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Executive Summary

This marketing plan attempts to prepare the strategy for WebWisom.com products release. With Internet growing extremely fast, the market for distance learning software is expanding in the similar pace. WebWisdom.com products have technological advantages over the existing competitors. One of the objectives of this plan is to convert them into marketing advantages. An important element during this process is reorganization of the company in order to accommodate for the changes during the transition from academic to commercial organization. Due to the fact that most of the potential customers of Internet distance learning software are unaware of the benefits offered by distance learning products, we focused on the awareness and trial aspects of the marketing campaign. We decided to target universities with remote studies programs first. Initially, we will focus on the LecCorder course presentation tool as it is simpler, easier to understand by customers and package by the company.

Current marketing situation

The company

The client for this marketing plan is Webwisdom.com. The company was created in 1998 as a spin-off from Northeast Parallel Architectures Center – a research institute at Syracuse University. The goal of Webwisdom.com is to develop and sell state-of-the-art software systems in the area of collaboration over the Internet and distance education. Currently the company consists of 10 people – 3 Syracuse University professors and 7 former students of Computer Science. Right now all members of the company are still employed by NPAC and receive their salaries from that source. This situation is expected to last until the income generated by the Webwisdom.com will allow switching to the company account. In the intermediary period the marketing operations of Webwisdom.com can be executed jointly with NPAC using NPAC budget. 

The products

The company currently tries to introduce two products. The first one, called Tango, is a multi-purpose Web-based collaboration system. Designed as a tool for the military simulation purposes Tango has proven itself useful in a variety of situations, most notably in Web-based training. The system is developed since 1996, and currently consists of several tools including audio and video-conferencing, text-based chat, whiteboard, foil presentation tool, class participation tool etc. Tango has been used as a vehicle for the course delivered from Syracuse University to Jackson State University in Jackson, Mi. Recently several university institution started using Tango as a prototype for Web based training delivery. Currently Tango has few competitors on the market (see the next sections for details).

Another product, called LecCorder, is an asynchronous lecture delivery system. It consists of two parts. The recording part captures the image, voice and the slides presented by the lecturer, and stores them together. The presentation part allows anybody with a connection to Web to see and hear the lecture from within the Web browser. The LecCorder is a new concept (developed November 1998). So far there are no similar products on the market. Its another advantage is the simplicity of the end-user part (content delivery is initiated by simple point-and-click actions).

The Market

The market for the Web-based training is still in its nascent state. Virtually non-existing before 1996, the US market has generated $187 million in revenue. This figure is expected to grow to $6 billion by 2002. The market can be segmented into the following four categories: content, authoring software, applications software and training management software.  Webwisdom.com products fall into authoring software (LecCorder) and applications software (both LecCorder and Tango). The IDC report presents the following market characteristics:

· No right strategy has yet emerged in the market. The companies are trying different approaches for product development, marketing, service and support.

· Suppliers consist of many start-up firms. The companies in this market are heavily involved in mergers and acquisitions; the venture capital is the main source of funding.

· The majority of purchasers are first time buyers. Buyers must typically progress through steep learning curve before adopting the new technology. Most of buyers is still in the pilot phase, trying the new products.

The competition

The direct competitors of Webwisdom.com are several companies in the applications software segment. They are generally small (30 – 200 employees), without long history (all companies were founded after 1995), funded by the venture capital. The most known companies are Centra, ILINC, Placeware and WBT Systems.

Opportunity and Issue Analysis

Opportunities

· Because Internet and Web is growing extremely fast, so is the market for distance the learning products.

· The whole distance learning product class is still in the early introduction stage. WebWisdom.com has the advantage of early entry on the almost untapped, high potential market.

· Since WebWisdom was created from a university research center, it has certain recognition and contact network among the educational institutions

Threats

· The major threat for WebWisdom is monopolistic competition from the software giant Microsoft, which has the potential and abilities to capture the entire distance learning market

· Numerous, small and dynamic, high-tech companies are siginificant threat as well, in spite that their offer is less technologically advanced thus far.

