
MYSS!,  Products... Products that SELL!                                                               

It All Starts with The Product.

“Ce n’est pas bien, bien compliqué,”

as we say here in Québec, Canada.  

Translation?  

“It’s not terribly complicated.”

If your products deliver poor price/benefit ratios, 

or are inappropriate for sale on the Web, 

quit wasting your time.

Quit wasting your visitors’ time.

Don’t sell via the Web.

Or better still, 

develop a sizzlingly great product

that is appropriate for the Web.

Then write a Web site that SELLS.
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1.  Products that SELL!
Just about anything can be sold via the Web.  But let’s focus on the “best fits” for
Web sales.

The best products are ones that people want.

Let’s say that you are opening a soda fountain.  What is the
most important advantage that you want to have going for you?  

Quality soda and ice cream?  Nope.

Superb location?  Uh-uh.

Great sign over the door?  Who cares?

Nope, you want a large market that is...

... dying of thirst.

Before you develop a product, find out what people are dying for.  Then design
a product to quench that thirst.  Of course, make sure that your product meets the
other criteria that are discussed in this chapter. 

But develop your thirst-quencher first.  If you work the other way around, you will be
forever trying to convince people that they want your brand spanking new
auto-widget.

Without making any moral judgments, why do you think the XXX sites are thriving?
Yup, those companies are selling what people want.

If you develop what people want, your Web effort will become easy.  It will be a
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snap to write a great site that SELLS!  And it will be child’s play to attract targeted
people to your Web site.

Of the products that people want, the best are products that can be shipped
via the Net!...

1.1.   The Best Digital &
Knowledge-Based Goods

The most “appropriate” products are those that can be shipped via the Internet
instead of via FedEx... the digital or knowledge-based goods.

What are Digital or Knowledge-Based Goods?

It’s easier to tell you what they are not.  They are not hard goods, which means
that they are not things.   Chairs and plants can’t be shipped via the Net -- they
just won’t fit through the wires!  Digital or Knowledge-Based Goods do!

There’s almost no limit to these ideal-for-Internet products.  Let’s look at some...

1) Software and Video Games
Consumers can now download software straight from the Web site -- bye-bye
middlemen.  The Internet is changing so fast, that there are thousands of potential
new niche products that you merely have to recognize as being necessary (for
example, a sig file generator or Web site traffic-generator).

If you sell software on a CD-ROM, you’re doing it the hard way -- that’s a hard good.
If you sell it via download, you’re ready for the third millennium!

2) Pornography and Gambling

People want it, so there are pragmatic capitalists who provide it.
Without making judgments about it, the Net pornographers and gambling hall
operators are pretty darn smart.  They don’t worry about convincing people that they
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want their product.  They just have to execute well and attract people to their site.

3) Direct-to-Consumer Web Services
Hundreds of direct-to-the-customer services are great fits for the Web, especially if
they are automated and used by a worldwide clientele.  For example...

Auto-By-Tel
http://www.autobytel.com/
Auto-By-Tel provides leads to auto dealers.

ONSALE
http://www.onsale.com/
ONSALE started as an online computer auction house.  But they have grown into an
“auction supersite” in very short order... computers, sporting goods, home and office,
etc. 

Quote.com
http://www.quote.com/
Quote.com sells investing data.

Thomson & Thomson
http://www.thomson-thomson.com 
Thomson & Thomson offers a variety of online intellectual rights services.
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4) Consulting Services
Do you have knowledge or expertise in a specialized niche?  For example, you
may be an expert on government rules and regulations concerning the introduction
of new medical drugs into Canada?  Chances are there’s a pharmaceutical company
out there who needs you to help launch a new drug into Canada.   

No matter what your area of expertise, you can attract companies to you and sell
them what you know.

Are you ready for an interesting twist on the concept of a consulting service?  Say
you run an off-line rare-books business.  Or maybe locating hard-to-find books is just
a part-time passion, a hobby.  Do this...

Instead of selling books (which are a hard good), do what Abracadabra does... find
rare, out-of-print books.  Great service, limited competition, no inventory costs, good
markup on the product.   Ah-h-h...

