AARDVARCK.COM
Deborah R. Ettington, Eastern Michigan University

Case Objectives and Use

The case provides the opportunity to address typical entrepreneurial startup and growth issues, and marketing strategy decisions, in the context of an Internet support services company. It can be used for undergraduates in an entrepreneurship, marketing, E-business, or business strategy course. 

Case Synopsis

Nolan Lee, a young entrepreneur, started Aardvarck.com a year ago as a content provider to other Internet sites. However, mid-year he shifted his focus to become a web service company in order to provide cash flow while he worked on his product ideas. During two quarters of selling web services, revenues were close to $100,000, yielding a $12,000 profit for the year (before paying Nolan anything.) By January 2001 (the time of the case), Nolan employed Helen, a web designer and marketing specialist, and Bill, a part-time office manager. He was struggling with how fast to grow the company, what marketing strategy to use to achieve growth, and how to find time to work on product development. He was also considering a new office location, and was concerned about how to keep Helen when she could make more money elsewhere.

IS THE CUSTOMER BEING SERVED?  (A) & (B)
 

William Bistline, St. John’s University
 

Case Objectives and Use
 
The cases (A & B) have been used in settings of undergraduate courses, graduate courses and executing training seminars.  The author has observed, as outlined in the teaching manual, that the level of business experience brings different discussions to the debate.  The discussion seems to reflect the state of Customer Relationship Management (CRM) in the business sector of the 21st century, i.e. the discussion tends to go all over the place.  This reflects the mystery of the facts, that companies understand that customers are important to business, but companies do not seem to have a good handle on the best manner in which to resolve the problem.  The teaching manual provides more than 40 references to the topic of CRM.
 

Case Synopsis
 
Case A reflects the time before the dot.com crash.  The situation describes the practical manner of how two companies, who both sold product over the Internet, reacted to a specific customer problem.  Company A is documented through a series of e-mails to basically ignore the customer.  Company B through e-mail and phone messages reacted in a timely manner to the customer’s questions.  Classroom or seminar debate has defended in different manners the actions of both companies and neither company.  This allows the instructor great latitude in when to enter the discussion and lead the group forward to consensus.  It is interesting that the discussions typically get hung up on the different types of technology, hardware and software, available to deal with the problem of CRM.  It would seem that companies who sell CRM software products define CRM by the scope of the software that the company sells.  This, of course, is not surprising.  The real factor that separates the “A” answer comes when a student reflects an understanding that hardware and software don’t solve CRM problems but rather people using the tools of technology solve problems.  This realization does not usually occur without guidance from the instructor. 
Case B reflects a resolution and the extension of selecting another company, Company C to replace company B when Company B admits that Company C provides a better more cost effective product.  When asked why the customer should continue to use Product B, Company B replies “Because of our excellent customer service”.  Did Company A or Company B survive the dot.com crash?
 
 
 
Contact Person: William Bistline, St. John’s University, 201 Spellman Hall, 300 Howard Avenue, Staten Island, NYC, New York 10301 Phone (718) 390-4312, FAX (610) 356-1202, E-mail: bistlinw@stjohns.edu 
Jon Roberts: Used Books on the Internet
Roy B. Johnson, Southern Utah University

Case Synopsis

This case examines the impact of new web-based technologies on the used book industry and explores the opportunities this creates for entrepreneurial endeavors.  The case is cast from the perspective of Jon Roberts, who is considering selling used books and is exploring  opportunities available on the internet.  After introducing the situation, the case reviews retail internet bookselling, distinguishes the used book market from the retail market, and analyzes options which the internet makes available for used booksellers.  It further illustrates the economics of internet retailing in this context.   Jon must now choose among several possible options.  He must decide his level of involvement in the industry, how to gain a steady supply of books, and where and how to sell his books.  Choices include internet auctions and various networks of booksellers.  While hard data are not fully available, the options illustrated in the case show the range of choices now available to entrepreneurs through the internet.

Teaching Objectives and Use
While the retail book market and the wars between Amazon.com and Barnes and Noble have been covered in several cases and articles, very little has been written on the used book industry and the dramatic changes the internet has brought about among the small businesses and individuals who make up the bulk of this industry.  These changes, including auctions and internet bookselling networks have created new opportunities for entrepreneurs and small businesses that were not available in the past.  This case is designed to illustrate the impact of those changes. Students should be encouraged to visit the websites listed in the case and make their own judgements about these sites.

The issues dealt with in this case may be covered in a variety of courses.  It would be appropriate for any course dealing with the impact of internet technology on business and especially small businesses and entrepreneurs.  As such it fits in well in undergraduate small business or entrepreneurship courses as well as any course covering the impact of the internet.  It could also be used in a basic economics course to illustrate the basic functioning of markets, or in a strategic management course to analyze the impact of new technologies on industries and the impact on entry barriers.

