, because of its casy access due o
lonw technological barrers, low costs, social
push, and as 1t 15 in fashion, represents an
inportant opportunity of development for
SMEs, aimed at improving the relationship
with the marker, snd dizcovering further
chances m new markets (Quelch and Klein,
1996}, This apparent casiness hides a grear
complexity, often underestimated by the
SMEs. Absence of planning acrivities,
improvisation, and insufficient control lead to
markering mistakes and w poor results. The
company can overcome these obstacles by
means of a clear idennficaton of the problems
caused by the mroducton of Internet
marketing, sssigning cnough resources and
will to overcome them. The illusion that it is
possible to gain relevant results without
mvesting in people, time, and rechnology s
not part of the virtual world, it is part of
dreamland. Whether the Ner outlines a New
World of marker relationships or simply
cnriches the present ones, 10 1s the engine of a
big change for the SMLs. They must be
preparcd [or 1L
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