Strengths

· WebWisdom posses very innovative, technologically advanced product that might offer functionality going beyond what is currently available

· The company’s flexible structure greatly supports the innovative nature of the distance learning market

· WebWisdom has broad expertise and experience in building multimedia, Internet applications

· Able and dedicated workforce is an important factor in building innovative products for the new market

Weaknesses

· Lack of business-related experience is major obstacle on the way to  not only build but also successfully sold products

· Existing management practices are ineffective in the new, commercial environment; siginificantly hindering the market entry process

· Due to the temporary lack of capital and cashflow substantially limits the scope of action

Issues Analysis

The points described above prove that WebWisom is able to successfully compete on the distance learning product market. However, it needs thorough reorganization and change of the company’s environment. Significantly more attention must be paid to the promotion, since virtually nothing is currently happening on this field. The company should focus where it had most advantages, which is the educational institution market. WebWisdom must alter its management practices to focus on the business side the product development process. It should also create effective Web-based product distribution channel. All those efforts must be undertaken, maintaing the current, high R&D level, extremely important on the immature distance learning market.

Objectives

Within the scope of this marketing plan we will focus on the awareness and trial aspects of the WebWisdom.com products. Thus, profit generation during the analyzed period is a secondary issue. Within six months period we expect 50 universities to become aware of our products existence. Twenty of them will use the content delivery product (LecCorder) and four of them will use Tango as a synchronous delivery solution for their remote programs. The price of the LecCorder was set to $5,000 for the recording module (content delivery component is free). We priced Tango in the range between $8,000 and $20,000 depending on the features available (audio/video conferencing etc.) and number of students within the lecture session.

Marketing Strategy

The initial target market for the WebWisdom.com products are universities with remote studies programs. Our tools will offer broad and customized functionality at affordable price. We are going to distribute them mostly through the Web. WebWisdom.com will assign sales, service and marketing responsibilities to certain employees to cover those aspects of company operation. Initially, we concentrate on our simpler and easier to use content delivery tool (LecCorder). Our promotion will reach about 50 universities with direct mail and e-mail offers. We are going to continue the focus on research and development, in order to upgrade effectively our system to the new market standards. 

Action Programs

Creating Printed and Electronic Marketing Materials

In order to market effectively two of our systems (LecCorder and Tango) we have to create professionally designed printed advertising materials. Instead of defining the products in highly technical terms, the materials will focus on the purpose of the systems, features and key benefits they provide, and selected architectural and technological highlights. It can be also advantageous to compare our products with the ones of our competition, emphasizing more comprehensive coverage of users’ needs, easiness of use, adaptability to various environments, and availability on several platforms.

While content of the materials is extremely important, we must not neglect visual side of these, since it is a very important factor in attracting new users. Therefore, a professional graphics company will be hired to design appealing materials.

Along with printed materials we will release a promotional CD-ROM containing two kinds of software. First one will be a guided tour presenting our products, once again, in terms of benefits and emphasizing our competitive advantage. The environment of the system will be explained, along with the objective and its applicability. The tour will be enriched with many screen animations showing typical use scenario. The second kind of software released on the CD-ROM will be full-featured trial versions of the two systems.

This activity will start with the beginning of 1999 and is scheduled to take up to one month. As the outcome of this stage, we will have 300 units of marketing folders, where 100 of them will be sent immediately to academic institutions. In addition, we produce 50 promotional CD-ROMs. Total cost of this operation is estimated to be up to $5000.

Creating Web Site

Along with aforementioned marketing materials, we will establish a Web site serving similar purpose, namely creating user awareness. The bulk of information available from the site will be identical to the one provided in marketing materials. In addition, people interested in our products will be able to download the guided tour and trial versions of the systems. The Web site will be configured the way that a download will be permitted upon filling registration form. That way will build a potential customer database described below. The visual identity of the Web site will be designed by the same professional graphics company that will prepare marketing materials.

