Investigate the issues and complications effecting small traditional non media companies wishing to fully integrate themselves with new media practices and technologies, such as an online presence, online marketing and bespoke software development. Suggest possible solution and discuss the benefits/problems of each.

___________________________________________________________________________

The idea for our question came after a friend of ours, who runs his own small business locally in Plymouth, described what he wanted his computer to do and asked us if it was possible. What he described was a content management system so the answer we gave him was “yes”. After questioning him some more about his business (he runs environmental awareness projects for young people) it turns out his need for new media technologies is ever increasing including network setup and maintenance, remote document retrieval when out of the office, video conferencing, the digital documentation, preparation and installation online of the projects he runs and the production of marketing materials for various meetings and events. It soon became obvious that my friend although having a need for digital technologies was unsure as to exactly what technologies he needed, how to implement them and subsequently how to use the them. Although aware of new media agencies he is concerned that, although extremely competent within the digital world, non of them made him aware that they particularly understood the specific needs of his own business or business sector. Our paper will look at the options available to small non media companies wishing to implement new media practices.
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In this ever-changing and forever progressing media landscape, businesses both small and large are having to re-invent and re-think strategies if they wish to compete in today’s digital market. As new technologies and methodologies are introduced, knowledge, creativity and the basic equipment itself requires constant updating and renewing in order for these companies to succeed. Knowledge in this field has to be constantly reviewed and revised to keep abreast of these changes. New software is constantly being introduced which requires companies and staff alike to learn new techniques. As the range of specialised fields expands, more and more needs to be taught and learned.  As the landscape broadens the technologies we use it is essential for companies both new media and non-media to address these issues and create a plan of action to incorporate it.
The real business benefits from the early digital technologies such as email and simple static website’s has now been proven. Technology has developed rapidly to give us further business tools allowing, the building and integrating of intranets, extranets and databases, back-office automation, supply chain systems, customer relationship management (CRM) applications, content management systems and the advances in content creation and delivery.

With the implementation of these new technologies for large national and multinational companies it is simply a case of deciding how much money and resources to assign the IT department, employing the right people to come up with an IT strategy and the right people to implement the strategy. For new media companies, as it is the focus of their business all their energies can be focused on this ever changing digital landscape.
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There are however a large group of smaller non new media companies who see the potential for themselves of the new media technologies of the digital world but due to lack of knowledge and time do not know how best to harness this potential and can’t afford to make a mistake.
Issues such as the rate at which new technology is being developed, recognising the capabilities and shortfalls of the technology, cost implications, staff implications and the absolute diversity and range of services/products under the new/digital media heading all add to the problem for these companies. Complications such as the lack of expert knowledge, difficulty in analysing the true cost benefit of such technology and the successes and failures of new technologies also add to the problem of what is ‘best’.

As technology and the services have improved figures are showing, according to a report by the Department of Trade and Industry entitled Business in the Information Age: The International Benchmarking Study 2003, that businesses that have implemented ICT strategies are reporting benefits in areas including reducing overall costs, staff, customer  and supplier communication, information access and information sharing. The report also shows that while small businesses are implementing some technology there are doing this implementation at a much slower rate than large business and as a result the divide between small non media companies and large non media companies in relation to information communications technology is widening.  Reasons of cost, lack of knowledge and lack of staff were given and concluded that smaller business are struggling as they don’t have the resources to employ IT specialists and are much less able to deploy new technologies and one interviewee commented that “smaller businesses, more than any need someone to help them exploit technology, but no one’s set up to do it”.

