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Executive Summary:


This Marketing Research Project, conducted at the behest of DXXXXXXXX, Inc., was aimed at finding out the opinions of Mississippi Gulf Coast computer repairman as to the highest quality Internet Service Provider on the Coast, in particular with regards to Dial-up service.  To that end, a closed-ended questionnaire was devised with five questions to be asked in a telephone survey of computer repair shop personnel.  From the selection provided by the Yellow Pages, 20 shops were called and 9 responses were recorded.  Two responses were deleted due to either a lack of information or contractual arrangements with one of the ISP’s which might taint the respondents answers.


Of those that did answer, DXXXXXXXX was rated as the most reliable dial-up ISP by a 3 to 2 margin.  Considering cost and reliability, DXXXXXXXX was the recommended provider by a 2 to 1 margin.  Also of note is that the Repairmen recommended Cable Service at a 5 to 2 ratio to Dial-up (none recommended DSL for home use).  The possibility exists that due to the small sample and large non-response error that these results are inaccurate.  However, we do not believe that there is much of a framing error (due to computer repairman needs for a yellow pages ad) nor is there likely to be much random since we asked nearly everyone who was willing to answer.


Our analysis shows that DXXXXXXXX is well positioned to take advantage of the local dial-up market with a sustained marketing campaign.  The obvious coming threat seems to be that of the CableOne’s Broadband service.  Determining if this is a result of incessant advertising of this service by CableOne or actual knowledge of the repairmen was beyond the scope of this survey.


Our recommendation to DXXXXXXXX is that they continue to advertise the Reliability of their Internet Service as that seems to be a source of competitive advantage based on these survey results.  Since most computer owners will (sooner or later) have some contact with computer repair people, and they already think highly of DXXXXXXXX’s Internet Dial-up Service, that bodes well for continued market growth.  We strongly encourage that these survey results be used in their marketing campaigns.

Research Design:


This Marketing Research project was done at the behest of a reseller of DXXXXXXXX, Inc.’s Internet Service Dial-up service.  DXXXXXXXX is a small, local Internet Service Provider providing mainly 56K Dial-up service to the Mississippi Gulf Coast.  DXXXXXXXX is also a reseller of Digital Subscriber Line high-speed (broadband) Internet Service.  These services are a small part of DXXXXXXXX’s overall business but are provided as a value-added service to their Web Development and Hosting business.  However, since DXXXXXXXX must provide Internet Service to be competitive in the Web Development and Hosting arena, the question for them is how to get the most use out of it.  

The fear of all “mom-and Pop” ISP’s is they will be overwhelmed by the major Telecoms  (Baby Bells, AT&T, etc.) and the major ISP’s (AOL, MSN, Earthlink, etc.).  For that reason, DXXXXXXXX has reached a partnering agreement with Bell South to be a reseller of Bell South’s DSL service while working to build its market share of Dial-up customers on the Mississippi Gulf Coast.  To try to grow Dial-up marketshare, DXXXXXXXX has become part of a non-branded national ISP service so that their customers will have national and international Internet access via local phone numbers and DXXXXXXXX has been signing up resellers of its ISP services.  One of those resellers commissioned this study in order to attempt to discover if DXXXXXXXX’s quality is an effective selling point..

Secondary Research:  The Mississippi Gulf Coast consists of just under 500,000 people in three counties according to the 2000 Census.  Market intelligence provided by DXXXXXXXX indicated that they had 1,000 local customers for their home dial-up service and that CableOne.net had 3,000 homes signed up for their Broadband offering.  While this seems to indicate that DXXXXXXXX is being overwhelmed in its home market by the Broadband forces, the fact is that DXXXXXXXX does very little advertising and that CableOne is able to place an advertisement in any commercial slot that has not sold on their Cable system’s TV network.  In short, Cableone should be crushing DXXXXXXXX and the remaining Dial-up ISP’s but instead still has a very small marketshare.  Assuming that there are 100,000 homes on the Coast, then CableOne has less than a 3% market share.  CableOne is able to charge twice what dial-up service costs but has tremendous fixed costs as a result of installing two-way cable to every home in its service area.  So far there is no alternative to their cable television system (aside from satellite signal) so they are able to charge a steep premium which helps cover the fixed cost of their cable system.  However, CableOne cannot count on having no competition in the future, especially when the DSL systems are completely rolled out.  When that happens there is a strong likelihood that the DSL providers will offer television service, which will force CableOne to drop its pricing on both television and Internet service in order to stay competitive.

While no firm market figures exist for the Mississippi Gulf Coast, nationally the major ISP’s (AOL, MSN, Earthlink) provide nearly XX% of homes with Internet access, according to XXXXXXX research.  This leaves the other XX% to be divided by the national phone companies, local phone companies, and Mom-and-Pop ISP’s with the Mom-and Pop’s slowly being squeezed out of the market.  However, Broadband Internet access has not been as rapidly adopted by the American public as had been expected.  Adoption has been so slow in fact that at least six major Broadband providers have gone into bankruptcy (Enron, Williams, Global Crossing, MCI/Worldcom, Adelphia cable, AtHome Cable).  The reasons for this slow adoption rate include: the lack of know-how to handle a 24-hour Internet connection, light Internet use does not require such service, and the availability of such service at the office means people can avoid paying $500 per year to have that service in their homes (www.lowendmac.com).

