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Section A: Introduction

The View from 30,000 Feet

Despite constant changes in vocabulary and dialect, the essential principles of
strategy have remained invariable since humans first used this awesome power o ascend
the food chain. The rules of battle and engagement are unchanged since antiquity: know
thy enemy, know thyself, and know thy terrain. This Capstone seeks to understand the
latter two of these, with the brunt of its focus placed upon deciphering the economic
terrain of Northwest Illinois. Beyond all the technicalities, all the complexities, and all
the data analyzed, this report is a dance attempting to balance these fundamental forces.
And, as with any dance, the end result is a haphazard symmetry of precision and
intuition. I have doubtlessly missed some steps along the way, doubtlessly stepped on the
toes of my metaphorical partner, but I hope the greater integrity of the dance is enough to
overcome these technical missteps.

The premise of this project seemed simple enough at the time. I would conduct
market research of the area in order to answer two basic questions: 1) can
WonderForum.com survive through a limited launch into a local marketplace, and 2)
what is the best method for said launch? However, what soon became manifest is that I
have never done anything quite like this throughout my scholastic career. I was simply
not prepared for the sheer complexity of interactions between different sets of data.
Nothing of this project exists in isolation. There is no piece of singular information that I
can point to in either supporting or dispelling my premise. Instead what has emerged is a
grand interplay, and a truth that is, at best, rather soft — and at worst wholly relative to
any given point-of-view. Given this reality, my Capstone has taken on something of a
dualistic nature. On one hand, I am still seeking to lay the groundwork of a
comprehensive marketing plan for my company. But on the other, I have also been
forced to lay a framework within myself in learning how to attack such a multifaceted
project. 1 have been forced to learn, not just about the economic environment of
Northwest Illinois, but Aow to learn about that environment — and indeed how to structure
and organize so complex a project. This may seem an issue of semantics and of little
note, but it is not. The end point is this: if this Capstone is evaluated only in relation to
the goals specified in my proposal, then it is probably a failure. But if that evaluation
includes what I have learned in doing this project, then it is an unquestionable success. I
have gained the kind of experience that cannot be gleaned from a textbook, and learned
important nuances of business that cannot be conveyed through a class.

The Paper

In writing this paper, I have tried hard to balance the requirements of the project
with my wish for clarity, visual appeal, and impact. Though I strove to retain the
academic spirit of the project, I also wanted to embody the unique characteristics and feel
of WonderForum.com within the paper itself. What has emerged is a work that relates
the same information as an academic paper, but in a manner that seeks to evoke a higher
degree of empathy and appreciation from the reader. I believe that creativity and true
enthusiasm are the best vehicles in transmitting complex ideas. Because of this, and
because WonderForum.com is truly a dream of mine, I sought to step beyond the
confines of a standard essay in hope of setting a new standard. This is a risk, I admit, but









that a sample of 88 can predict a school of 20,801. Statistically speaking, this is a large
enough sample to make some predictions. But a more controlled and objective study

would be necessary to determine a more specific
number. However, beyond these potential biases and
problems, it must be noted that I was very conservative
in making these estimations. Remember, the “best-case-
scenario” was actually the one most reflected in the
survey.

Ultimately, there is a bit more information that
can be plumbed from the surveys taken. For the
demands of this particular project, however, I sought
only to gain a rough estimate of the potential revenues to
be gained by launching WonderForum.com. Though the
process was much (or more) an art than a science, I feel
confident that this number does indeed loosely
approximate the true “p” value.

Section III: Conclusions
A: General Impressions

“A Definite Maybe...”

Ilustration 1.4: Understanding
WonderForum.com

Upper and Lower-Tier Creators are the two
categories of Creator on WonderForum.com.

Lower-Tier Creators pay a yearly subscription
fee of $15 and can post their-work to the
Lower-House of the site.

Upper-Tier Creators pay $20 for each-original
work published and the yearly fee, but are
posted in the more prestigious Upper-House.
The Upper-House gives creators an
opportunity to compete for a position on
“Main-Stage” — which is reserved only for the
most frequently accessed work. Once on
Main-Stage, the creator gets the recognition of
having broken through to the elite echelon of
‘WonderForum.com, and is rewarded with an
amount determined by the degree of
competition. The reward is a percentage taken
from posting fees, and can range anywhere
from $500 to $500,000.

