BizRate 





Basic issue


Essentially about a research company wrestling to decide on its future business model and revenue sources - Research or E-commerce. Does it make sense for these two revenue streams to coexist and if not which should dominate?


Research revenues refer to BizRate’s provision of detailed data to vendors based on consumer surveys administered at the point-of-purchase on the vendor’s site


Ecommerce revenues refer to commissions BizRate collects for sending consumers directly to vendors from the BizRate website.





History - Business Model Evolution


1. Binary Compass Enterprises - Business Conception


BizRate began as Binary Compass Enterprises in 1995 by Farhad Mohit while an MBA student at Wharton


Mohit saw the net as a place for limitless information, where consumer could choose among limitless number of vendors. Mohit felt consumers needed a guide for all this information, where someone could tell which internet vendors to trust. 


2. Biz Rate - Becoming the AC Nielsen, Research Firm of the Internet


With VC funding and new Biz Rate name, created site in 1998 which offered opinions of online sites - sites within BizRate’s circle of merchant partners were rated based on polls of buyers at the point of purchase and sites outside of BizRate’s partner circle were rated by a panel of over 100,000 regular online shoppers


Essentially Biz Rate was a research firm that had collected consumer online purchasing feedback to serve its two customers: 


1)Consumers for whom the research was made available in the form of merchant ratings (Zagat guide). Consumers can comparison shop, features allow greater sorting and dimensions of comparison than other sites.


2)Vendors/Online Sites who bought the research in a more detailed form to learn about their customers, position via competitors, etc.


Biz model depended on gaining critical mass, e.g. Needed to convince merchants to allow BizRate to install their survey on their websites however tough to get vendors to sign on until they saw BizRate site would be consumer hub but tough to become hub without vendors signed up.  


Secured 1,700 vendors by August 1999 by positioning BizRate as offering them credibility and TRUST - start-ups gain instant credibility and acquire customers via objective, third-party source.


As added features to increase convenience of shoppers (My BizRate and shopping toolbar that allowed shopping comparisons even when not on BizRate site), BizRate became the 21st most visited shopping site on the Web by end 1999 and boasted impressive consumer database.


To maintain integrity and generate trust of consumers, BizRate did not accept ads on its website or charge merchants to participate in its survey program - rather primary revenue was its research reports - data which was inaccessible or a pain to gather themselves. Merchants spent $20K to $250K annually for info which helped retain customers and offer competitive benchmarks.


Customer Analysis Report (analysis of merchant’s online buyers and their buying experiences) and Customer Online Report (industry and category level analyses)


Company-specific research projects or Custom Cuts - Allowed merchants to insert customized questions in their point-of-purchase surveys and gather non-buyer feedback.


3. Red October - Adding Ecommerce to Research Model


In October 1999, unveiled new website with enhanced search (can search by product not just merchant) and new Ecommerce features 


Referred Order Commission Fees - Direct links from ratings charts to participating retailers and if click-through resulted in purchase, BizRate commission of 1-20%


Rebate Offers - BizRate offered shoppers some percentage of its commission in rebate form


Merchandising Pods - Invited merchants with ratings of 4 stars or higher to display promo banners in a space next to ratings - no fee for banners but BizRate gets cut of sales from click-throughs.


New Ecommerce features did not seem to turn off consumers, widely successful as Ecommerce revenues almost outweighing research revenues


BizRate gave consumer option to opt-out of merchandising displays with view info without any promo banners but fewer than 1% did. Furthermore, site traffic doubled by December, site cracked net shopping top 10 sites despite spending limited amounts on marketing, and merchants in survey program jumped to 4000 by April 2000 with 99% retention rate


Most importantly, efficient referral system resulted in sales rate among click-throughs of 8.2% significantly above industry average of 1.8% and BizRate buyers spent 30% more on their purchases then buyers who did not arrive at the merchant site via Biz Rate.


