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Abstract
This paper is the final initiative towards displaying the competence of topics covered, as well as the successful application of key concepts learned throughout the eight weekly modules of SNHU’s IT-210 course.  Technology has an ever expanding role on the business functions performed today.  It is no surprise that understanding how technology can be harnessed to create and secure an organization’s valuable assets is a greatly desired skill.  This paper will identify some of the various ways technology can be leveraged to enable competitive advantage, and the implication for developing an imitation-resistant value chain.  
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Purpose of the Report
Technology has no doubted reshaped the way that people today do business.  This report is intended to provide an in-depth understanding of the various technologies available today and the possible integrations of these technologies into our organizations business model.  With an in-depth understanding of what these tools are, how they work, as well as the potential positive and negative effects they may have; we find ourselves better equipped to successfully utilize these tools to achieve a sustainable competitive advantage and build a positive brand. 



Background of the Company
PRINOTH AG is a leading manufacturer and distributor of snow groomers and winter equipment.  PRINOTH has provided the ski industry with quality grooming equipment since 1962.  PRINOTH AG (belonging to the Leitner group) already offered a vast selection of products pertaining to the snow industry ranging from snow groomers to ski lifts.  In 2005 PRINOTH acquired the Snow Grooming division of Camoplast (formerly Bombardier) which extended its product line and further strengthened its position in the snow industry.   Since then, PRINOTH has acquired the Camoplast Tracked Utility Vehicle division in 2009 which was closely followed with the addition of its own snow making division in late 2010.  PRINOTH’s continuous success in acquiring industry leading organizations has given it a valuable set of advantages related to scale.  Advantages include: increased bargaining power with suppliers, scale of investment required to compete establishes a significant barrier to entry, and its placement as a one-stop shop for all winter based technologies establishes a high switching cost associated with loss of convenience and the necessity to search out an alternative product or supplier.

The Problems
Information received from prior independently issued customer survey’s has revealed that top competitor Pisten Bully has been known among those in the ski industry for offering products similar to our own, but of slightly lesser quality and performance.  Pisten Bully has earned its place in the snow grooming market by offering their products at a competitively lower price.  Customers looking to save some money typically frequent Pisten Bully, while those focused on overall performance, customer service, and end-customer satisfaction with ski conditions frequent PRINOTH.  Pisten Bully’s most recent line of snow grooming models has shown considerable improvement over previous models.  Prior attempts to match competitor pricing and gain share of Pisten Bully’s market have failed, indicating that Pisten Bully’s value chain is more efficient than our own.  PRINOTH’s number one goal is customer satisfaction, and our main source of customer satisfaction doesn’t just come from the quality and performance of the vehicles we produce, it also comes from the relatively high availability of spare parts.  When servicing a customer that only operates a maximum of 5 months out of the year, it’s important to understand that the continued flawless operation of their vehicles is absolutely critical to their success.  This understanding and the drive to improve customer satisfaction through product availability, coupled with the progressive creation of new vehicle models and designs has resulted in an excessively high on-hand inventory stock level.  The cost associated with maintaining superior product availability is enormous.  More effective forecasting methods or software contain the potential to drastically reduce overall stock levels while still maintaining a high level of product availability and order processing.  PRINOTH’s continuous acquisitions of highly ranked related businesses have proven to be valuable assets in achieving a competitive advantage in many areas, however; they have also negatively impacted others.  The distributed and incompatible systems of which each business sector operates has negatively affected the efficiency of daily operations therefore, increasing the cost at which our goods are produced.  Consequently, we are forced to continue operations between business sectors in an inefficient business-to-customer relationship versus being a highly efficient single entity or a related party relationship.  Intercompany stock transfers between incompatible sectors are high in frequency and they require more time to complete than similar transactions placed between regional distributions centers operating on compatible systems.  As a result the company has created additional permanent employee positions and increased its non-salary employee overtime compensation budget for specific departments which would have otherwise not been necessary with a unified information system.  Additionally, the incompatible systems inhibit data mining across the various business sectors.  Current reporting methods require the assembly of multiple ad hoc queries of varying formats and informational content or quality.  The current process blindfolds key decision makers and severely cripples their ability to identify important patterns that may be used to determine a strategic course of action.  Having accurate and detailed information is of the upmost importance when taking counteractive measures towards a negative trend or when seeking out potential opportunities.  The fragmented data is not only difficult to manipulate into useful information, but it is also difficult to acquire.  The availability of the data itself is limited to the availability of personnel at the sector in which it’s derived from.  Although each of the business sectors operate under similar business hours (relative to each one’s own local time i.e. 8am to 4pm); the distributed global locations of each sector greatly affects the availability of the information due to the difference in world time zones.  A unified information system would simplify the data retrieval process by making all of the information available all of the time, thereby increasing efficiency of internal operations, as well as, the accuracy and quality of strategic positioning decisions.  