Abracadabra Book Search
http://www.abrabks.com/

5) Banner Ads
Here’s the biz model...  Build a site that offers valuable, targeted content in
exchange for people’s attention.  Think of this attention as a “raw currency” that
people pay you for the content.  Convert that raw currency into dollars by selling
advertising (in the form of banner ads) to companies seeking your targeted clientele.

I am not sure that this is a viable long-term model, unless you’re Yahoo!.  I believe
that long-term, a blend of free information with advertising and more exclusive,
paid-for info may be the best combination.
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6) Info-Products
Selling specialized information is a huge opportunity for the Web.  It’s not hard to
create info-products that people will buy, if you know what you are doing.

Your info-product must...

• be what your target market wants (i.e., find thirsty customers)

• be of truly high value (i.e., quench that thirst!)

• be unique or have a unique angle (10 out of 10 if you have hard-to-acquire and
valuable knowledge).

Does that sound hard?  Well, it’s not...

We all have areas where we are knowledgeable.  For example, I could easily write
and sell a book about the “golf swing.”  Maybe you could do one on wind surfing, or
importing products from Latin America. 

And, if you’re not an authority on any subject, it doesn’t take long nowadays to
become one.  Thanks to the Web, you can easily become an expert on many topics
in about a month.  

Let's say your college-bound child needs a scholarship. Spend a month on the Web.
Digest all the info.  Produce a complete "how to" report -- include the hidden pitfalls
of application, a complete listing of university programs and contacts, etc.  If I had a
child heading to college, I'd be delighted to pay you $20 for that report!

The same goes for this book. As I “accidentally” became a Web sales expert due to
PennyGold, I realized that there were tens of thousands of people who would
happily exchange dollars to gain what I have learned and experienced, thereby
saving the pain of trial-and-error.

Once you’ve written and edited your information, decide on the format.  Will you sell
an Adobe Acrobat PDF file?  Super!  Just print to PDF, add internal links and
external hyperlinks.  Bye-bye dead trees.

Will you also distribute a hardcopy book?  Include a workbook manual and/or audio
tape?   If you decide that you do want to cross the line into hard goods (books,
tapes, etc.), test the water first with your digital version.
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Or, if your info is specialized, valuable and updated often, provide your paid-for info
in a password-protected part of your Web site...

Wall Street Journal
http://www.wsj.com/

Depending on the nature of your info-product and your target market, there are an
unlimited number of ways to distribute your info-product.  The best part?  They
all cost virtually nothing!

People love to collect information products.  For example, I love golf.  I have studied
the swing in great detail.  I collect books and videotapes on the golf swing.
Hundreds and hundreds of them.   I have only read about a third of them.  The rest
just make me feel good to own.

My wife loves cross-stitch and needle-point.  When she sees a big, beautiful, new
book in a bookstore, she wants to add it to her bookcase full of these books.

Neither I nor my wife consider ourselves collectors!   But we are... collectors
of specialized information.

Almost everyone collects information on something they enjoy.  But very few
consider themselves to be “collectors.”  You can bet that the person at the cash
waiting to pay for “Why Men are From Mars and Women are From Venus” is not
buying her first “relationship-improving” book.  If she is, it won’t be her last!

Find out what kinds of information people collect.  Let’s say you identify a topic
with potential.  Go to www.amazon.com and do a search for the subject.   Kill or
proceed, depending on what you find.

As a matter of fact, you can use Amazon.com to generate new ideas for
info-products in any particular area of interest.  They have a mind-boggling
database, chock-full of great info-product ideas.  To make that database “your
personal topic brainstormer,” learn their search tool well...

Amazon Search Tips
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/subst/search/help.html

For example, here’s how to turn up hundreds of books on “how to make money”
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books...

Develop a product to fulfill what “collectors” want.  People will buy it... if it’s
good, and if it’s marketed and sold well through the Web.

1.2.   Hard Goods... Only These Kinds
Hard goods are things.  They’re made of molecules instead of electrons.  They have
some obvious downside compared to knowledge-based goods.  But it can be done.

What’s been selling in hard goods?  

Dell has been selling millions of dollars worth of computers each month.  Books are
big, Amazon.com the first in this category.  CD stores like CDnow are shipping tons
of CDs.  These three companies understand how to sell on the Web (unlike most
big guys, by the way).  Large competitors should copy the best, then push to the
next level (there’s always a next level).