Additional Ecommerce features then added (charging merchants straight referral fee for click-thoughts rather than taking a commission from resulting purchases) and considered (merchants pay Biz Rate to engage in direct email marketing to consumers based on opt-in basis or allowing companies to bid for spots on BizRate’s search results lists)


4. Future Biz Model? Should the two sides of the business coexist? Should they?


Option 1 - Spin off research altogether, stop selling research reports to vendors and move full into Ecommerce initiatives. Model allows managers to focus on Ecommerce business, research focus not easily scaleable and require huge resources per report, slow growth potential of research firms given desire to IPO.


Option 2 - Research and Ecommerce coexist and go slow with Ecommerce - Biz rate name  based on market research, market research distinguishes firm from competition, research contributes to nearly 50% of current revenue base, danger of antagonizing customers by pushing Ecommerce too strongly, danger alienating merchants to dependent on BizRate of market research.
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Chapter 7 - Engaged Customer: Kickoff: Implementing and Operating a Program(pg 121-139)





All about how to run an email marketing program - the processes for collecting customer data, staffing, building a data mart, designing and generating the email that is to be sent out to customers, producing and analyzing reports about customer usage, and whether to outsource these functions - Oh Joy!





Wise Lessons from Brondmo


Ease into running a fully-integrated, best practices email marketing campaign - easing into it will allow you to test and demonstrate the program’s value which helps gain support to expand the program.


Collect email addresses at all points of customer contact (retail store purchase, website, catalog, customer support call) as email addresses are a...


Better way to identify and track people (as mailing addresses, phone numbers, and last names can be easily duplicated or transposed and email addresses)


Easy way to measure customer’s cross-channel behavior (run email campaign encouraging visits to retail stores and see how much added traffic is generated)


New way to reach out and communicate with customers


Helping customers subscribe - Make it easy for customers to sign up/register for more information by creating a visible, simple field to submit their info (e.g. “Get Connected” button prominent on page 1) and capturing their basic info (e.g. once you have their email you can follow up and bring them back).


Helping customers unsubscribe or modify their existing profiles  


Help customers modify their profiles to unsubscribe from certain services or features to demonstrate you are listening to your customers which actually engages them and helps you avoid misspending marketing dollars. By offering the option of modifying a customers profile rather then just a choice of subscribe or unsubscribe, you retain connection with the customer.


Ex: In every email sent by shopper connection, consumers have the option of modifying which companies they want/don’t want info about


To minimize problems of spam, customer complaints, and etc about email campaigns


Strongly encourage one account per customer - duplicate records or accounts annoy customers with spam and make it difficult to track customer behavior


Provide active, user-modifiable profiles - If updating and modifying personal information and preferences is not simple and easy, users will simply unsubscribe.


Enable users to modify their profiles directly from within an email


Develop email programs around independent subscription channels so individuals can sign up for one program  (e.g. wine review channel emails) but not others.


Integrate unsubscribe capabilities at all customer contact points


Respond quickly to unsubscribe request


Listen to and learn from your unsubscribers by constantly evaluating why your customer choose to modify their profiles or disengage entirely (e.g. is it certain groups that are unsubscribing, excess volume of emails)


Establish policies and procedures for understanding, categorizing, managing, and responding to complaints. Response to complaints may include apologies, explanations, unsubscribing the individual, etc. Speed of response is essential particularly given the ease with which an irate customer can spread the word via discussion groups and chats.


Staffing and resources planning for email-based customer marketing and communication programs - Staffing depends on the objectives and scope of your programs and whether you build your capabilities in house or outsource. (See page 134-137 for list of positions that you may need to fill to implement and operate your email marketing  program)


Seeking the source of knowledge - accessing the right data and difficulties in doing so is the most common cause of increased costs and program delays. To successfully locate and access your data you must:


1. Understand your data needs and when you will need that data 


2. Perform a data audit - Develop a data map that shows where all relevant data resides and how the data can be accessed.


3. Perform a resource analysis - Develop a resource plan that ensures that you have the resources needed to gain access to the data  you will need.


4. Perform an environment analysis - Communicate your plans for the data to every department in the organization that might be impacted by the email marketing program and allow early feedback to ensure full organizational support.