Pisten Bully’s noticeable increase in product performance and reliability was concerning enough however, they have since launched a new online parts ordering system that has received positive customer feedback.  Customers with mixed vehicle fleets owning both PRINOTH and Pisten Bully vehicles, as well as loyal, exclusively PRINOTH customers are inquiring as to when we plan to do the same.  Pisten Bully has effectively differentiated themselves from us through their online ordering system and has lessened the cost of switching to their product by making the ordering process more convenient.  In addition to a lowered switching cost, Pisten Bully is likely to notice an increase in the overall performance and efficiency of the parts department.  With fewer personnel attending to customer phone calls they are likely able to absorb those positions or reallocate those resources to accomplishing other important tasks.  Counteractive measures need to be taken to ensure customer retention and future expansion.  
Research Findings
The PC and Internet Revolution
Technology has changed the way that consumers of today are doing business.  The steady advancement in microprocessor technology led Intel Corp. cofounder Gordon Moore to observe that the number of transistors located on a given piece of silicon would double every 18-24 months.  Moore’s observation was consequently named Moore’s Law.  But Moore’s law didn’t just affect the speed at which microprocessors could execute instructions; it also heavily impacted the efficiency at which they are produced, which in turn drastically reduced the price of computing hardware to the end consumer.  As computing hardware became increasingly faster and cheaper the number of units making their way into everyday people’s homes grew.  The introduction and continuous improvement of networking technology combined with Moore’s Law has led to an explosion of the number of users connected to the internet.  As access to the internet becomes more readily accessible via mobile handheld devices and data transfer speeds are continually increasing (at rates that are comparable to Moore’s Law,) it’s no wonder why the internet has become the number one go to place for shopping, entertainment, communication, or research and information sharing.  Current consumer trends make establishing a positive online presence an increasingly important factor in securing an organizations continued success. Internet technologies have not only improved and simplified the shopping experience for millions of consumers, but businesses as well.  
Cloud Computing
Cloud computing refers to the outsourcing of computer hardware and or software with services provided over the internet.  Cloud computing provides a means for businesses of all sizes to acquire the computing resources they require at more affordable prices.  Cloud computing typically involves a fixed monthly fee that is charged on a per-user basis. This gives an organization the ability to easily scale up or down as required.  The hardware and software are maintained by the service provider which minimizes the purchasing organizations internal IT efforts.  Organizations considering moving their computing to the cloud should be warned that doing so creates vendor dependence.  Organizations should conduct a thorough investigation on prospective cloud service providers and third party vendors to ensure quality of service and long term availability of services. 
Customer Relationship Management
(CRM) customer relationship management software can redefine the way we interact with our customers.  CRM software can be made in-house, commercially purchased for installation on one’s own network, or provided over the cloud.  CRM software can improve visibility into business performance and automate many manual processes for increased efficiency.  CRM software can also help an organization build strong relationships with its customers by providing authorized users with more detailed information about their customers, which in turn allows them to better satisfy their individual needs.  However, CRM software is not for everyone.  Successful integration of CRM software into an organizations business model can take some time to complete and it requires a 100% company-wide commitment.  In order for the software to work properly all of the users need to be committed to using it otherwise it won’t just be a waste of money, but it could lead to the downfall of the organization.  A proper risk assessment should be made and employee conformance to the software should be analyzed before implementing.  
SEO Marketing / Product Awareness
SEO or Search Engine Optimization is the process of enhancing a pages organic search results.  Organic search results are the search results returned and ranked according to relevance.  Business Insider’s Bianca Male suggests, “Every business with a Web site should make Search Engine Optimization a part of their growth strategy.”  In order to improve customer awareness of our brand and the products and services that we offer; it is important to optimize our web based content accordingly to ensure that our site is displayed above competitors.  To do this it is important to understand the way that consumers search for the products and services that we offer.  There are various websites that provide information on past and present search trends as well as the current ranking of a given web page.  After determining our current page rank and the search behavior of potential customers, we can then begin to revise our web based content to include the top keywords used when consumers search for products or services similar to what we offer.  Increasing the relevance of our sites to consumer searches is one way to improve organic results, other methods used to rank pages is the number of pages a site has linking to it.  This should be easier for PRINOTH to improve upon as we have acquired multiple large businesses and have established strong relationships with others.  Additional support for this ranking feature can be obtained by establishing a presence on social media websites such as Facebook, MySpace, Twitter, and LinkedIn and providing links that connect to all of our websites.  
Value of the Wiki
A Wiki is a website that anyone can edit directly within a web browser.  A wiki can be an extremely valuable tool for sharing quality information among personnel inside the company and out.  Ezra Goodnoe of InformationWeek.com writes, “A traditional project management tool simply
cannot reproduce the environment of collaboration and involvement that wikis create.”  Incorporating a private, or proprietary wiki could serve many purposes; some of the most significant uses to our organization would be the use for internal collaboration on new products and services, or collective analysis of potential opportunities. A proprietary wiki could serve as a data repository which could be used to inform employees of best business practices, enable the sharing of valuable skills, thereby increasing company-wide employee performance and satisfaction.  Precautions need to be taken when implementing a publicly available wiki.  A publicly available wiki can provide additional insight into our product offerings not only to existing or prospective clients, but to our competition too.   Security needs and precautions should be thoroughly evaluated before implementing an open and publicly accessible wiki.