WonderForum.com is a wholly unique and original business design. There are no
roadmaps written to route its path to success, there is no expert opinion that can say
definitively whether it will or will not work, and there is no trail to follow. And while
many unique Internet companies have sailed (and sunk) upon the classic principles of
business itself, each has had to find its own way. WonderForum.com is no different.

It would be nice to say that this research gives a clear and objective answer to the
questions posed in the introduction. Unfortunately, reality does not flesh it out. There is
ambiguous information which is difficult to resolve with the swipe of a brush that paints
only in black and white. On the surface, the NW IL region does not seem at all suited to
helping this company flourish. The region is relatively sparse, its cultural base relatively
homogenous, and its citizenry more apt to spend its money on less abstract products. But
that is only the surface. Failing to look deeper would be to make a classic marketing
mistake. In terms of measuring impressions and potential response, the whole is usually
greater than the sum of its parts (Semon 1) — and the view gained from this data cannot
hope to reflect what happens in the mind of an individual. And WonderForum.com is

entirely about the individual.

The problem with measuring NW IL in terms of the numbers analyzed is that
these broad generalities run the risk of marginalizing the unique individuals within the
society. Overall, WonderForum.com does not need an enormous base to support it. But
it does need a critical mass of thinkers and curiosity seekers to get it started. From the
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data it cannot be determined just how many people in this region would find
WonderForum.com a refreshing change of pace from ordinary experience. The final
conclusion is not to say that NW IL is a bad place to launch the site, but rather that it is
not the best. Compared to a region like Chicago Metro, there are relatively few
advantages in focusing anywhere within the NW IL area. A launch in NW IL might not
mean the death of WonderForum.com, but it certainly does not offer the best chance for
success.

Northern Illinois University is essentially the same story, but different by degree.
Unlike the Northwest on whole, the surface analysis at Northern provides a much more
encouraging glimpse. The demographic and socioeconomic profiles point to a
community which would likely embrace the web-site and have both the time and money
to nurture it. The concentrated population also proves an important element, as whatever
marketing implements used to stir interest would be given longer legs. And while
dropping enrollment does compel caution, the overall situation looks quite strong. The
surveys provide powerful reinforcement to this end. From the questions asked we can
conclude there would likely be adequate response in this area to approach critical
customer mass. But beyond this assessment, the question begs asking: are these features
unique to Northern Illinois University or could they be found (and perhaps in greater
degree) in other area schools? Though continued research is doubtlessly necessary, my
initial conjecture assumes that most schools would share these positive traits.

The estimated yearly revenue number exacerbates the dilemma. The financial
analysis can neither confirm nor deny the feasibility of this project. While start-up costs
and annual expenses can be estimated within a reasonable window, estimating true sales
is a much trickier goal. No company has ever accomplished what WonderForum.com
seeks to do. Thus, there is no template from which to draw a revenue profile. Much
deeper and exhaustive research is needed before the strict financial feasibility of this
project can be determined.

These elements together, coupled with Northern’s limited out-of-state and out-of-
country enrollment, brings about a similar situation as with Northwest Illinois. Indeed,
NIU may not be the worst community to launch the site, but it is unlikely the best.

Finally, when looking at NW IL and NIU together, a new universe of questions
materializes. This report was generated on the assumption that NW IL and the NIU area
would be related in concert with their geographic similarity. This may be incorrect.
Since NIU draws most of its students from more suburban counties, there is no visible
evidence to conclude the regions are related. Northern Illinois University might well be a
slice of Chicagoland grafted upon lonely farm-fields — bearing no semblance at all to the
supporting community. If true, it would be wrong to assume that a concentrated
marketing effort a NIU would filter to the immediate surrounding area. The populations
may well be too dissimilar to facilitate any brand of contact at all. (The issue of latent
assumptions will be discussed more thoroughly later.)
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B: The Bottom-Line

Conclusions

Based on the findings of the study, the following can concluded:

1. The NW IL region may not be the worst area to launch WonderForum.com,
but it is unlikely the best.

2. Northern Illinois University displays traits advantageous toward a local
launch, but more research is required to determine if those traits exist at every
school.