Since our systems are easily expandable it is possible that a certain group of early adopters will try to add new functionality to the existing systems. Therefore, in addition to marketing information, the Web site will provide technical specification how to enhance the systems and it will allow downloading development libraries.

This activity will start with the beginning of 1999 and is scheduled to take up to one month and cost about $5000.

Preparing Customer Database and Mailing List

While having a Web site is a good way to reach customers in a passive way (i.e. persons interested in our products initiate a contact with the company) we have to implement proactive methods of encouraging trial and adoption of our systems. In order to achieve this, it is imperative to build a database containing information on potential customers so that we can better target our offers. In the initial stage we will gather data about people who already have expressed interest in either of our systems on different occasions like conferences, demonstrations, and seminaries. This information is currently scattered in the form of individual business card, telephone numbers, or e-mail addresses. The other group of potential customers would be the people who downloaded beta versions of our systems and participated in on-line training sessions. Later the information can be acquired from Web registration forms and gathering the responses to marketing materials sent to academic institutions.

This activity will start with the beginning of 1999 and is scheduled to take up to one month and expected to cost about $4000.

Launching Mail and E-Mail Offer Campaign

In order to create awareness about our systems and later encourage their trial we will lunch mail offer campaign targeted to academic institutions. We will send promotional CD-ROMs to persons that already expressed interest in our products. In addition, we will send printed materials to selected universities that provide remote learning programs. Any university that will request further information will get a promotional CD-ROM. We also plan to send certain number of e-mails to other academic institutions.

This activity will start with the beginning of 1999 and is scheduled for three consecutive months. The estimated cost is $3500.

Establishing Co-Marketing Efforts with Certain Hardware Vendors

Owing to specific hardware requirements of LecCorder system, we have been proposed to engage in a co-marketing effort with Optibase – a well-established vendor of video encoding cards. Our company can greatly benefit from this venture because of the size and experience of Optibase. As an ultimate goal, we want to offer customers an appropriate software-hardware bundle that will constitute a complete business solution, like an Optibase encoding card and our LecCorder system.

This activity will start with the beginning of 1999.

Establishing Joint Programs with Selected Academic Institutions

Early versions of our systems have been demonstrated during several conferences and seminaries drawing attention of certain academic institutions. A few of them proposed pilot programs in order to evaluate our products in their environments. These programs resulted in extremely valuable experience about the applicability of our systems as well as great number of request and suggestions on their improvement.

We expect the programs to be continued throughout the year 1999 allowing us to understand better the needs of our customers. The estimated cost of this stage is up to $3000.

Seminars and Demonstrations

Because most of potential customers do not realize the functionality offered by the distance learning systems and costs of their installation, each month company should organize a seminar or demonstration explaining various aspects of the company’s products. They should be short (45 minutes) and focus on how distance learning systems can facilitate, enhance and reduce costs of the teaching and learning process. Certain portion of those demonstrations should be delivered through the Web, using the real product to better visualize the system usage. Time frame: January-June. Estimated cost: $4,000

Service

In order to provide support for the products sold, WebWisdom must create service unit with clearly defined responsibilities. It would include toll free number, Web pages, and e-mail responding to the customer experiencing any problem with system installation and usage. Time frame: January-June. Estimated cost: $10,000 

Projected Profit & Loss Statement

Total cost of proposed actions for the period between beginning of 1999 and the beginning of July is estimated to be $34,500.We further expect that 10 out of 20 academic institutions, which will try LecCorder, will decide to purchase the system. Similarly, 1 out of 4 institutions, which will try Tango, will purchase the system. Therefore, the sales for the period will total at the level of $30,000. The total predicted loss for this period will add up to $4,500.

Controls

By the end of the January we expect to have the web site ready, prepared printed materials and customer database.

By the end of March (i.e., period between end of January and end of March) we expect to have 5,000 hits to our Web site. In addition, we predict about 20% response level to our marketing materials, which means 20 inquires about further information on our products

By the end of June we anticipate that twenty academic institutions will use the content delivery product (LecCorder) and another four will use Tango as a synchronous delivery solution for their remote programs.
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