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What business is Harley Davidson in?   They sell more motorbikes than they can make.   Most of us would certainly like one.   They have a brand that is recognised around the world.    

But what business are they actually in?

A good clue to the answer comes when you consider their true competitors.   If you did not buy a Harley, what else would you spend the money on?    You might buy another motorbike.   However, according to research, you are much more likely to spend it on holidays, stereo equipment or swimming pools.

Harley Davidson is not in the motorbike business.    It is in the leisure business.   It provides for the basic human needs of relaxation and entertainment.
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We Are In The 3G Business!

Are we really?   Markets are composed of people with certain types of needs.   They are not composed of technology.     It is only when you look at business in this way that you can really appreciate the best way to plan and operate for success.

Is Nothing New Under The Sun?

New technology is being developed all the time.    It has been a relentless advance for several centuries.   However human needs have remained pretty constant.   We need food, shelter, communication, security and so on.   We have always needed these things.

Technology has not developed many new needs.    It has merely developed better ways of satisfying existing ones.

The Telecom Market

Until now we have been used to talk about the telecom “market”.   This never actually existed.   There has however always been a communications market.   Mankind has always needed to communicate for a number of reasons including trade, co-operative work, to maintain friendships and so on.

Telecom has actually been a method of communication that has competed with other methods including the letter post and meeting face to face.   Telecom, however, has enjoyed an overwhelming advantage over its competitors in the ease and speed of communication.   What we have come to refer to as “the telecom market” is actually the “market for rapid or easy communication”.

What’s In A Name?

A rose by any other name would surely smell as sweet?   What does it matter what name we give to a market?

Quite a lot actually.

It can easily lead to clouded thinking and as a result misguided product and marketing planning.

Terminal Business Myopia

Consider the stage coach business.   In the 18th century stage coach companies used to compete fiercely with each other.   More comfortable seats.   Fitter horses.  Better routes.

Everyone understood the rules of the market.

Then something happened that fell outside of the accepted rules.   Robert Louis Stephenson invented the steam locomotive.   When the railways arrived they offered overwhelming advantages in speed, comfort, cost and reliability.    Heavily outgunned, the stage coach companies lost ground and eventually disappeared. 

They never were in the stage coach business.   They were in the transport of people business.   

So What Is 3G?

3G is a technology.    It is a very powerful technology that ultimately will revolutionise the way that a number of basic human needs are fulfilled.   Potentially it has a role to play in the markets of communication, entertainment, information and payments.   To name but a few.  The role that it comes to play in these markets may ultimately eclipse existing methods of fulfilling these needs.   Just as the railways came to eclipse the stage coach.

However it does not address a single market.   It potentially addresses several.   That is why we cannot glibly talk about a “3G Market”.

3G technology can be thought of as a weapon that may, or may not, give an advantage when competing for business in existing markets that are currently being satisfied through other means.

The Challenge

Launching new products or services has never been easy.    The overwhelming majority fail.   Studies show that the strategies that deliver the best chance of success are those that involve selling new products to existing customers.   The most difficult parts of the task are to understand what our customers actually want and to build their confidence in us. 

Studies also show that success for new services depends on a number of other factors.    These include:

· How clear the benefit offered by the new service is.

· How clearly better it is compared with alternatives.

· How easy it is to understand.

· How easy it is to use.

· How easy it is to trial the service.

It is, of course, that these questions are considered from the potential users point of view.    

Someone recently asked the question “Should we expect subscribers to understand packet switch technology?”.    The answer to that, unless you are targeting an audience made of purely of IT experts, is a definite “no”.

Fitting In

As mentioned earlier, it is highly unlikely that 3G will create any totally new markets in the strictest sense of the word.   That means that there will already be competitors in place fulfilling the benefits that the market requires.

These incumbents will, like it or not, have written the existing rules of the game.    They will have shaped the markets expectation of how these benefits are packaged and delivered.   They will have also shaped the market’s expectation of how they are charged and paid for.

How Many Bytes Was It This Week?

Take for an example the market for topical news about angling.   We may be considering offering a 3G based service to deliver this news.





The principle incumbent vendors of this benefit are probably magazines.   These are delivered via newsagents.   They tend to be priced on a per issue basis that is clearly marked on each issue.

We therefore should try and echo this approach with our 3G based service.    The market will find that easier to understand.    If on the other hand they find that they are being asked to pay $7.78 this week compared to $6.34 last week they may well become confused and nervous about using the service.   Our explanation that the price difference is due to the fact that there are more pictures in this week or that it was delivered via a different carrier are unlikely to cut much ice.

Of course once 3G becomes an established and significant means of delivering the benefit with clear advantages over alternatives it may be possible to introduce new ways of charging for the service.    It usually, however, takes far longer to educate a market on new technology than we tend to think.   It is a very small percentage of the general population that, even today, has any real appreciation of the differences between analogue and digital mobile communication.

The Killer Application

So far no one has found a sure fire “killer application” for 3G technology.    By “killer application” they mean an application that the entire population will be keen to use.

We should not be downhearted.   The same view was held about the personal computer:

“There is no reason for any individual to have a computer in their home” (Ken Olsen, President DEC, 1977).

There may not be “killer” applications that will cover the entire population.   There most certainly are “killer” applications for specific markets however.    The field service engineer needing access to service plans, parts lists and pricing.   The sports fan who wants to see the latest goal scored by his team.   The company key holder needing to know that his office is secure.   For each of these markets 3G technology can, potentially, offer huge advantages in terms of immediacy, cost and convenience.

A Tailored Approach

For each “killer” application to be as successful as possible it will need to be packaged correctly.   It will need to have the right features and the right pricing.

This essentially means that each service will be packaged and priced differently.

The Billing Consequences

In the “telecom” market we have been used to pricing our services based upon time and distance.   This broadly is a measure of the use made of the network infrastructure.    It is a model that has been applied across all of the different markets that compose the telecom “market”.

The range of markets that 3G technology will serve, however, will require a range of pricing models including:

· Issue pricing.

· Subscription.

· Time based.

· Data volume based.

· Quality based.

· Outright purchase.

· Third party subsidy.

· Etc etc.

Systems will need to be truly convergent.   They will need to be convergent throughout.   It will not be good enough merely to execute some form of electronic “stapling”.   CRM, credit control, directory services, workflow management, service provisioning and many other functions will need to be convergent.

The CSR’s PhD

Each “killer” application will also have different business processes.    These may also change quite often, especially in the early days of rolling out the application.

CRM and billing systems must, therefore, be able to adapt quickly.   The only practical solution to this is an embedded workflow management system.   Otherwise the load on CSRs to remember how every process works will be insupportable.

Will 3G Succeed?

With all of the concern over the lack of “killer applications”, high prices being paid for 3G licences, delays in handset delivery and other issues, it is easy for us to question whether 3G will actually be a success.

However I believe that the advantages it offers to a number of markets are as dramatic as the advantages that the telephone offered over the telegraph.   Maybe more so.   10 years from how it will be just another part of the fabric of society.

Remember how the telephone was initially received:

“This “telephone” has too many shortcomings to be seriously considered as a means of communication.” (Western Union Internal Memo, 1876.)

Mr. Robin Burton can be reached at robin.burton@cerillion.com