(www.ukonlineforbusiness.gov.uk/benchmarking2003  ) 

The ukonlineforbusiness website reinforces the need for small businesses to realise the need for implementing technology into their business by listing 20 pages of case studies. These case studies cover both small and large businesses and industry sectors from violin makers to butchers to construction companies. These case studies show the positive benefits technology has brought to all the companies listed. Technologies shown in these case studies to be effective in the right deployment include the basic website, email and online ordering technologies through to video/data conferencing applications, Intranets, Mobile technologies, computer aided design and manufacturing processes and 3d imaging technologies. 
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There are several options available for these smaller companies. Traditionally companies have had two options available to incorporate new services into their business they can either implement a department within their existing business or sub contract the work out to specialist contractors. Both these methods have there pluses and minuses.
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IT/Multimedia Department

By setting up and furnishing an internal IT / media department non-media companies have the advantage of having digital advice and development in house and always available. The management and company have complete control over the projects from start to finish and all equipment needed is internal. No external phone calls need to be made, no external parties have to be included and work can begin immediately.

A fully integrated design and production process is possible as the multimedia people can be included at every stage of the project within which they will be required  Also, the company can build a relationship with the department; this can be beneficial in learning strengths and weaknesses as well as building personal understanding on each other’s pressures. The management and multimedia staff can all be informed at every stage of the project therefore the work is fully integrated.

 Also, the advantage of having an in house media department is the ability to lease your resources to other companies in your situation who do not have such a department. During quiet spells your department could be earning extra money working for another company.

By keeping your IT department together and in the future there also exists a high level of continuity and past projects can be accessed to update and implement any changes.
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Unfortunately the disadvantages to setting up such a department are quite substantial. Traditional non-media companies probably wont have the budget to introduce such a scheme. The company must not only purchase the vast array of hardware needed to create such a department in house, but also the industry standard software required can be extremely expensive. If the company had the budget to incorporate such a department, do they have the space? Will extra offices need to be created? More premises hired? Existing departments shut down to make way for this new department? Exactly how many extra personnel will be needed to manage such an ongoing department? Will these personnel be already trained or will the company pay for existing employees to be trained in this particular field and with technology eternally changing who will pay the ongoing costs and training? The level of specialisation within the multimedia industry is also a potential problem. With the speed of technologies being altered and created more specialities will appear and need to be taught or learned.

The time needed for all of these changes to take place, if indeed they can be budgeted for, can be very demanding. Many small businesses cannot spare the time necessary to introduce such large-scale alterations.

If projects and work for the IT department becomes temporarily sparse and other companies do not need any work then can you justify the ongoing costs of such a department with no incoming work? For the majority of companies having a dedicated, up-to-date IT department covering all aspects of digital multimedia when it is not there core business is, simply on a cost basis, not an option. For example:
(Case Study) During my work placement I was placed at a company called ‘Infrasoft’. Infrasoft are a civil engineering company that creates software solutions for the civil engineering world. I was part of a marketing team that consisted of 7 members in total, 3 of that marketing team were digital media specialists of which I was one. We had the equipment, the software and the knowledge necessary to run a successful internal multimedia department, albeit on a small scale. The 3 digital media specialists covered all aspects of multimedia in order to ‘sell’ the companies products. CD-ROMs, Website promotions, physical hard copies of graphically designed collateral were all work completed on a day-to-day basis. Infrasoft, although heavily involved with digital technologies are not a new media based company and their core business was that of civil engineering. As the market dried in the civil engineering world, many competitors as well as Infrasoft were feeling the pinch. Redundancies were on the cards once again (as they were prior to my visit) and were later implemented with the other 2 digital media specialist being the first to go, 2 months into my placement. This led to a substantial workload left to myself to complete and there simply were not enough hours in the week to complete all these assigned tasks. The powers to be understood this and were extremely helpful but as a result, these tasks were simply left unattended and incomplete therefore the digital media sector within the marketing department simply fell apart. It was a simple but disastrous catch 22 situation. Two fellow colleagues in the marketing department also lost their posts and I later followed six months into my placement. Because Infrasoft was not a multimedia company and its core business was in that of civil engineering, the multimedia and marketing department were the first to feel the implications of redundancy.