3. Financial analysis of the local market neither supports nor negates the
financial feasibility of the project.

4. Tt cannot be assumed that NW IL and NIU are related communities.

5. Further research is required to determine the relation between NIU and NW
IL, the financial viability of WonderForum.com within the market, and the
response to the web-site from a larger segment of the population.

Question 1: Can WonderForum.com survive through a limited launch into a local
marketplace?

Despite the generally ambiguous results attained during this project, a limited

‘launch into a local marketplace does seem a reasonable strategy. Based on the
surprisingly positive survey results, the nature of local marketing, and the resources
required to begin the project, a local launch may be just the plan needed to grow a small
venture — balancing accessibility and quick revenue against limited resources. Moreover,
the nature of the company itself — with its “off-mainstream” essence — precludes a large,
mass-media deluge. Ultimately, though greater revenue and faster branding may be
attained with a more ubiquitous attack, both the profitability and the staying power of the
WonderForum.com name will be enhanced through a more thoughtful and focused
approach. Whether that focus should be the NW IL and/or NIU region remains in
question.

Question 2: How can this launch be most successfully executed?

Upon reviewing the data, a powerful marketing idea becomes clear.
WonderForum.com is designed to have something of an “anti-establishment” flavor.
Such a flavor presents an array of unique marketing challenges. The company must be
known, but not perceived as mundane or overly mainstream. To compensate, any
effective marketing of WonderForum.com will need to take a form that is much more
passive-aggressive than normal. Translated, this means creating a “buzz.”

In his book “The Anatomy of Buzz”, author Emanuel Rosen discusses the
intricacies in generating one of the most powerful branding tools that exists. Rosen
asserts that creating a “buzz” using network hubs is an effective and cost efficient method
toward creating awareness of a product without overselling (Rosen 43). It is this concept
that is central toward the efficacious marketing of WonderForum.com.

According to Rosen, a network hub is any number of networks that will transmit
information, with little outward impetus via a “buzz”, to broader areas. These hubs are
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social and technological, concrete and abstract (52). With regard to marketing
WonderForum.com, the network hub is the college campus. Unlike a typical geographic
region, the college campus has a unique advantage: its population is drawn from many
other areas. Whereas most segments of the population will stagnant for a time near or at
their place of origin, college students are constantly moving between school and their
parent’s home. This is a network hub. By using the efficiencies created by a dense and
largely homogenous population, a marketing blitz focused on college students will likely
create a buzz as word of the company radiates outward toward other regions. Eventually,
WonderForum.com may assume its own momentum as loyal customers return home with
their knowledge of the site. Such a form of marketing is both cost efficient and in accord
with the nature of WonderForum.com

The challenge is in finding the correct hub. Though we have concluded that NIU
might be a sufficing arena for such an endeavor, more research should be undertaken to
find a more ideal location. A basis for judgement should be the number of out-of-state
and out-of-country students enrolled in a given university. The University of Southern
California, for example, will likely have far more national and international students than
will the University of Southern Illinois. The distance from home represents the extent of
the network. By concentrating on those campuses which have both a responsive
population, and a high geographical diversity of students, the mileage of a given
marketing dollar can be optimized and a buzz can be created.

Section IV: Looking Ahead
A: The Right Questions

As I have already stated, bringing all the elements of this project together was a
difficult job. Though in some respects I am happy with the result, I must admit that there
is a long way to go before any comprehensive marketing framework can be assembled.
In trying to develop a structure, find all relevant information, and synthesize that
information into meaningful results, I have been somewhat overwhelmed by the
magnitude of this ordeal. Though it seemed it at the time, the research I have done is by
no means exhaustive. Consequently, though the Capstone portion is drawing to a close,
this project is far from over. I have only just begun to peer into the beliefs, habits,
personalities, and interests of my target market. I still lack a firm grasp of the financials
involved. And indeed this business is still much more a dream than an undertaking.
Nevertheless, although the conclusions presented in this paper provide no firm results, the
mistakes 1 have made, and the opportunities I have seen, more than redress the
circumspect conclusions. In the end, I have no good answers. But now I know the right
questions to ask — which is everything.

