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Abstract

More people are getting connccted to the Internet. Businesses, both
nationally and intcrnationally, arc perhaps the biggest constitosnts
of the Internet. It has become an intepral marketing tool for latge
and small firms alike. In this paper, the author discusses the Hows
and Whyz of Web access for small bisinesses. To remain competi-
tive, businesses mmust understand the implications of the informa-
tion-rich infrastmacture the Internet provides. The impact of expo-
nential development in Web-bazed technology to Internet usage is
also covered,

Introduction

VWhe would have predicted that what started in the late 1960s as a
project of the U.S. Deparbment of Defense would lead to what the
Internet is today? The Internet has aurpassed all other technologicsl
equipment, gadgets, tools, and applisnces as far as rate of develop-
ment goes. In the 1970s, it was initially intended as a military tool
bt then it became a research tool in the academic commanity (Comer,
1995). Universities acrozeg the U.S. soon connected their networks
ta the Internet 1o facilitate rescarch. By the late 1980s, there were
about 200 computer networks connected to the Intemet; by 1990,
there were more than 2,000. As of 1993, realizing many other appli-
cations of the Internct, this number jumped to 10,497 networks in 53
countries with over 6,000 networks in the United States alone (Comer,
1995). There are currently more than 46 million users connected to
the Internet, and that nember is growing very rapidly (Pitkow and
Kehoe, 1997).

So, what is this thing people refer to as the Web? The Web is an
Internet browsing service that allows users to reference information
available on various computers. It iz a mechanism that links infor-
mmation stored on computers at different remote aites. Various data
formats are supported by this service: textual information, scunds,

graphical images, full-motion video, etc. Through the Web, people
can acccss mformation across the globe. People can also provide
information across the globe. These feahmes make the Web an ex-
cellent resource and marketing tool for bosinesses.

Why spin your own Wek?
As more and more people began accessing the Internet, the word
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“Web™ also acquired & secondary meaning. Anyone who had the
tools to create hypermedia documents (meaning docoments contain-
ing references t0 nontextual informetion sech as sound and graph-
ics) stored in a network connected to the Internet that were linked to
other such hypermedia basically created their own “web” that was
accesgible through the Web. Creating all these links to other areas of
the Web was akin 1o 8 apider spinning its own web.

Why should a bosiness spin its own web? Consider, for example,
searching for information about Myrtle Beach on the Internet The
author obtained close to 580,000 hits with the excite search engine
and morc than 200,000 hits using the Alta Vista search engine, This
gives us an idea as to bow mnch imformation {primarily tourist at-
tractions, hotels and restaurants, and real extate) about Myntie Beach
is available om the Web. Of course the usefolness of this information
is another question. The Grand Strand is undoubtedly one of the most
popular iourist arcas in the U.S. As familianity with the Interaet in-
creasingly becomes common for everyone it comes to no surprise
that practically every city is becoming even more visible through the
Web, Nowadays, tourists access the Wb to shop arcand for infor-
mation regarding & perticuler area of interest prior to visiting that
ared. They get up to date Information about the weather, the latest
and best attractions, and most importantly for ideas on what they can
spend their money on.

Most businesacs that have gone on-line by spinning their own web
have realized the potential of the Intsrnet for online commerce. Its
support for multimedia facilitates delivering customer-based, inter-
active infonmation through sounds, full color graphic images, video
clips, online order forms, or even surveys on the Web, Most have
also discovered the Web as a cost-effective advertising media, in
contrast to more traditional media sach ax the newzpaper, televizion,
and the radio. Advertising on the Web allows you to broadcast your
nformation to a world wide andience of more then 46 million people,
24 houts e day.

Thexe are, of course, other reasong why businesses ghould seriously
consider spinning their own web. It is not just considersd the “in”
thing to have 3 WWW address on television commercials and on
most new products. Having 8 WWW address indicates that your
business is sericus about your costomers’ needs. Some companics
are already replacing standard trochures, flyers, and buginess cards
with WWW addresses that display dynamic pages thet can be ac-
cessed from all over the world via the Intetnet in just & matter of
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seconds (Gibson, 1997). Purthermore, moving towards a paper-less -

society and nsing electronic media it also an environmentalty friendly
way to do business.

What does the Web have io offer?

The Web allows one to create and store hypermedia docurnents that
are accessible through remote browsers around the world. As men-
tioned earlier, hypermedia documents usually contain references o
nontexiual information such as sound and graphics. The term “mul-
timedia”, on the other hand, encompasses hypermedia documents
and focuscs more on what the user may encounter as they experience
adocument. Hence, documents on the Web are no longer static like
traditional documents. They no longer need to stay pessive. De-
perding on whatever features one incorporates on & Webified docu-
ment, thege pages are dynamic, interactive, and may have full- color
1997). All this for a fraction of the cost of having the same or a
similar effect on a television commerciall

Of course other traditionsl Internet gervices are also available. This
inchudes electropic mail or &-mail, which facilitstes the use of clec-
tronic forms {Keakowks, 1997). With e-mail, customers are given
ancther means of getting in touch with you and your business. Elec-
tronic forrns, on the other hand, can be used for processing orders,
requests for more product information, ett. As a means of providing
immediate feedback to your customers, electronic forms can also be
used for surveys, comments and suggestion sheets, etc, Other more
recent trends on the Intemet will be elabomted in the section titled
“What is the forure of the Web””

