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EduLink
Randy was sat in his office, thinking about the decisions that he needs to make about the marketing strategy for EduLink. As the Chief Technology Officer of the Darden School, he and his team had successful implemented the new web-based system that controls admissions, course registration and other internal activities at the Darden School. Now was time for a next step, in which he envisioned the possibility to sell the system to other MBA programs. 

The web-based system was a state of the art system initially developed specifically to meet the requirements of the Darden School. With the success of the implementation some other top MBA Schools had already demonstrated the interest in licensing the system for their own use. Although some changes would probably need to be made to accommodate specific requirements for each school, in general, the procedures and needs were basically the same across the top programs. The system was conceived in such a way that it could be easily customized and the costs of the changes eventually necessary could be charged to the potential customers.

Randy was considering two possibilities for launching the system in the market. The first one was to sell it in the traditional model for software, in which the package is sold to the customers and customization and implementation hours were charged separately. In this model, the customers pay an initial amount for the licensing (depending on factors such the number of concomitant users, the number of locations, or any other criteria set up by the producers) and pay for the support and up-date of new versions, usually in a monthly basis. The system fonts were kept as property of the developer and the executable is implemented in the customer server/network. 

The second one, a recent trend in the software industry, was to commercialize the system as an Application Service Provider – ASP.  Although a lot of buzz has been made about ASPs, it was still to be proved that this new trend would prove to be successful. Some had envisioned it as the future of the software industry, were the entirely business model of the producers would change. They will not sell a product anymore but rather sell a service, where users would pay a subscription fee to use their applications from a remote location, usually a secured data-center. Many believed that this new model would apply from customary applications, such as word processing and spreadsheets, to very specific and complex systems, targeting corporations. Even Microsoft was beginning to disclosure some aspects of its new strategy called .NET, in which the company would produce “.Net-ized” versions of its existing products in the hopes that consumers would subscribe to the online versions of its products, such as Office.Net.

Randy and his team had accessed the mains characteristics of the product and its target market and this information would be the basis in which he will be making a decision. ASPs were ideally conceived for systems that could provide a generic solution for a large number of customers, with very little customization or even no customization at all. Although the system was flexible and the requirements similar across the top MBA programs, it was clear that the top schools would intend to differentiate themselves. The team would probably be able to manage those requirements but the operation of the system as an ASP, with a centralized control would become difficult and costly. 

The main argument in favor of an ASP was the reduction of costs, not only in equipment but also in internal support staff for the customers. However, as no one envisioned that all the systems requirements of the customers would be offered as ASPs in the short term, that structure would be necessary kept in place, reducing many of the ASP advantages. 

Finally the approached initial target customers, the other top MBA programs, would certainly be interested in keeping control over their internal information and the ASP model was still very immature to provide enough peace of mind regard the security of the information been stored in a centralized data-center. The fact that this information would be managed by what could be viewed by the “competition”, only complicate the matters.

Most of the arguments support the traditional model of commercialization but some questions were still in Randy’s mind. What if the product could reach a greater market as an ASP, targeting to small schools, without many resources? What if the ASP model proves to be the “next thing” in the software industry? Could he and his team still choose this option after an initial decision was to be made? Where they loosing a very important first mover advantage by giving up the ASP model?