Dell Computer
http://www.dell.com/
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Amazon.com
http://www.amazon.com/

CDnow
http://www.cdnow.com/

Mass-market hard goods (above) are not opportunities for entrepreneurs.
Specialized niches, however, are good areas for the entrepreneur... 

Take a look at Virtual Vineyards, which sells wines and high-end foodstuffs... 

Virtual Vineyards
http://www.virtualvin.com/

Or have you ever been to a store with 1500 spicey sauces?  Try Hot Hot Hot...

Hot Hot Hot
http://www.hothothot.com/

Or course, it’s always possible to “niche” a mass-market item.  Travel agents and
airlines are selling lots of airline tickets.  But again, unless you’re a travel agent, this
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is not something for you... unless you have a unique idea for scouring all the airlines
in the world and selling unsold tickets the day before departure!

Any hard good that is sold via print catalog/mail order can be sold via the Web.  But
you’re best off with high-end hard goods, products with high cost to low shipping
ratios.  For example, sell high-end audiophile speakers or $5,000 Italian titanium
bicycles or $50,000 custom-made art guitars.  They are generally unavailable in
standard retailers, and are fairly price-insensitive so allow a good markup. 

Unless you’re Wal-Mart, don’t offer Wal-Mart type product... cheap stuff,
everyday items with a low cost to low shipping ratio.  If you’re going to sell books,
sell the extremely expensive high-end collector stuff from esoteric publishers -- stuff
that Amazon would not list in their database.

Of course, your high-end product has to be great.  For two reasons...

• That’s the only way to do business!

• You’re going to offer a no-questions, money-back guarantee... including shipping!
And you’re going to honor it, totally.

The Web will eventually replace mail order because it is ideal for catalog sales.
But you must understand the strengths and weaknesses of the medium.  Graphics
are limiting so thumbnails are a must.  On the other hand, there’s no limit to the
amount of drill-down info you can give your customers.

If you’re building a catalog retailer, design a database-driven site.  I highly
recommend Filemaker 4.0 for this.  

Filemaker
http://www.filemaker.com/

Filemaker has several unique strengths, the three most important of which are...

1) ease of programming -- simple scripting language

2) deals Web sites with ease, including your catalog
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3) a strong developer base, which is simple to reach through the Filemaker Inc.
site.  They have a terrific Web page designed to put qualified developers together
with prospective clients...

Filemaker Consultant Search
http://www.filemaker.com/consultants/consultants.html

For more ideas about products to sell on the Web and on catalog sales, see Ralph
Wilson’s Electronic Commerce Research Room.

1.3.   So WhatÕs Selling Now?
Michael Tchong in his brilliant e-mail newsletter, the ICONOCAST, reviewed seven
e-commerce research studies conducted in the past year, and came up with this
consensus estimate of what’s selling on the Web, circa July/98...

Top Items Purchased Online in Past 12 Months
Item Millions of buyers Percent
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Software 26.0 38.8%
Books 13.0 19.4
Computers 10.1 15.1
Travel   7.5 11.2
Music   6.8 10.2
Food/Gifts   6.5 9.7
Clothing   6.2 9.2
Investments   4.2 6.3
Consumer electronics   3.0 4.5
Auto/Accessories   2.3 3.5
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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ICONOCAST
http://www.iconocast.com/

“What value is this data?,” you ask.  Well, besides its context-setting value, it
points out the paths of least resistance -- it shows you the kinds of products that
Web-consumers accept most readily.  These are, of course, also the areas where
competition is likely to be hottest.

For example, unless you are a well-funded larger enterprise, it may be tough to
launch a general travel site nowadays.  But there must be a million ways to build a
successful, value-added niche-travel site.  

Come up with one... then build a site that SELLS!
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2.  16-Point Checklist
When considering a product for Web sales, weigh these sixteen factors, listed in
approximate order of importance...

1) Product Quality -- Does your product solve someone’s problem, or deliver a
benefit, in a high-quality way?  If not, STOP -- kill this product.  If yes, read on...  

Two extremely effective sales techniques are the free trial download (software) and
the money-back guarantee.  But if your product is of poor quality, these techniques
will actually kill sales.