‘Web page design is crucial when putting information on-line. This

really depends significantly on the type and number of target audi- -

yon expect to visit your site. A lot of graphics, sound, and
animation will reatly prabthe users’ attention. But a5 4 pictore paints
a thousand words, a thousand bytes may take than a few seconds to
download in a computer equipped with less than ideal components
(Blumenthal, 1997). Not cvery user out there will have a Pentinm
class machine with encugh memory to render the most graphics en-
hanced pages. Some Web page designers who love feature-laden
pages have adopted the “Too bad™ attitude towards users with sub-
stamdard computers - if these users are not willing to wait to experi-
ence the foll impact of your pages, thea it is not worth catering to
them, This is fine if you don’t mind loosing these customers! Others
provide plain text and praphics-enhanced versions of their pages.
The cholce depends on alot of factoers. Deciding on how much greph-
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ics to put on a page based on your target andience remains a major
decislon in Web page design,

Using the Web to supplement traditional bnsiness methods also im-
plies adopting a change in how ane does business. Adopting Internet
tachnologics within a firm can dramatically lower information pub-
lizhing and dissemimation costs by eliminating the need for paper
broadcasting processcs (Kambil, 1997). Through the Web, compa-
nies have o redefine how they communicate with their customers.
‘These customers can place orderz, seek oot demiled product and tech-
nical information, check out prices and order status, and even con-
figure products on a corporate Web site. Some sites even allow users
{0 program automatic software agents to alert them of special offers
and new praduct amrivals - a service tailored to the specific customer.
Internet access also allows small and large firms alike to aceess ex-
pertise, information, and resources worldwide at Iow costs. Thiz low-
ers information and entry berriers across various industries, allow-
ing smaller firmi to better leverage resources and compete on a glo-
bal scale (Kambil, 1997).

How docs ome spin their own Wieb?
Whataxacﬂ}'dnesoneneudtustartsplnnmgtheumweb‘? You
really do not nsed to have a computer to set up your Web documents.
If you do not currently have a compater, you can get in touch with an
Internet Service Provider (or ISP} to furnish you with the necessary
tools to publish on the Web, Various ISPs provide a choice of pack-
ages depending on the types of services that vou nesd. Thess ser-
vices may include housing and maintaining your Web pages, provid-
ing you with an Int=rnet arddress so people around the world can
access your Web pages, as well as other Web-based programming
jobs. Various services may also provide choices for network tech-
nology, depending on the speed of access you want to your audience
to bave. The mile of thumb here ix that the more graphics your Web
pages have, the higher bandwidth rexired to transmit them at an
acccptable rate.

Businesses should remember not to imit themselves to local ISPs.
In general, if your business is in a small- to average-sizad city, you
may be beiter off doing business with a provider in a latger city,
perhaps even in ancther state. It seems that ISP in small cities charge
slightly higher than those in larger cities becanse they do not attract
as many custorners. Further, ISPs in larger cities tend to have Internes
connections with higher bemdwidths at competitive rates.
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Normally, after deciding on a package or a rate plan, you just need to
provide the conient you desire on your pages {which you most likely
slready have in print form). You will need a computer, however, to
view your pages. Notice that in comparison to a television commer-
cial or one for the radio, or even a printed brochure, you do not nced
an extensive production crew, a video camera, a recording studio, ox
¢ven & television set to create an electronic ad!

An economic alternative of going through an Intermet Service Pro-
vider to create your Web pages is to create them all yourself. To do
this, you either have to

(1} leam how to program in the HypesText Marknp Language or
HTML; this i the language used to describe the contents and format
of documents on the Web; or

(2) use s Web page generation tool; this is usually available as an
add-on or plag-in to an existing computer program (like a word pro-
cessor) to facilitate the creation of a document written in HTML.

You will still, however, need to eatablish the presence of your busi-
ness on the Internet, The most common way of doing this is to go
throngh an ISP to host your Web documents. Most Jocal ISPs charge
an initial design fee of $100 and higher. Monthly rates for the stor-
age and maintenance of Web pages usually range from $15 to §150
depending on the package you choose. Of course, there is also e
more expensive option. This requires purchazing a powerful and
expensive minicomputer and setting up the necessary connections
with high speed lines. This alone requires anywhere from at least
$10,000 to $15,000 startup expenses. Most powerful minicomymat-
ers run the Unix operating system and 80 you mey need to provide

for the salary of a Unix guru (or expert} to meintain your compater.

Additionally, you may wish to hire a graphics end/or web publisher/
programmer. Most big businesses take this approach because it ends
up cheaper for them in the long mn. ' What is the difference between
going through a local ISP as opposed to something like America
Online (or AOL), Prodigy and CompuScrve? These lalter services
provide e-mail addresses as well as Interniet sccess. But a full-ser-
vice ISP might save you some money if you intend to browse the
Web frequently.

Normally, there are no other additional expenses to incur once you
have decided on a particular package through an ISP. Before brows-
ing (or surfing) the Web, be sure to know how many online hours per
month you are allowed in the program you signed up for, and whether
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