Unfortunately as you can see, although an option to traditional non-media companies, unless their budget is sufficient and the company has the capabilities for such implications, the introduction of setting up an internal media department could be extremely costly.
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Now looking at the sub contract approach. Sub contracting generally works by inviting companies to tender for a particular part of the project or an individual piece of work. The tenders are then looked at by the company controlling the contract and a successful tender is chosen, normally on the basis of price, and the job awarded. With most sub contractors once they have completed their bit of the project they generally have no further interest or involvement in any other areas of the particular project.

The main benefit of this approach is immediately clear:

Cost Implications
The only cost implication of this approach is the tender price. The price is directly for the piece of work the contractor asked them to quote for.

Level of Specialization

Sending the tenders to companies with the correct level of specialization removes any problem in this area.

Workload

The workload is not an issue any more as subcontractors are called in as and when required.
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There are also negative issues with this approach:

Control
There is far less control over the project as different portions are handed over to possibly different sub contractors.

Integration

The sub contractor may be a specialist in his area but may have no idea about your business

As different companies are now working separately on different aspects of the project, timing, communication and implementation can all be problematic with this approach.

Continuity

Achieving continuity through current and previous projects can prove difficult if not impossible using this method.

As shown above these are the two methods generally used by the majority of companies wanting to expand the services they currently utilise/offer. Whilst these methods have worked well for them in the past, the digital world doesn’t fit easily into either. For the majority of companies having a dedicated up to date IT department covering all aspects of digital multimedia when it is not there core business is, simply on a cost basis, not an option.

For the sub contract option getting separate contractors to work on individual bits of a connected integrated system is again fraught with potential problems. Inviting IT consultants to advise on technological implementations within a business they have no particular level of understanding in can again be problematic. We also looked at the possibilities of using an IT consultant as part of the sub contract approach as generally they become involved in an advisory capacity and our research found comments indicating that most consultants are considered to be technology generalists with most having experience in with enterprise class accounts  associated with large companies rather than typical small business’s.
CLICK
Partnerships

There is a way of working already employed by some companies particularly in the ‘new media’ sector which could address the shortcomings of the traditional two methods already mentioned.  This method is called partnership or collaboration working. Partnership/collaboration working is a concept that fits very well with the multi faceted digital industry.  Partnership working is defined as “the formal or informal collaborations between two or more organizations or individuals, established with the intention of achieving a common set of objectives and accruing mutual benefits”. It is a much more committed relationship than the sub contractor model. Partnerships can run for one project or any number of projects. The main benefit of partnership working is that it gives the ability to small companies to tackle much larger complex projects without the overheads associated with having the expertise inhouse.
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Our research into this area has shown that the main difference between partnership working and a traditional sub contract approach is the level of relationship of the partnership. These partnerships operate at a much more intimate level with greater understanding of each others needs, requirements, skills and knowledge. When setting up a partnership finding the right partner with similar ideas and work ethics can take some time but is fundamental if the partnership is going to be successful, begin by working on small low risk projects to gauge how effectively you can work together. Spending time to get to know your partner very well will increase communication, trust and expectations – all key elements to a successful partnership. By being open and sharing knowledge, ideas and experiences will all strengthen the relationship. At the outset of the project clearly outline the benefits to all partners. This ensures joint responsibility and a desire from all parties for the project to succeed. To be a successful partnership, relationships require hard work and a high level of trust, both of which take time to achieve. 

A recent study of mutually beneficial partnership working in the new media sector conducted by the Hyper Island School of New Media Design found that based on their research more partnerships will be seen in the future with the main reason for this being more small companies emerging with their own area of expertise. They found that although many companies reported bad experiences from previous partnership agreements these experiences would not put them off from forging further partnerships in the future. With regard to partnership breakdown, lack of communication and lack of trust were the two major causes. Other problems included trouble finding the right partners due to confusion about what exactly companies actually did.
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The company Artificial Environments (www.ae-pro.com) are an example of successful partnership working. Artificial Environments are a new media company consisting of only two members but have a wide range of partners willing to work together on projects, sharing their resources and expertise. With a client list including Disney, Greenpeace and Creation Records from countries including England, Germany, USA and Japan shows the success of this approach to working. In the form of a message on their website saying “We are always looking to collaborate with imaginative, skilled people who do interesting work. Write to us and tell us what inspires you, maybe there is a chance we can work together.” Artificial Environments actively encourage potential partners to contact them.  Other new media companies including Isis New Media, Ethical Media and Smartchange also follow this approach of partnership encouragement on their websites.