Considering that the Mississippi Gulf Coast’s adoption rate for computers (let alone the Internet) is slower than that of the nation at large (XXXXXXXXX), dial-up is likely to remain the predominate form of Internet Service for the foreseeable future.  That being said, just because DXXXXXXXX is in that market does not mean that they can grow market share.  To do that they need to have some form of competitive advantage.  This survey was commissioned to determine if Quality is a competitive advantage for DXXXXXXXX and if so to determine if they can utilize it to grow their Dial-up marketshare.

Survey Type:


The type of survey that was chosen was the closed-ended question format with an option for “Other” given in all questions.  The survey consisted of five questions to be conducted over the telephone in one day.  There would be a single interviewer.  The first two questions asked about reliability, the next two about recommendations, and the final question asked what service was used in the respondent’s own home.

Sampling Procedures:


It was decided to sample computer repair people on the Mississippi Gulf Coast because it was felt that if they were knowledgeable about computers in general, they would also know the reliability of different types of ISP’s.  The computer repairmen were found by calling numbers in that section of both the Pascagoula and Mississippi Gulf Coast Yellow Pages. This method allowed us to have a Simple Random Sample because each member of the universe had an equal chance of being called upon. While this method creates the potential for a Frame Error, the potential is small since in order to do business most computer repair shops will by necessity have a business phone number and thus be listed in the Computer Repair section of the Yellow Pages.  

Out of a universe of 20 potential computer repair shops we were only able to get 10 to respond to our survey.  Two of those were excluded since one of them was in a rural area and was familiar with only one ISP and the other was a reseller for one of DXXXXXXXX’s competitors and all of her answers were skewed (admittedly) towards that ISP.  Of the 10 who did not respond, three refused to take the survey and seven were unreachable for various reasons.  Obviously the Non-Response Error rate was high due to the small sample size but since we received some form of answer from 65% of the potential universe, we fell that the Random Error possibilities are extremely minimal.

Findings/Analysis:


While we would normally do a Cross-tabulation or Statistical analysis on research data, we felt that due to the small sample size and the short questionnaire, a one-way table was the most appropriate method of analysis in this instance (particularly since there were no range questions asked in this survey).  Fortunately for our client, DXXXXXXXX turned out to be the preferred dial-up ISP by the Coast’s computer repairmen.  When asked which was the most reliable dial-up service, three answered “DXXXXXXXX” compared to two for Bell South and one each for other options.  When asked about the most reliable Broadband service, CableOne won with three votes but surprisingly, DXXXXXXXX came in second with two votes.  Surprising that is since DXXXXXXXX is simply reselling BellSouth’s DSL service.  However, reliability can be judged in many ways and DXXXXXXXX may seem more reliable due to a billing system that is superior to the phone company’s for instance.  When asked what dial-up ISP they recommended, DXXXXXXXX won with four votes as compared to two votes for the runner-up (Bell South).  Again this is interesting because it means that someone is recommending DXXXXXXXX even though they do not rate them the highest for reliability.  Further analysis shows that this person gave DZZZZZZZ a high recommendation for reliable dial-up service but then would not recommend them to customers.  Further questioning of this repairman might yield interesting information about this DXXXXXXXX competitor.


The other two questions yielded information that is not as favorable to DXXXXXXXX.  First, when asked what type of service did they recommend, the repairmen answered “Cable” overwhelmingly (7 to 2).  Further, when asked what service they used at home, three answered “CableOne” while only one answered “DSL” with the remainder on a variety of dial-up services.  This means that not only is Broadband gaining favor with these computer experts, but a form of broadband that DXXXXXXXX cannot offer.  It may be that because most people still do not have a choice of Broadband they are only using and recommending what is widely available or what is most widely advertised.  But it is obvious that CableOne will be in a strong competitive position for the foreseeable future.  It is interesting however, that these professionals do not avail themselves of Broadband at home.  Less than 50% felt the need to have that in their homes and presumably (though we did not ask) most of these people have access to discounts on that type of service.  So it may be that Broadband is going to be a minor player for many years to come which will allow DXXXXXXXX to make strategic adjustments in an orderly manner.

Recommendations:

1) DXXXXXXXX should promote the reliability of its service.  This survey demonstrates that DXXXXXXXX clearly has a reputation for excellence in the minds of people who work on computers for a living.  DXXXXXXXX’s management and resellers should highlight that Quality advantage to the general public in all of their promotional material.  

2) It appears from these results that DXXXXXXXX should pursue marketshare in the Dial-up market rather than in the Broadband market until DSL has further market penetration.  For now CableOne has access to a greater portion of the market than the DSL service that DXXXXXXXX is reselling so DXXXXXXXX should wait until BellSouth has finished doing the heavy lifting on rolling out the DSL network.  Furthermore, if DXXXXXXXX can double or triple its dial-up subscriber base then that base becomes DXXXXXXXXs’ first target market for DSL.  So the advantages to growing DXXXXXXXX’s dial-up base are two-fold.

3) DXXXXXXXX (or its resellers) should use the data gained in this survey in its promotional material.  These results are truly outstanding for DXXXXXXXX.  Possible messages include:

A) “DXXXXXXXX rated most reliable Internet Service Provider on the Mississippi Gulf Coast”

B) “DXXXXXXXX is favorite Internet Service Provider of Mississippi Gulf Coast’s computer repairmen”

C) “DXXXXXXXX is highest recommended DSL provider on the Mississippi Gulf Coast”

Conclusion:


This survey shows that DXXXXXXXX has a decided competitive advantage in the quality of the dial-up service that they are providing.  It also shows long-term threats on the horizon may be further in the future than thought, but they are also likely to be significant.  Further research will be needed to determine exactly what the source of these impressions of quality is based on (set-up, billing, down-time, etc.).