Great on-site consumer testimonials are another super way to sell your product.
But guess what?  Bad product = zero testimonials.

Everything becomes a lot easier if you are selling a great product.

2) Competition -- Consider the competition.  Don’t enter a crowded field if you don’t
have some kind of unique edge (for example, a unique product or a unique
approach).  

You need more than just a strong product.  It should be relatively easy for your
customer to find you before your competitors (that’s tough if you have 80
competitors).  And there must a strong, unique reason to buy it from you.

Here’s how to do a Net-based competitor analysis.

3) Market Size -- Wide appeal is great, but the Internet is ideal for niche products.  A
specialty item that can be otherwise hard to find, particularly if it is a collectible, is a
good choice.  

Just make sure that the target market for your product exists on the Internet...
And/or that the product is compatible with what people do on the Web.  

And if it’s a niche product, it should at least have a wide geographic target
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market.  A niche product for Albanians is unlikely to succeed!

4) Promotability -- Can your product be promoted at low-or-no-cost?

Once you have determined that your customer is indeed on the Web, can you reach
him?  While doing your competitive and market size research, did you find evidence
that your target market will be able to find your type of product by entering keywords
into search engines (SEs)?  

If not, consider one or more of the following...

• Kill this product concept.

• Do some more SE research to see if your product can be found.

• Determine if your product has some extraordinary feature that allows some other
highly efficient, low-cost way of building traffic to your site.

• Jump to a test market right away.  

5) Profit Margin/Pricing -- Even though the cost of doing business on the Web is
low, a product with a great profit margin is still a wonderful product to sell.   If
you’re selling a product with powerful benefits, you can price more aggressively
than if you’re selling simple “shoppable” items like milk or books.

There’s nothing like a product that you can sell high...

...but costs little to make!

6) Supply and Exclusivity -- If you develop your own product, you’re 100% sure of
your supplier... you!
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Exclusivity on a product is the next best thing.  

Otherwise, make sure that you are protected.  Is your supplier reliable?  Is the
price to you guaranteed?  Quality guaranteed?  It would be a shame to develop a
successful Web business, then have the rug pulled out from under you due to lack of
product control.

7) Advantage for You to Sell Via the Web? -- Evan Schwartz, in his wonderful
book Webonomics, describes information-rich products as being the ideal ones for
the Web.  By that he means videos or software, but not Tide detergent.  

PennyGold is a great example.  I can weave tons of good information about penny
mining stocks into the selling process of PennyGold, even giving away part of the
strategy in the process.  But if I was selling Tide detergent, well I’m sure there’s a lot
of information about the chemistry of Tide, and lots of R&D going on, but no one
cares -- it’s what Schwartz calls an information-poor product.

If your product is information-rich, you can develop a huge edge over any other kind
of sales medium.  

Schwartz’ book is certainly info-rich -- I highly recommend it to anyone serious about
marketing on the Web.  Its principles are timeless.

Webonomics
http://www.webonomics.com/book.html

Start writing your site towards the end of product development, not after
completing it.  Your Web site may bring up some practical, promotional issues that
you had not considered during product development.  You may need to adjust the
product to help the Web site do its job.  This is especially true for digital and
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knowledge-based goods.

8) Advantage for Customer to Buy Via Web? -- Is there an advantage to the
customer to buy via the Web?  For example, availability, price, convenience, or
speed of delivery.

9) Sizzle Factor -- Does the product lend itself well to some marketing “sizzle.”  Can
you build some romance into the picture?

10) Support Required? -- Is the product basically “plug and play.”  If your consumer
can use it immediately with no special help, this is a big plus.  Otherwise, either
make your product more user-friendly, or prepare for tech support expenses and/or
returns.  Factor this in.

11) Legals/Regulations -- Make sure it’s safe and legal in every jurisdiction where
you’ll be selling it.  

Verify that you are not violating any existing trademarks, at a minimum.  Do your
own trademark search at Thomson & Thomson...

Thomson & Thomson
http://www.thomson-thomson.com/

If it’s worth the money, and if you own the rights to the product, go ahead and
register the trademark.

