Chapter 7 – Internet surveys

TOURSAA — www.ecoafrica.com

Addressing a morning workshop on “Marketing on the Internet” in Cape Town sponsored by the South African Institute of Marketing Management, in early 1997, Toursaa chief executive Ralph Pina described to the audience of seasoned marketers how his business (then called African Alternatives, now Toursaa) worked. He gave a brief but detailed account of how potential tourists in and to Southern Africa could log onto the site on the World Wide Web, gather information on places to visit, compare costs, and make their reservations online. At the end of the presentation, there was polite applause, before Pina began to take questions from the audience. One delegate asked Pina to give a rough idea of the extent of the business in actual monetary turnover and number of reservations made monthly. Pina indicated that the number of reservations had not yet reached triple figures, and that the commission earned by the site was at that time a “few thousand Rands
 a month”. “Ah, you see,” said the delegate knowingly, “that just shows, you’ll never be a big business. You’ll never take on the Thomas Cooks and American Expresses. I don’t think this shows us that marketing on the Internet will have a future.” “Perhaps you’re right”, commented Pina. “You should, however, remember that African Alternatives is a computer in my bedroom.”

The business concept

Many people who have tried to make a reservation directly at a game park in Southern Africa would know that it is not an easy, or even pleasant task. The world-renowned Kruger National Park in South Africa, for example, is administered by the National Parks Board, a government body. Dealing with the National Parks Board is like dealing with any other government bureaucracy, potential tourists complain. The reservations section keeps strict civil service operating hours, queues are long, the reservation system is complicated, slow and probably unfair, and the staff gives the appearance of never having heard of service. As one visitor put it in the early 1990s, “It was almost as if they did their very best NOT to get you a reservation. Why do I feel like they’re doing me a favour?” While smaller private reserves and game lodges tended to be much more customer-friendly, they were by definition located in out-of-the-way places, and communication—by telephone, facsimile or even mail—frequently proved difficult. As a result, many tourists relied on travel agencies to do their reservations for them, in order to avoid the difficulties encountered in dealing with bureaucracies, or the vagaries of bush telecommunications.
Toursaa operates in a similar way to a conventional travel agent. It provides information to potential tourists, and makes reservations at a number of national parks, as well as private reserves on their behalf. Unlike conventional travel agents however, Toursaa does not interact with customers in an office or over a telephone, and encounters are not face-to-face. Rather, Toursaa’s customers seek it out by visiting its web site on the Internet, at www.ecoafrica.com. By clicking a computer mouse on the various links, graphics, pictures and text on the site, the surfer is able to get detailed information on a range of topics, including venue descriptions, rates, and travel hints. The surfer is then able to make an online reservation inquiry, which is received by Toursaa. Toursaa employees then deal with the query, and make reservations if required. The potential client is then contacted again by email, and the booking either detailed, or alternatives suggested. If the client wishes to accept the reservation, he or she gives credit card details, and payment is made electronically. Toursaa then confirms the reservation by email, and also includes a detailed description of how to get to the destination, as well as a rich account of what the visitor can expect, see, and do.

The site also contains a comprehensive “visitor’s book” which uses past customers’ experiences as a reference to the service Toursaa provides. The key feature of the service, in this context, is that it brings together people with experiences of different travel locations with people interested in visiting those locations. Those who have visited a location relive their holiday by writing about them, engaging in discussion and recollection with others who have also been there. At the same time, they provide valuable and highly credible word of mouth information to prospective visitors by allowing vast networks to multiply memories.

Pina believes that the most serious challenges the firm faced in the past were professionalising the “back office”, and merely maintaining the web site. The most serious challenges the firm faces currently involve becoming more profitable, but remaining environmentally responsible. “What we really have to do is stay abreast of the information revolution and implement appropriate innovations”, he says. “We have to be impeccable at spotting business opportunities and being able to take advantage of them”. 

Questions

1. If Toursaa wanted to use an Internet Survey, which Internet sampling method(s) would they probably use?  Explain.

2. Which Internet Distribution method(s) would they probably use?  Explain.

3. Go to Infopoll’s web site (http://www.infopoll.net/products/survey/designer7/), download the Infopoll Designer 7 software, and use it to create a simple “General Feedback Form” (found under ‘Web Forms’ in the software) for Toursaa with 15 questions.  Use the suggested questions in the software to design the questionnaire.

� At the time of writing, the exchange rate was R6 (six South African Rands) = $1 (one US dollar)
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