Chapter 13 Information Technology
Answer 1
(a)
In traditional marketing media, such as advertising and direct mail, the marketing message is initiated by the supplier sending out a message to potential customers. However, there is limited interaction with the customer. In electronic media, the customer plays a much more active role, for example visiting a website to find out information about a course or seminar.
Interactivity
Interactivity is a key feature of electronic media, creating a dialogue between supplier and customer. Usually this dialogue is through e-mail exchanges. For example, AEC could use e-mails to provide customers with information about courses which may be of interest to them.

However, in order to do this AEC needs to know the e-mail address of potential customers, and the courses they could be interested in. At the moment, AEC only collects personal information about people who wish to download study material; there isn’t a facility on the website for potential customers to register their interest in a particular course, so that AEC can then send them further details about the course, and any special deals available to encourage them to book on the course.
In this respect, the functionality of AEC’s website is more characteristic of traditional media (that is, sending out generic messages) rather than encouraging the interactivity which is characteristic electronic media.

Individualisation
Another characteristic of electronic media is that they allow marketing messages to be tailored to specific market segments, whereas with traditional media a single message is sent to all market segments.
For example, some of AEC’s courses are for non-qualified candidates preparing for their professional exams while others are for qualified accountants fulfilling their CPD requirements. At the moment, AEC has a single website for all students. However, students could be asked to indicate which courses they are interested in (professional exams, or CPD) when they first visit the website, and then the information could be filtered so that only parts relevant to them are displayed on the screen, or they are taken to different screens depending on their interest.
The interactivity noted above also promotes individualisation. Once students have registered an interest in a particular course, or for a course in a particular location, subsequently e-mails individually relevant to them can be sent out advertising courses for related subjects in the nearest centre to them.
Intelligence
Because advertisers using traditional media do not engage in any dialogue with potential customers, they cannot use their marketing to find out anything about customers’ requirements, and also which products or services are meeting them most effectively.
However, website software allows web owners to record information every time a user clicks on a page. For AEC, this would be useful to see which pages on its website (ie which courses) potential customers view most frequently. It would also be useful for AEC to see how the number of visitors to a web page translates into them signing up for a course of for study material.
If the conversion rate from hits (visits) to sales is low for particular products it suggests there is either a problem with the web page promoting that product (for example, it is not clear to follow), or with the underlying product itself (for example, potential customers are put off by the price of a course).
AEC could possibly even get more customer intelligence by including a short survey on its website asking visitors to the site for their feedback, on either the site itself, or the products AEC is offering.
Integration
Advertisers can use the intelligence which they gather from customers to add value to their products or services, by sharing the intelligence with other people across their company.
For example, at the moment only 10% of people who view AEC’s downloadable study material proceed to purchase it. The online marketing team should discuss this low conversion rate with other areas of the business to assess whether there is anything that could be done to make the material more attractive to potential customers. These discussions could be with the authors of the material to discuss if it could be made more student-friendly, or with the finance department to see if any discounts or incentives could be offered to make the price more attractive.
Independence of location
By its nature, internet marketing has a global reach and so allows advertisers to access potential customers who were outside the reach of traditional media. Moreover, the internet is also accessible 24 hours a day, 7 days a week so it allows potential customers to find information about a company’s products and services outside normal office hours.
The ability to communicate globally may be more useful to AEC for selling study material than selling courses. Although AEC has eight worldwide centres, it is only likely to be practical for students to attend these centres if they live relatively close to them. However, study materials can be sent to students wherever they live.
There are some practical considerations here though, which we will consider further in part (b). The procedures for booking courses do not support the ‘global’ aspect of the electronic media, for example, because customers cannot book a course online.
(b)

Electronic marketing offers a number of new opportunities which are not readily available, or affordable, using traditional marketing methods. We can evaluate how AEC can take advantage of them by looking at how they relate to some of the key elements of the marketing mix: product, price, promotion, place and process.
Product

AEC offers three different products for sale through its website: training courses for professional qualifications, training manuals for professional examinations; and CPD training courses.
Sample products – The website allows customers to see a sample of the training manuals before they buy a product, so that they can see first-hand the quality of the product they are buying.
At the moment, there is no similar way of assessing the quality of the courses in advance of purchasing them, not least because of their intangible nature. However, AEC could include some video clips or webcasts from previous courses on the website to give potential customers can get a flavour of the training provided. They could also include some quotes from students who have been on the most recent courses to endorse the quality of the courses.