12) Cost of Transportation -- The product must be cheap to ship (as a percentage
of the cost of the item).  Info-products/software are the ultimate, obviously.  Free trial
downloads of software mean that you have shipped the product, free, before it’s
even bought!  If your product is good, the consumer will return to buy a password to
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release the software from its “trial” status.

Can you ship your product via the Net (zero cost)?

13) Cost of Inventory -- It should be cheap to maintain inventory.  Info-products
strike again!  But if you want to sell high-end bikes, maybe you can get an Internet
exclusive from that snazzy Italian manufacturer.  Then just arrange to ship directly
from his North American or European warehouse!  Hey, your inventory costs just
dropped to zero!

14) Potential for Repeat Purchase? -- Your product must have the potential to
develop repeat business.  Once you have a customer, if you treat her well (see
below), she will buy again.  It’s OK to launch a business with a single product if you
can sell enough of it to make money.  But that single product must provide a
springboard to repeat sales (ex. more soap, or software upgrades), or sales of other
related products.

15) Community -- Does the product lend itself to building community?  Perhaps via
a newsletter?  Or through a Chat Room or E-mail Discussion List?

16) “Fun” for you? -- Does selling the product give you pleasure?  Your Web
marketing efforts will suck a lot of your time, and will require a lot of creativity.  If you
enjoy it, time and creativity both come easier.  

If you do not feel a passion for your product, consider looking for either...

• something else which does excite you, or

• someone else who can get enthused about your product, and market it for you.

I put “fun” last, just because it’s such a special consideration that I didn’t know where
to rank it!  For you hard-core sales professionals, “fun” may not matter.  But for the
husband-and-wife team marketing a “labor of love” based on a long-time hobby,
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obviously “fun” should be ranked at the top.

2.1. Checking Out the Competition
Considering a new product, or extending an existing one?  Or just want to get a
“quick fix” on a competitor, perhaps “borrow” a clever marketing concept or two?
Here’s how to find out what and how your competitors are doing on the Web....

2.1.1. Get the Dirt on Known Competitors
Let’s start easy, and then work deeper.  Go to the Web sites of each known
competitor...  

Surf the site.  Study their approach to selling competing products.  Make notes of
strengths and weaknesses, from two viewpoints -- consumer and competitor.  

Do they follow the principles of a good site that SELL (i.e., this book)?  Is the site
usable, easily navigated, customer-oriented, etc.?  Do they offer a newsletter?

Are there signs of programming sophistication (ex., cookies, database-driven)?
VIEW SOURCE their pages to learn more about your competitors....

• Are they using dirty tricks?  Report them to the SEs.

• Note their META Keyword tag -- in the Traffic part of this book, we’ll discuss how
to use them.

• Is their html coding well done and sophisticated, or is it full of mistakes?

And now for the most important point -- add ideas of how you can differentiate
yourself and your product... how you can do it better.

Once you’ve surfed the site in a normal fashion, go a level deeper...

Search for the company and product using the InfoSeek search engine (my
favorite for targeted results).  For example, let’s say that Toro makes lawn mowers,
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and is a direct competitor of yours.  Go to InfoSeek, and enter the following...

The quotation marks tie “lawn mower” together into a phrase, forcing the engine to
look for this phrase exactly.  The two + signs mean that both “toro” and “lawn
mower” must be on the Web page.  This will turn up an interesting group of sites
related to your competitor...

• your competitor of course -- It will reveal domains used by your competitor.
Write these down, because you’ll use them in a moment.

• distributors -- Gain an overall picture of their Web presence.  Study each site to
look for trends and methods.  Do they distribute your products, as well?

• customers -- Comments in discussion forums can be especially revealing.

• press coverage -- Both official corporate releases, and the less flattering ones, will
turn up.

Finished with InfoSeek?  Now repeat for AltaVista and Northern Light (my
favorites for exhaustive results).

And now for the true “deep dip” competitor research...

Remember those domain names used by your competitor?  Well, we’re going to
find every page from each of the important ones.  First though, we’ll check to see if
they use any other domains...

Go to InterNIC’s...

Web Interface to Whois...
http://rs.internic.net/cgi-bin/whois

Do a search for your competitor by name, rather than for a certain domain.  For
example, let’s say you manufacture lawn mowers.  You’re investigating Toro.  During
your SE work above, you found that Toro uses two different names, “Toro
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Corporation” and “The TORO Corporation.”   Enter “Toro Corporation” on the Whois
page, and hit the Return key on your keyboard...