Information is the key. Though the data I have gathered has given some glimpse
toward the world outside, I need more — much more. My methods must become more
exhaustive, more controlled, and more creative.

Exhausting the Options

Creating a buzz at college campuses seems a strong approach to initially
marketing WonderForum.com. But beyond just the college approach, there are certain
elements I need to know about the student population. First, it is important to determine
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not just interest in the site itself, but what an average college student is willing to pay.
Surveys and focus groups are the key. Concerning surveys, 1 need to bring more depth
and increase the sample size dramatically. Furthermore, I need to take a wider swath of
students — from New York University to UCLA — in order to gain a comparative analysis
between schools and culture. The Internet will be a useful alley. Internet market
research has become the fastest growing and most effective way to gain large amounts of
data with limited resources (Felson 2). Beyond surveys, I must conduct a series of focus
groups. It was my intent to include a focus group with the results of this study, but at the
time I simply didn’t have the correct questions. It is imperative I learn, in greater depth,
what people would be willing to pay to post, how frequently they would post, and what
their major concerns would be. Though some of these questions were included on my
survey, the encouragement of a focus group is needed to bring more depth and variety to
the responses. A working beta copy of WonderForum.com will be necessary to facilitate
this end. Ultimately, no accurate financial breakdown can be conducted until I learn the
prevailing idea of what people are willing to pay. One of the inherent flaws of my
research was that I used anecdotal evidence in making this determination. Though I am
confident the answers will be within this range, I must know for certain before I can truly
my chips on the line.

Third, though there are currently no direct competitors with WonderForum.com, I
must explore the tangents. I must learn not just if various different forms of educational
and enriching entertainment — such as the Discovery Channel — pose a threat to my
company, but also how those companies operate and attract business. Examining the
business models of companies whose product is similar to mine will provide valuable
insight into the behavior of my customers.

Finally, I must explore, in greater depth, the nature of “buzz” marketing. Though
a broad plan of action can be determined from the information given, I have not yet
developed tactics to implement this strategy.

Research Design

Exhaustive research alone is not enough. Creating an accurate profile of the
region will also require a higher degree of control and creativity within that research. It
is important to understand that market research, while a good tool overall, cannot always
measure intangible elements of a product (Semon 2). For the sake of WonderForum.com,
this may become an important issue given the abstract nature of the product. Gaining a
more complete consumer view will require a mix of both quantitative and qualitative
studies. According to Sharon Greaves in her article “An Emotional Issue”, new products
can often make contact with a consumer at “an unconscious level and communicate
emotionally, not rationally” (Greaves 1). WonderForum.com may be one of these
products. Future studies must be careful not to lose sight of the forest through the trees.

Finally, future research design must be carefully developed to provide a more
controlled evaluation. For example, studies can sometimes be designed in such a way
that correlation is confused with causation (Mazur 1). Accurate predictions can only be
made if the true relationship is clear (2). Though my research provided a partial glimpse
into the market, my methods of examination were more arbitrary than they should have
been. Although providing powerful qualitative data, objectivity was lacking. Later
studies must take such limitations into account.

18



B: Looking Ahead

...The Journey of a Thousand Steps

Every dream has its obstacles, and every journey its first step. Hopefully, this
project represents the first of many steps in the life of WonderForum.com. In the end, I
have culminated this experience with more questions than answers, and more doubt than
bravado. But I believe they are the right questions — and doubt is good.

There is much yet to be done. But this is a journey of a thousand steps, and I am
just setting out. Before the project began I had only an idea for a company. Now I am
gaining a firmer grasp of it will take that company to survive in reality, and what must be
known to ensure it a chance of success. I admit that this analysis scratches only the
surface. But these waters are deeper than I anticipated and I am still learning to swim.

Beyond it all, one revelation becomes clear as I envision the enormous amount of
work yet to be done: it is no longer a question of academics. Now the real game has
begun, and I must hurry to arrange my pieces. There is hope for WonderForum.com, at
the very least I have learned this much. But how much hope is yet a mystery — though I
plan to find out.

This is a journey of a thousand steps, and I have taken just one. A great many
barriers still exist — both physical and psychological. Have I learned to shed my
undergraduate ways? Will research be enough to determine the viability of
WonderForum.com? Can I stay in the game when the bigger fish enter? These
questions will confront me someday, and I will undoubtedly find out. But for now, I can
only take this step...