Contact Person: Roy B. Johnson, Southern Utah University

Mail: School of Business, 351 West Center, Cedar City, UT 84720

Voice: (435) 865-8030; Fax: (435) 586-5493; email: johnsonr@suu.edu

MULTIMEDIA LIVE: BOOTSTRAP TO IPO?

Armand Gilinsky, Jr., Sonoma State University

Alison Urmson, Sonoma State University (MBA Student)

Case Objectives and Use
The case was written to provide students with concrete examples of some of the challenges associated with starting new high-tech ventures. Many students lack entrepreneurial experience, let alone managerial experience growing new ventures in a dynamic and difficult e-commerce context. The intent is to offer students an inside look at harvesting an e-commerce startup venture in a light of recent volatility in the IPO market for such ventures. Instructors can use this case as: (1) An exercise in framing a strategic issue at an early stage of firm growth; (2) practice in assessing a startup venture in the B2B E-Commerce marketplace; (3) an opportunity to consider how to manage in a fast-paced and uncertain environment where “long-term” means only to the next action; and (4) a vehicle to discuss just what it means to be “successful” in a market when the value-generating ability of a firm rests in the creativity and innovation of its people.

The case is primarily intended for an undergraduate or graduate-level Entrepreneurship or introductory E-Commerce course. Professors using this case should have covered the topic of venture financing, which is in the latter half of these courses. The case can be used to illustrate the opportunities and problems of going public in the highly turbulent E-Commerce marketplace. Companion readings can include those on venture finance and harvesting a new venture and E-Commerce business valuation, financing, and strategy.

Case Synopsis
Multimedia Live (MML) was started on a mere $500 personal investment by entrepreneur Ken Burke. Headquartered in Petaluma, CA, MML conducts e-commerce Web site and related software development and service support. MML has developed a market niche in developing catalogue retailers’ Web sites to compete in against larger companies in the industry such as IBM. MML markets its products and services as business to business (B2B) product and service. The case examines the company's history and evolution into a distinct niche in what has become a tumultuous marketplace for E-commerce businesses. A central focus is the important decision by Burke to define the company as one that targets only catalogue retailers. Other topics include: company culture, product technology, customer service, the market, competition and valuation. MML’s 5% turnover rate is a full 20% below the industry standard; one way it keeps its employees happy is by making them future stockholders. Instructors using the case can ask students to vote: (1) for MML to go for an IPO now or (2) postpone the IPO indefinitely.

Naturel Bodycare: A Case Study in e-Marketing Effectiveness

Nancy M. Levenburg, Grand Valley State University

Case Objectives and Use

Is Internet marketing an effective business strategy for all companies?  Are there certain types of markets or products that lend themselves more readily to e-marketing?  How can a firm effectively enter e-markets?  The case is designed to provide a framework for evaluating whether and how businesses can extend their traditional marketing strategies to the Internet.  It requires students to analyze customer markets and their buying criteria in conjunction with Internet user characteristics and behavior.  It also requires students to engage in critical thinking about developing different marketing mixes for multiple target markets, including Web site design (e.g., content, navigation, graphics).  A primary intent is for students to scrutinize the current situation and develop marketing strategy suggestions that integrate traditional and e-marketing efforts.  Although the case deals specifically with skin care products, the issues presented could be confronted by nearly any business that sought to engage in strategic Internet marketing.

The case was written for courses in which students explore marketing strategy decisions within the context of technology-enabled environments.  It would be suitable for use in undergraduate courses in Business Strategy, Strategic Marketing, Internet Marketing, e-commerce, or Entrepreneurship in Marketing, or similar graduate courses.  

Case Synopsis

In the late spring of 2001 (six months after launching a Web site for her business), Tracy Dowler is perplexed because she has not yet received a sale via the Internet.  Dowler is the owner and founder of Naturel Bodycare, a home-based business that has produced a limited line of all-natural bodycare products (handmade soap, body lotion, shower gel [body wash], and bath salts) since 1998.  The company targets consumer markets (primarily women) and business-to-business markets (bed and breakfast inns, massage therapy centers, and specialty gift shops).  Due to low entry barriers, the natural products market is saturated with competitors.

A marketing research study revealed that the most important factors (in rank-order) consumers used in making body care product purchase decisions were: scent, price, convenience of purchase, and brand name.  Body care products were most often purchased at the supermarket or at specialty stores within shopping malls.  88.9 percent of the target audience were Internet users, typically spending one to three hours per week online.  Should Naturel Bodycare have entered into e-marketing?  If so, how can current strategies be improved?

__________________________________________

Contact Person:  Nancy M. Levenburg, Grand Valley State University, Grand Rapids, MI  49504.

Mail:  464-C DeVos Center, 401 W. Fulton Street, Grand Rapids, MI  49504  USA

Voice (616) 336-7475; FAX  (616) 336-7445; e-mail:  levenbun@gvsu.edu
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