Chapter 9: Applied research methods for newsgroups and discussion groups

www.chemconnect.com: Connecting buyers & sellers worldwide

ChemConnect is the Internet’s largest global chemical and plastics exchange, providing an open and neutral market for manufacturers, buyers and intermediaries to conduct real-time online transactions for all types of chemicals and plastics products. These include petrochemicals, polymers, basic industrial chemicals, fine and specialty chemicals, pharmaceuticals, agrochemicals and research chemicals.

John Beasley and Jay Hall founded ChemConnect in 1995. The first offering was simply an online suppliers directory. In 1997, the service was expanded to include online transactions between buyers and sellers. In 1997, John and Jay joined forces with Patrick van der Valk, founder of BetaCyte, to further develop the company’s services. Key to this expansion was the original Chemical Exchange, now called the ChemConnect Classifieds, an online bulletin board where users place ads to buy and sell chemicals. Billions of dollars of chemical transactions have been hosted through the Classifieds. This success spurred the development of the World Chemical Exchange.

In August 1999, US-based ChemConnect launched its global chemicals exchange. Predictions from Forrester Research suggested that by 2003, the value of chemicals business being transacted over the Internet would rise to $180 billion, a massive increase from the level in late 1999 of around $10 billion. Given that the US accounts for around 25 per cent of the global chemicals market, the projection for global e-commerce activity in chemicals could reach a staggering $700 billion by 2003.

John Beasley believed that e-commerce in chemicals would consist of three main activities. The largest, accounting for about half of the business done, would be integration of the extranets of key customers and suppliers, with a high level of customer service on regular contractual transactions. A further 20 per cent of activity would revolve around Internet order entry and tracking by small and medium-sized customers. The remaining 30 per cent would be true Internet trading, where large and small customers look for competitive spot-type deals, with price and availability more important than the supplier. It is in this segment that ChemConnect aimed to be a major force.

Marketing

ChemConnect draw users in on the website by offering them free membership. They then effectively make use of asynchronous text to enable people to participate in email (one-to-one and one-to-few), a bulletin board (one-to-many and many-to-many) for updating of personalised email with the latest market activity in the products that members are interested in. Furthermore the site utilises synchronous text that enables individuals to engage in real-time text-based discussions and the opportunity to trade chemicals. 

ChemConnect also make use of a newswire to broadcast the latest news about products and prices to members. By using a search engine the website allows the user to search for a specific product from among a vast range of products and prices. 

Some criticisms of the site in the trade press regarded the fact that it did not offer any video or audio files for members. There was no facility to look at or listen to important recent industry interviews or discussions, or view virtual reality access to the manufacturing facilities of some of the major players in the chemical industry.

Products and services

ChemConnect only provides a service to buyers and sellers and does not actually handle products itself. At no time does ChemConnect take ownership of any product and the firm stipulates that it is not liable for any losses or damage that might occur due to product quality or any other negative consequences that may result from using the website. All transactions are between the buyer and the seller. The web site is merely a marketspace. Buyers and sellers trade anonymously up to the point prior to finalising the transaction, which prevents conflict around existing distributor and price agreements. 

The road ahead 

Beasley and Hall treated themselves to a good Christmas lunch in December 1999. They felt that they had much to celebrate. ChemConnect had achieved much publicity, and all who had used the site were generally pleased with the service. The site was well accessed, and the firm had also obtained the buy-in from major players like Eastman Chemicals. However, as John Beasley said as he ordered a second bottle of champagne, “I don’t want to rest on our laurels. What other sources of revenue can we exploit in the future? And should we be more afraid of competition?”

Questions

1. Go to http://groups.yahoo.com/group/internet_marketing_intelligence, which is the Yahoo newsgroup for this chapter.  Messages are posted to the newsgroup by sending email to internet_marketing_intelligence@yahoogroups.com.  Post a message to the newsgroup in which you ask a marketing-related question about the case that you just read.  Submit your posting as a hard/soft copy to your instructor.

2. Read and respond to at least one of the questions posted by your classmates.  Submit your posting as a hard/soft copy to your instructor.  NB You will have to register and get a Yahoo! ID in order to do this.
3. If Chemconnect decided to create a newsgroup, what do you think they could use it for?
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