...and hope.
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Section V: Supporting Information

Appendix A

Chart 1.1: Estimated Expense Interval

Expenses for "WonderForum.com” (Est)

Likelihood Interval

Website Development
Website Maintenance
InfoStore/ ISProvider
Unknown Infrastructure Costs
Website Promotion

Payroll Costs

Initial Government Fees
Con't Government Fees
Office Supplies and Misc Work
Legal Expenses

Insurance

Total

Lower Limit: $28,720.00
Upper Limit: $152,000.00

10%

$1,000.00
$1,000.00
$720.00
$500.00
$15,000.00
$4,000.00
$2,500.00
$500.00
$500.00
$2,000.00
$1,000.00

$28,720.00

20%

$2,500.00
$1,700.00
$1,150.00
$1,500.00
$25,000.00
$7,000.00
$3,000.00
$700.00
$800.00
$5,000.00
$2,000.00

$50,350.00

40%

$6,000.00
$3,000.00
$2,300.00
$3,500.00
$35,000.00
$10,000.00
$3,500.00
$800.00
$1,100.00
$8,000.00
$5,000.00

$78,200.00

20%

$10,000.00
$6,000.00
$3,700.00
$5,000.00
$45,000.00
$13,000.00
$4,000.00
$900.00
$1,400.00
$10,000.00
$8,000.00

$107,000.00

10%

$25,000.00
$10,000.00
$5,200.00
$7,600.00
$55,000.00
$20,000.00
$4,500.00
$1,000.00
$1,700.00
$12,000.00
$10,000.00

$152,000.00

AVG

$7,500.00
$3,840.00
$2,482.00
$3,510.00
$35,000.00
$10,400.00
$3,500.00
$790.00
$1,100.00
$7,600.00
$5,100.00

$80,822.00




Appendix A
Hlustration 1.1: Survey

DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS:
Name:

Age:

Sex: M/F

Major:

Commuter?: Y/N

About how many CDs do you own?:

About how many books do you own?:

What is your favorite TV station?:

Do you have Internet access?
What Kind?:

For Good Respondents:

-Are they willing to participate in
Focus Group?

Name:

Contact:

Other:

Do you use the Internet for non-specific purposes?

Do you have any creative outlets?: Y/N (¥*)

CREATIVE QUESTIONS:
What is your creative outlet?

How much time do you spend with your outlet a week?

PRIMARY QUESTIONS

Administrator Use:
Name:

Location:

Time:

Day:

Other:

Would you use the Internet to explore your creative outlets?

Would you be willing to share your creations online?

Have you ever posted anything online?

If so, where:

What would be your major goal in posting your creations online?

What would be your major concerns?




Appendix A

Chart 1.2
Population Trends and Projections (Abridged)

2000 (est.) % Growth, '90-'00 % of Total
NW IL 672,476 6.5 5.53
Chicago Metro 7,848,453 7.9 64.56
llinois 12,155,977 6.2

Source: "lllinois Market Facts”

Chart 1.3 (Appendix A)
Age Distribution NW IL

Age NW lllinois Chicago Metro llinois

Under 5 74% 7.4% 7.1%
5--9 7.5% 71% 7.6%
10--19 13.8% 13.7% 14.5%
20--44 37.4% 33.8% 36.6%
45 -- 64 21.7% 24.2% 21.9%
65--74 6.5% 8.3% 6.3%
Over 74 5.7% 5.6% 6.0%

Source: "lllinois Market Facts"

Chart 1.4
Per Capita Income, current dollars (Abridged)

2000 (est.) % Growth, '90-'00
NW IL 26,054 39
Chicago Metro 35,898 4.7
lllinois 31,263 43
NW IL State us
Wealth Index: 95 110.04 100

Source: "lllinois Market Facts"”

Chart 1.5 (Appendix A)
Highest Educational Attainment (% of People>25yrs)
2000 Estimates

H.S Only Some College College 4+Yrs
NW lllinois Region 41.4% 24.1% 19.4%
Chicago Metro 29.8% 25.0% 29.9%
llinois 33.7% 24.7% 26.0%