The Importance of Data and the Influence of the Internet
Organizations that realize the importance of data should also be aware of the varying methods of gathering it.  Traditional data collections methods were fairly limited and involved the voluntary divulgence of information through customer surveys or transactions processed between the firm and consumer.  The internet has since given birth to new techniques of data collection which can be used by businesses to gather more accurate and insightful information on consumer wants and purchasing behavior.  Amazon for example uses proprietary software that tracks user purchases and search information to provide a customized home page for returning clients.  By tracking and monitoring customer search and product activity Amazon is able to make product recommendations that may spark consumer interest and trigger additional spending.  Other internet firms use similar software which have been used to track the effectiveness of promotional offerings to help determine what promotions trigger spending with any given customer and at what times these promotions are most effective.  In addition to data collection the internet store front enables a certain level of customer self-service.  Giving the customers the ability to order products at times that are convenient for them liberates the customer from the restrictions imposed by typical business operating hours.
	 
Recommendations
Year One – Unify the Various Business Sectors
As data assets grow, so does the need to better manage and manipulate them.  Turning data into information and leveraging that information to create competitive advantages are heavily sought after capabilities.  There is a variety of database management systems available that can help manage an organizations data and transform it into valuable Business Intelligence.  It is recommended that the organization stick with in-house measures instead of the cloud computing options available.  Using existing hardware components would free the company from vendor dependence issues that can be difficult to break.  W.W. Grainger’s CIO George Rimnac describes how the market leader in industrial supplies distribution uses SAP to streamline business functions, cut costs, gain visibility in customer data and provide customers with higher levels of service across all distribution channels.  The services described by Grainger CIO Rimnac are that of SAP’s service-oriented architecture enhancement with the ECC6 system.  PRINOTH’s snow grooming and utility vehicle sectors acquired from Camoplast adopted SAP in 1996 and have since then upgraded to the same ECC6 system.  Since the initial adoption of SAP both organizations have been met with drastic performance enhancements and have noticed a substantial increase in efficiency.  It is recommended that the remaining PRINOTH business sectors migrate their databases to the same SAP ECC6 system.   Aggregating all of the fragmented data assets into one manageable format will enable data mining and analytics capabilities while streamlining business procedures and increasing overall performance and efficiency.  This phase lays the groundwork for which other strategic improvements will be based upon. 
Year 2 – Leveling the Playing Field
	Since integrating a single web ordering application with multiple database platforms would very difficult if not impossible, it is vital that the firm complete the aggregation of data assets outlined in year one.  Upon successful completion of the migration to a single unified database or information system, PRINOTH will then be ready for the integration of an advanced Web based ordering system.   In response to customer requests and competition with Pisten Bully it is recommended to integrate a Web based ordering system with the organizations database to provide authorized customers with the convenience of online ordering.  This phase reverses the differentiation that Pisten Bully has achieved and minimizes any competitive advantages they may have gained as a result of their online ordering system. 
Year 3 – Differentiation
[bookmark: _GoBack]	After matching competitor initiatives it’s time to differentiate ourselves in a way that will be tough for competitors to imitate.  Incorporating additional features into our online ordering system that would be used to enhance customer satisfaction and establish switching costs.  Future opportunities of the online ordering system include customer traffic monitoring that can be used to enrich the customers experience and create data assets through customized home pages with personalized promotional discounts and product recommendations.  Getting the right promotion to the right people at the right time will increase inventory turn rate, effectively boosting revenue and aid in the reduction of dead stock and slow moving parts.  The Web based platform of the online ordering system simplifies the linking of external data sources.  Coupling our online ordering system with external data such as customers local weather conditions and we’ve got a competitive advantage that comes with more accurate forecasting and planning.  Having the right part on the shelf at the right time is critical to customer satisfaction.  Knowing when to stock up, or reduce stock on a given part is crucial to keeping costs down.  The forecasting accuracy of the coupled data will only increase as time goes by which makes being the first to move forward with this technique essential to gaining a competitive advantage.  Competitors may be able to imitate the technology, but they will struggle to gain the data advantage that was gained with our early launch.  Linking into a service related wiki that is accessible through authorized account access can help promote the sharing of information between customers, thereby enriching the experience with our brand and lessoning the switching cost associated with converting to our product.  The service related wiki would promote 24/7 support for service related questions.  In time as the wiki grows it may eventually alleviate service information requests enough to notice significant time savings and efficiency improvement in the service department.  This phase expands upon existing applications to gain a competitive advantage through data assets created with early adoption of new techniques.
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