Chapter 10: Online focus groups

Ramsay, Son & Parker (Pty) LTD: CARtoday (http://www.cartoday.com/)

“I’m as enthusiastic as the rest of you,” said Mark Simmonds, financial director of Ramsay, Son & Parker (Pty) Ltd. “You know I love computers, technology and the Internet more than the next guy. I’m just not sure we can make money out of it. More importantly, I’m not sure that in the end we might not be shooting ourselves in the foot. Here we are, basically giving away free to the whole world what it has been our business to sell to our readers. Until now, a reader paid for a magazine, and read it. Now they log on to a web site and get a whole bunch of stuff free! I’m also not convinced we can make the same money by selling ad space that we can out of a traditional magazine. I’ll ask the question again: How do we make money out of this thing called CARtoday?”

CARtoday is the web site for CAR magazine—which currently has the largest market share in the Southern African motoring magazine trade. It is also the largest “men’s” magazine in South Africa—i.e. it has the largest male readership of all magazines. This makes it very popular with advertisers, and hence very profitable.

Initially CARtoday was seen by Ramsay, Son & Parker as an opportunity to provide the motor industry with daily news and updates on issues such as vehicle sales and industry news. This was something that CAR magazine itself could not do effectively due to the lead times involved in publishing a magazine. The information was gathered by CAR, but it had no way to circulate it to those who wanted it in an efficient manner. What CARtoday could offer CAR magazine was the opportunity to talk to the motoring industry on daily motoring business issues. The CARtoday web site was launched as just that—a daily news service to the motor industry, feeding them daily news on various motoring and industry related issues. By fulfilling this function, so the thinking went, CARtoday could compliment CAR magazine’s features without competing with it in any way. 

As Mark Simmonds continued to ask, the million-dollar (or R6 million!) question is, “How does CARtoday make money on the Internet when everyone else in the world, and in the South African Internet publishing community seems to be struggling to make a profit?” Neal Farrell’s view is that CARtoday, much like CAR magazine, should make its money from advertising sales, and sponsorships. As he puts it: “CARtoday is aiming to be the electronic publishing hub of the motoring industry. By pulling in the major players in the industry as sponsors to various pages in the site, and by providing a method of precise target marketing for advertisers, CARtoday will be a very profitable venture for Ramsay, Son & Parker (Pty) Ltd.”

CARtoday's target market

The Internet provides a wealth of information to those that can afford it. Because of the nature of computers, users tend to be in the well-educated, higher income groups, with larger disposable incomes. This is a highly desirable demographic market for advertisers, particularly of motor vehicles and related products and services. Initially, all material on the CARtoday web site was focussed on providing the motoring executive with up-to-date daily information on various aspects of the motor industry—such as news, new car prices, monthly car sales figures, and new products. This elicited a lot of response from the avid car fan, motoring consumers and the like. As the site developed to its present 4200 pages, it increasingly targeted the motoring consumer. 

For example if a prospective customer were looking for a new car and needed information on prices, optional extras, dealers, finance, upcoming models, then CARtoday would be the place to find all this information. Naturally, this made the site more attractive to advertisers who leaped at the opportunity to get onto the net and advertise to a focussed group of consumers. CARtoday presently focuses on providing up-to-date information on the South African motoring industry to South African Internet users. By focussing on the South African market, the site becomes more attractive to advertisers. The larger the number of visitors, the better the service that CARtoday can provide for its advertisers.

Questions

1. Visit the CARToday web site (www.cartoday.com) and make a list of the five most important services (in your opinion) provided to visitors to the site.

2. Visit the FORUMS part of the site and have a look at some of the topics and posts.  What are the biggest differences between these forums and a focus group?

3. Do you think focus group research can be helpful to CARToday?  Explain.
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