Online courses – At the moment, the courses are only run from eight centres worldwide (three for CPD courses). This is likely to restrict the number of students who can attend courses to those who live relatively near to the course locations. AEC should consider whether the courses can be offered online through web seminars and web casts, supported by a virtual learning environment and online tutors. Even so, AEC may not be able to access a truly global audience, because customers will need fast broadband access to make these web seminars practical, but this option may allow AEC to increase its student numbers internationally.
Product size – At the moment, students pay a fixed fee of $180 which gives them access to a complete set of manuals for all the professional examinations. However, some students may not which to purchase all the manuals at the same time. Therefore AEC should consider allowing candidates to buy individual manuals as an alternative to buying the whole set. (In part (a) we talked about customer intelligence. This is an area where AEC could benefit from customer research, to understand whether students would prefer to buy individuals manuals or to buy the whole set at once).
Product updates – It is likely that a number of AEC’s training manuals will need updating each year to reflect syllabus changes or changes in legislation. AEC can use the website to publicise any such changes. Moreover, if it had a database of e-mail address for students who had registered an interest in the material which was affected, AEC could send a message to the student telling them the new, updated version was available.
Price

Bulk discounts – In the section on price, above, we mentioned the option of allowing students to buy individual manuals rather than having to buy the whole set. However, if AEC takes up this option it could still offer a discounted fee for buying the whole set in one go.
Pay per access – At the moment, pay a one-off fee to download the material regardless of how much of it they want to use. An alternative approach may be allow students to pay ‘on demand’. For example, they would only be charged when they access the material, and the level of the charge would depend on how many pages they access. The pricing structure could be explained on the website.
Price transparency – The internet allows potential customers to compare AEC’s prices to its competitors very easily. Therefore AEC needs to make sure its prices are competitive in the marketplace.

However, this price transparency could also be problematic for AEC because it makes it harder to offer differential pricing. Candidates in poorer candidates are going to be less able to afford the standard prices than candidates in richer countries.
AEC could consider developing local websites for different countries (with local domain names), translating the prices into local currency and possibly adjusting prices to reflect the income levels in the countries. If the content of the website was also translated into the local language, this, in conjunction with the local domain name would make it harder for people from other countries to compare prices internationally.
Dynamic pricing – It is much quicker and easier to change the price of products advertised on a website than it would be for prices advertised through traditional media. AEC could take advantage of this to vary the prices of its courses over time, in the same way that budget airlines do. For example, when a course first becomes available its price could be relatively cheap to encourage people to sign up. Then as the course becomes more fully booked the prices could rise. However, there remain a number of empty spaces on a course shortly before it is due to run, the price could be reduced to try to encourage late bookings.
Promotion

One of the main differences between electronic media and traditional media is the interactivity of the customer in seeking out information. Potential customers now use the internet to search for information about possible products.
Search engine optimisation – AEC needs to ensure that if potential customers enter a web search for accountancy manuals or courses then AEC’s product offerings come near the top of the resulting listings. The way AEC’s website is constructed will affect the likelihood of it appearing on the first page of search engine listings.
Click throughs – AEC should also investigate the possibility of building links to its website from other sites. For example, where it offers professional qualifications it may be able to build a link from the qualification provider’s website. Although AEC will have to pay a commission for the number of visitors who come to its site via the link, it should still prove a beneficial marketing tactic, because it will increase the number of visitors to AEC’s website as well as improving its search engine ranking.
Currently, AEC’s website appears to be a standalone site with no links to any other sites.
Banner advertising – AEC should also publicise its products and services through banner adverts. Although the logic behind these is no different to traditional press adverts, the more places AEC advertises itself will increase customer awareness about its products and services.

Place

Global reach – Although the internet allows AEC to communicate globally, in practice this global reach is likely to be more use in selling the downloadable manuals than the training courses. Customers can download and print of the training manuals wherever they live.
However, there are currently only eight training centres worldwide, and of these only three offer CPD courses. Therefore, AEC’s training courses are only likely to be attractive to people who live relatively close to the centres.
If AEC wants to maximise the global reach electronic media offer it, it will either need to consider opening new centres, or, as we have discussed earlier, provide courses and tutorials online.
Process

Website functionality – At the moment, AEC’s website is predominantly only an information site; for example, students can find information about courses on the site, but cannot book and pay for their course online.
One of the features of the internet as an advertising medium is that operates 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. However, because course students have to contact an administrator to process their booking and payment details, this 24/7 flexibility is likely to be lost.
Interestingly, the website does allow students to pay for the downloadable material on line, but AEC should consider adding the functionality to allow them to book and pay for their courses online.
Online queries – There is also no evidence that students can register any queries online. This is another feature which the marketing manager should consider adding to improve the consistency of the overall marketing mix.
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