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On the Edge of the Web

Technology suppliers are often among the first online

ith customers
who are the
most likely In-
ternet users, suppliers of com-
puters and wireless telecom-
munications products naturally
turned to the medium as a mar-
keting tool. Consumer electronics
retailers can learn from their sup-
pliers about building a compelling
Internetssite.

Computer manufacturers
often bundle several months to
a year’s worth of free Internet
access on their desktops and
provide a direct link to their
Web site or a particularly con-
sumer-focused segment.

Some are beginning to take a
proactive approach by pushing
product or upgrade information
back to consumers’ PCs.

IBM’s Aptiva owners, for
example, can download the lat-
est update to their software-
upgradable 28.8Kbps modem
and new virus identification files
for IBM AntiVirus from Update
Connector, a free service on the
IBM Global Network.

With consumers’ permis-
sion, the service collects infor-
mation about the system such
as system software, model

number, serial number and

preloaded applications.

Hewlett-Packard’s website

Compagq is pushing informa-
tion over the Internet to desk-
tops with the PointCast
Network from Compagq, devel-
oped for Compagq by PointCast,
Cupertino, Calif. PointCast soft-
ware is bundled on Compaq's
DeskPro computers. The appli-
cation ‘broadcasts’ information
about Compagq products, solu-

tions, technology trends and ser-
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vice updates, and is available to
Compaqs corporate customers.
With the technology avail-

able, manufacturers could also

use the Internet to remotely diag-

METROCALL

AMENICA'S WIRELESE METSACING WETWORK

Paging companies can
trim costs by going direct

nose and repair consumers’ desk-
top problems. Retailers could
consider forging alliances with
manufacturers to provide these
services or improve their own
Web sites to help customers stay
in step with technology changes.

Hewlett-Packard, for exam-
ple, has an HP @ Homessite that
provides consumers with a Web
tutorial on how to use the Inter-
net. It also offers ideas for cre-
ative computer projects, such as
designing a T-shirt, and has links
to game and news Web sites.

Despite the potential for
channel conflict, manufacturers
aren’t shying away from direct
sales online. Apple sells branded-
merchandise (T-shirts, mugs and
the like) and some third-party
products; Acer and Packard Bell
have online factory outlets to sell
clearance items and remanufac-
tured or refurbished PCs; Com-
paq sells accessories and
peripherals; Hewlett-Packard’s
sells accessories, and IBM’s sells
hardware and software.

The Internet is also an ideal
conduit for wireless telecommu-
nications services, according to
Alan Reiter, president of Wire-
less Internet & Mobile Comput-
ing, a Maryland consultant.

“The more complicated

wireless devices become, the

more important it is for wireless
operators and vendors to offer
good customer support and to

offer ways that customers can

take better advantage of these
devices,” Reiter says.

While many pagers can ac-
cept Internet-generated e-mail,
these services haven't been cus-
tomized so far, Reiter said. Cus-
tomized services could enable
users to determine the length of
messages they want sent, the
time they want the messages
delivered or whether the mes-
sages should be sent at all.

“All of this can be done on
the Web, it can be controlled on
the Web,” Reiter said. General
Services in Seattle, which allows
users to forward messages and
change their passwords on the
Web, is a case in point.

The cost of doing business
has taken a sharp upswing for
paging companies, and some
have found the Internet a com-
fortable way to trim costs by
going direct. Metrocall, for exam-
ple, wants to sell alphanumeric
pagers over the Web, Reiter said.

NoteveryoneagreesthattheIn-
temetis the best channel for deliver-
ing wireless services. Michael Flink,
seniorvice president of merchandis-
ing and advertising at telecom spe-
cialty retailer Communication
Expo, said the wireless category is
too “market- based” and beholden
toamultitude of carrier contracts.

“You'd have to have carrier
agreements in every market to
do that,” Flink said. “And then
what's your added value over
the local dealer?”

The Internet presence of cel-
lular agent CellMart underscores
Flink’s point, Reiter agreed.

“CellMart’s [site] is easy to
get around, but the problem is
they haven’tsigned up alot of cel-
lular carriers,” Reiter said. “So
when you indicate the area where
you want service by clicking on a
map of the U.S. and then clicking
on astate, often you will find that
there’s no service in your area.”

—Maria V. Georgianis and

Allan Richter

ELEK-TEK’S ONLINE JOURNEY

By Allan Richter

Elek-Tek is a case study of business and technology in
transition as it strives to keep pace with the world of electronic
commerce.

Before Elek-Tek began upgrading its systems three years
ago, the Skokie, Elek-Tek’s | B e amie -
lll.-based TimPowers
retailer's Web
page offered
relatively few
product choices.
And consumers
had little leeway
to navigate the
narrow site.

Although Elek-Tek offered far fewer SKUs online than in its
stores, updating pricing each day was a tedious task for the
chain, said Tim Powers, Elek-Tek's Internet Director. “We had
to find a way to automate the whole process,” he recounted.

But Elek-Tek couldn’t link its outdated mainframe
computer to the Internet site. The mainframe ran highly
proprietary software, incompatible with other operating
systems. So Elek-Tek bought a system with Microsoft's SQL
Server database program.

“Using [a translation process that converts data from
one format to another], | was able to extract the
information from our mainframe to the SQL database,” he
said. Pricing, specs and the weight of merchandise for
shipping became more accessible.

The setup simplified the process, but it still wasn't enough
to provide customers—mainly business accounts with
revenues of at least $1 million—with real-time pricing and in-
stock information. Elek-Tek still had to endure the slow
procedure of downloading data each night to the server.

The server enabled Elek-Tek to keep its mainframe and
avoid a costly replacement, but the effort was only a
reprieve for the older system. So customers can access
information more quickly—almost in real time—the retailer
now plans to buy a RISC-based IBM RS/6000 mini
computer to replace its ancient mainframe.

Because Elek-Tek plans to use the new mini computer
for all of its store and corporate sales operations, the
retailer is wary of system bottlenecks. It will avoid
overburdening the system by replicating data every few
minutes from the RS/6000 to the server, rather than
clearing a line of direct access between the two.

What does all this mean in practical terms?

The speedier process will take key Web-generated sales
information, such as quantity product discounts, out of the
hands of Elek-Tek’s MIS department. Appropriately, the
process will decentralize data to account managers.

“If we have a price change, the next time that $1
million plus account comes into the Web site, their price
is going to reflect that discount. They're not going to
have to wait until the following day,” Powers said.

The new system expands the retailer’s merchandising
efforts by bounds, but the company is reluctant to estimate
how much business its WWeb marketing will account for.

“I don’t have a stated goal. I'm allowing that to dictate
itself,” said Richard Rodriguez, Elek-Tek's chief executive. “It
would be fine by me if it took over all of our printed marketing.”
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