Source: "lllinois Market Facts"”




Appendix A

County of Origin of On-Campus Students

Students (Fall '99) % of Total
Cook-Suburban 4920 23.652709
Cook-Chicago 1650 7.932310947
DuPage 2736 13.16321379
Kane 1740 8.364982453
Lake 1015 4.879573097
McHenry 963 4.629585116
Total Urban/Suburban 13024 62.61237441
Other Counties 7777 37.38762559
Out-of-State 906 4.355559829
Out-of-Country 591 2.841209557
Unknown 24 0.115379068
Total 20801

Source: Data Book 1999

Chart 1.6 (Appendix)
NW IL (2000) Chicago (2000) lllinois (2000)
Farm 3.2 0.1 13
Agricultural Services 1.5 0.8 0.9
Mining 0.1 0.1 0.3
Construction 54 4.8 5
Manufacturing 21 13.1 134
Transportation/Utility 4.4 5.9 5.6
Wholesale Trade 3.7 59 52
Retail Trade 15.33 14.5 15.5
Fin, Ins, Real Estate 6.8 10.2 9.2
Business Services 27 34.1 31.9
Government 114 10.4 11.8
Total 401017.00 5022942.00 7469270.00
Source: “Illinois Market Facts”
Chart 1.7 (Appendix A)
Retail Trade Expenditures (1999)
NW lllinois Chicago Metro lllinois
Apparel 1.7% 4.4% 3.6%
Automotive 23.2% 20.5% 21.8%
Eating & Drinking 8.3% 9.9% 9.6%
Food (Grocery) 14.1% 12.6% 12.9%
Furniture 4.9% 6.0% 5.5%
General Merchandise 13.6% 11.3% 12.7%
Lumber, Bldg, Hardware 6.9% 4.8% 5.4%
Pharmaceutical 9.9% 12.4% 11.3%
Source: "lllinois Market Facts"”
Chart 1.8
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Chart 1.9 (Appendix)
99)

1980
1981
1982
1983
1984
1985
1986
1987
1988
1989
1990
1991
1992
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999

Source: “Data Book 1999-2000

Total Headcount Enroliment (Fail 1980 - Fall

26263
25857
26160
25176
24690
24835
26049
26461
25468
25207
25347
25532
24503
23373
23181
23203
21892
22525
22668
23103




Chart 1.10 Income Estimate From Survey Subjects Appendix A
Chart 1.10-sub A
Most Likely
Worst Best AVG
10.00% 20.00% 40.00% 20.00% 10.00%
Can View 63 52 45 41 34 46.3 Posting Fee Breakdown
Will View 8 12 15 13 11 12.9
Can Post 5 5 5 5 5 5|80/20 Rule Best Worst
Whview/Can Post 5 8 8 7 6 7.3 60.00% 45 30 25 15 5
Will Post 5 7 8 10 12 8.3 20.00% 110 70 35 25 20
Will Pay to Post 2 3 5 8 13 5.7 20.00% 540 190 170 130 110
UT Creators 0 1 2 4 7 25
Posting Amounts Based on Estimated Times of Post-
ing per month
Pay Scale "Upper-Tier" (*See Appendix Chart 1.11 for Income Interval)
Chart 1,10 -sub B Worst Best $20 Base Rate
Scenario 10.00% 20.00% 40.00% 20.00%  10.00%
ww 0 $0.00 $0.00 $0.00 $0.00 $0.00
w2 1 $29.00 $40.00 $56.00 $70.00 $157.00
ML 2 $58.00 $80.00 $112.00 $140.00 $314.00
B2 4 $116.00 $160.00 $224.00 $280.00 $628.00
BB 7

$203.00 ~ $280.00  $392.00 $490.00 $1,099.00

Pay "Lower-Tier" Base Rate $15

Chart1.10sub C

Scenario Income Average Expected Annual Income From Sample $243.00
ww 2 $30 |Estimated Income from Campus

w2 3 $45 (Sample Extrapolated to Total) $57,439.13
ML 5 $75

B2 8 $120 |Total Enroliment 20801

BB 13 $195 {Sample Size 88

AVG sub A 5.7 $86
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