Partnership working has allowed small new media business’s to form networks of digital media professionals that combine their skills and knowledge of their respective fields allowing them to confidently offer expertise in a much greater range of services and successfully tackle much larger projects than previously possible. For these type of partnerships to benefit non new media businesses the partnership model needs to be extended from within new media into traditional business sectors.
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Examples of this type of cross over partnerships are evident in large scale businesses and proven areas of technology today. Many firms outsource(which is similar to the partnership idea but much more formal) parts of their businesses such as customer services, billing and payroll applications. For example Abbey National have partnered up with IT services company EDS and outsourced all its post-sale processing and servicing of all its retail mortgage and personal loan business. This partnership saved Abbey National 15% in costs in this area and gave EDS high branding and retail experience plus a ten year contract worth £395million. These cross over partnerships have so far been between large companies and generally in the business administration and business finance areas. Whilst these cross over partnerships operate on a much more rigid formal setting, due to the size of business’s involved, than the new media partnerships mentioned earlier they still operate for the mutual benefit of both. This partnership has proved successful due to Abbey Nationals understanding for the need to utilise technology and EDS’s understanding of traditional business finance. With this understanding EDS can advise and assist non media companies on the correct implementation of technologies for their business sector. For partnerships to work effectively and at full potential an understanding of each partners requirements and markets is also required.
This led us to research whether any new media partnerships had any strong partnerships in any area outside of the new media sphere
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Ethical Media, a small London based new media company are addressing this problem by forging partnerships by specialization both inside and outside of the new media industry. Ethical Media only get involved with projects they believe in from their ethical standpoint and judging by their customer comments have forged many successful partnerships. 
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“Working with Ethical Media was the obvious choice. To communicate what we are about, we need to work with a communications agency that understands our values. With Ethical Media we know that we talk the same language. The result was that they helped find us a brand identity which speaks the essence of our message”

Charlie O’Malley, Walk Your Talk
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“We chose to work with Ethical Media because of their commitment to environmental and social issues and because they are such a young, enthusiastic and skilled team. We have been delighted by the results”

Upstream
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"We at Forum for the Future are impressed by Ethical Media's dedication to finding solutions that suit our needs, avoiding a one-size fits all product. Having experience in the sectors in which we work makes for a partnership which is productive, cost-effective and enjoyable."
Tim Aldrich, Forum for the Future
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Another company Smartchange (www.smartchange.org) are a software company helping charities raise support, increase efficiency and reduce costs through the use of the Internet and IT. By specializing in a specific area both Ethical Media and Smartchange are companies that are reaping the benefits of becoming large fish in relatively small ponds, and the companies they partner benefit from a greater understanding by the new media companies of their markets.
By having knowledge of industry sectors outside of new media, new media companies can form mutual partnerships with other small non media businesses. This benefits all parties concerned as it ensures a better understanding of what their customers need and also results in non media businesses having greater confidence in their IT strategy.

From hardware to software the choices options installations configurations operations are many with many interconnections between them all. All companies need to keep pace and be able to make quick knowledgeable decisions on emerging technologies to give them a leading edge. The right technological solutions need to be implemented in the correct business locations. Closer understanding/interfacing between new media practices and traditional business models will ensure small business are, from a new media perspective, positioned correctly.
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Questions Raised
Do you think knowledge of a particular business sector would make a more effective new media partnership?

There is no doubt a divide exists between small business and technology, how can this divide be bridged (if not by the method described above)?
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