Innovation & Enterprise - Critical Evaluation

Introduction:

In my Critical Evaluation, I intend to reflect on the original SWOT Analysis performed as part of my Supporting Materials, stating whether each point made is still true, or whether it is now no longer feasible or has disadvantages I was not previously aware of. I also intend to re-evaluate the current commercial market in which the Enterprise Project intends to operate. Additionally, I will analyse and reflect on the main advantages and disadvantages of the product, as well as make suggestions for future improvements.

The Enterprise Project itself is a website featuring tuition materials on bass guitar recording, which can only be accessed by paying a fee. Because this website is already being developed as part of the Project Research and Planning module, many elements stated within my original Enterprise Project brief have changed due to the Project Implementation and Project Evaluation stages being performed, therefore it is important to evaluate the feasibility of this Enterprise Project.

Strengths and Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats:

Reflecting on the design and creation of my Project Implementation 'Product', using the established content management system 'WordPress' makes future modifications and changes easy. Furthermore, maintaining the website in it's current form takes no effort other than the occasional 'one-click update'. Assuming that little extra maintenance is required to service the free software required to allow online purchases, the website is completely automated and able to accept payments from customers 24/7. While having the entire content of the website completely searchable was originally a good idea (as well as a standard feature of competitors websites), User Evaluation testing proved that this was harder than first imagined, and would require additional software and manpower to make it work correctly. A complete archive of all content published on the website is, however, completely feasible for all users to view (Delgado, 2000).

The Enterprise project is still at a major disadvantage in that it does not feature any physical product for sale. This can be dangerous because customers are able to copy and make available the purchased content for free (Curtis, 2006). Additionally, any customer requiring a refund could be lying, and simply wants their money back while keeping the product – there is no way to practically remove a digital product from a user.

A predicted opportunity from my original SWOT Analysis was to use “social media and networking to speak to potential customers directly”. This has already taken place because free video content has been uploaded to 'YouTube.com'. So far this has not been successful in directing traffic toward the website, but uploading additional content will increase the website's chances of gaining the attention of users.

Allowing additional authors to contribute to the website is no longer a good idea in my opinion. This is due to the actual website's free content not being consistent both in terms of literature and graphics between merely two authors. Additional authors contributing to the website would result in a great deal of content written in different styles, which appears inconsistent and alienating to the user. Regardless, it is only somewhat practical because of the difficulties of allowing users to add content directly to the website, which require manual approval of all freelance authors and the content they submit.

Market Analysis:

Since my initial brief, the development of my final year product has revealed a whole new market of competition I was not originally aware of. These are online-entities which are specifically run for free by private individuals, as opposed to larger commercial businesses. Message boards/forums and various blogs all exist on the subject of the bass guitar, but not specifically on bass guitar recording. However, since I discovered these websites during my Project Implementation stage, much of my content writing and research was based on the small quantity of recording information available on these websites. Just as proposed in my initial brief, these and all other websites are popular, but none are specific to the subject of bass guitar recording – indicating a large market niche. The mentality of an 'online magazine' seems suitable to this project, and according to a 2009 survey (The Nielson Company, 2010) 49% of consumers have or would consider paying for this type of online content.

Launched in July 2007, the most popular bass guitar-related blog 'bassguitarblog.com' has risen to a Google PageRank of '5', and an Alexa traffic rank of 2,198,600. In 2008 'playbassnow.com' was setup, and now features a Google PageRank of 5 and an Alexa traffic rank of 511,813. Despite being launched a year later than 'bassguitarblog.com', 'playbassnow.com' is run by an established online figure – able to use his popularity on community website 'YouTube.com' to advertise his breakaway-independent website. In comparison to this, the leading two online music technology magazines (mentioned in my original brief), 'mixonline.com' and 'soundonsound.com' feature Alexa traffic ranks of 74,384 and 29,748 respectively. However, while 'bassguitarblog.com', 'playbassnow.com' and 'mixonline.com' are all searched for in Google well under 1,000 times per month, 'soundonsound.com' is searched for just over 10,000 times per month. I contribute this comparative success to it's long existence and gradual build-up of reputation over the years.

Potential Advantages:

Perhaps the most important advantage to this Enterprise Project is that there exists a completely niche market to exploit. My original brief stated that no websites of any popularity specifically on the subject of bass guitar recording existed, and nor do any now. In terms of advertising, research using Google's PPC 'Traffic Estimator' states that the search phrase “record bass” is the only term which is popular enough for any data to exist on, and that to place adverts which appear only when users search for this phrase will cost an average of £0.09-£0.16 per click. Other suitable phrases such as “bass guitar recording” and “record bass guitar” are so unpopular amongst users that no data exists for them, and will therefore cost even less (Wilson, 2004).

The initial difficulties of launching a website are avoided in this project, because the website already exists. A reputation is already established on the web, and the website itself is functional and working as required. The Enterprise Project can be considered more of a conversion than a launch. Furthermore, free content is already available for users to view, and therefore they are more likely to pay for further content if they like what they see. Since the website is in a completely niche market, customers are unable to switch to an alternative free site – they will have to pay (Andrews, 2009).

The traditional market force of 'supply' does not apply to my proposed product, which is digital and therefore has an infinite quantity of sellable copies. So, the only sales costs are the bandwidth required to transfer data over the Internet. The website's current monthly bandwidth allowance is 250GB, whilst the size of the entire website is 10.3MB. This means approximately 25,000 people can download the entire website each month before an increase in bandwidth allowance is required.

Despite the previously mentioned problems associated with selling purely digital content, I feel the advantages largely outweigh this. No packaging costs are required when delivering the content to the customer (K, 2010), and no transportation or delivery costs need to be paid. Stock keeping is not required because an infinite quantity of copies exist, and the product is available immediately upon to the user for them to download.

Potential Problems:

Developing content for the website is difficult for many reasons. As stipulated within the Gantt Chart featured in my Supporting Materials, aside from marketing, content writing is the task requiring the most time within the initial Enterprise Project setup. In my original SWOT Analysis, I had also previously mentioned the danger of the website becoming burnt-out if all content is placed on it immediately, and so content needs to be constantly created and added to the website on a weekly if not daily basis. Furthermore, defining whether content is up to the standard required to be sold is a difficult decision to be faced with. Although the website is currently run by two authors, other users voluntarily submitting articles to be placed on the website are unlikely to be worth paying for in many users eyes. Therefore, professional writers and industry experts would have to be consulted and employed to write high quality content for the website constantly.

Once the site is up and running, it is still dependant upon external suppliers, who can make decisions beyond my control. Most prominently, the majority of traffic to the website comes from 'Google.com', as is the main form of advertising. Factors such as 'PageRank' and back-links determine the website's placement within search results, whilst the cost of the PPC advertising campaign is controlled by the prices set for chosen keywords. A search engine optimisation campaign to have the site featured in the first page of Google results for a particular search phrase is expensive, time consuming, and reliant upon the ability of the company. The consultancy cost of an external company performing this is expensive in itself – my Costings predicted the initial setup fee to be £300, and the monthly fee afterwards to be £50. The same applies to the PPC campaign, which if it should become too expensive will have to be abandoned. If it is abandoned, the website is at severe risk of becoming unpopular due to there being few alternatives for online advertising.

Conclusion:

I feel that this Enterprise Project has the potential to be successful. However, this potential is dependant upon adequate funding for online marketing, which needs to be sustained for at least a year before I estimate any considerable revenue can be generated from sales. The project could be made much more attractive to potential investors by producing a working prototype of the payment system customers would go through, demonstrating how previously hidden content is now viewable once logged in.
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