Here’s what you find...

Check each of the above domains.  You find that...

• torodealer.com is a distribution-oriented domain

• lbdealer.com is unused

• yardcare.com is a clever marketing angle, which had not turned up in your previous
searches.

Then do the same for “The TORO Corporation”...

Good work!  Now that you’ve got a list of functional domains, it’s time to go even
deeper...
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This requires the use of SEs that employ the most thorough spiders, and that have
the most stable listings (i.e., pages don’t disappear from the spidered index).  As
of this writing, that’s AltaVista and Northern Light.  To get a truly comprehensive
picture, do the following with both engines, for each important domain used by your
competitor...

AltaVista -- Enter “www.competitor.com/” into the search box, where
“competitor.com/” is the domain of your competitor.  The search results page lists
who links to yourcompany.com, plus all the pages in its index that are part of
this domain.

Or you can also enter “url:competitor.com”  -- this will list only those pages with
“competitor.com” in them.

Northern Light -- Look up “competitor.com” (no “www” in front of domain).  The
search results page lists who links to domain.com, plus all the pages in its index
that are part of this domain.

This is powerful.  It will reveal...

• links to your competitor.  These will generate all kinds of ideas (existing
alliances, potential opportunities, banner ad vendors with their banner advertising,
etc.).  You will find more unexpected info about and from your competitor, its
distributors, its customers and more clippings from the press.

• a total review of every page of your competitor’s site, for every one of their
domains.  This will often reveal much more than they intended.  At a minimum, you
will get a comprehensive picture of their Web presence.  If you get lucky, you may
find Web pages that they thought were hidden... for example, pages that were
intended purely for a certain large customer.

Now let’s get off the Web and into the newsgroups...

Deja News is the best way to search newsgroups for postings about your
opponents.  These postings will come from distributors and customers, maybe even
employees -- disgruntled or otherwise.
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Deja News
http://www.dejanews.com

Use Deja News, too, to do a search for the names of key employees of your
competitor.   Deja News is a quick and easy way to get a fix on the presence of your
competitors in the newsgroups.   

But there are other good resources for researching newsgroups ... and also mailing
lists.  Please see the glossary for more info about this.

Subscribe to relevant newsgroups and mailing lists to keep your finger on your
competitor’s pulse.  If you’re creative in ferreting out information, this is just the
beginning of digging up info on your competitors.

2.1.2. Finding Unknown Competitors
So much for researching known competitors.  But the Web is a big place -- let’s
look for unknown ones, too.  Back to our favorite search engines...

This time, enter keywords that customers would use to find your product.  If you
find zillions of businesses, consider the amount and intensity of competition.  Be
realistic here -- if you’re considering a new product, kill a project if the risk/reward
ratio is poor.

If there seem to be only a few important competitors, subject them to the same
competitive analysis outlined in the previous section.

On the other hand, if there’s no competition, there’s either a fatal flaw in your project
... or a terrific opportunity!  For example, are you sure your target market exists on
the Internet?  If you’re convinced there’s no lethal reason, then you have a terrific
opportunity.
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2.1.3. For More Info...
I’ve only touched on the basics here.  Advanced competitive intelligence research is
beyond the scope of this book.  It includes ...

• scouring databases such as Dun and Bradstreet and LEXIS-NEXIS

• subscribing to electronic news-clipping services.

Thorough competitive analysis is a lot of work ... specialized work.  You should do
the basics (outlined above) before launching any new product.

But if you want to keep detailed tabs on your competitors and your industry, check
out the Web site of The Society of Competitive Intelligence Professionals.  There’s a
lot more useful, advanced info there.  And you’ll find postings from “info-gathering”
experts available for hire, too.

The Society of Competitive Intelligence Professionals
http://www.scip.org/
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3.  Develop Your Own!
What are the best kind of products to sell on the Web? Your own! 

If you don’t control your product, you don’t control your business.  Let’s say that
you’re an affiliate for COMPANY XYZ.  You do a great job... masterful sales site...
getting tons of traffic. 

Then, one day, you read a press release...

COMPANY XYZ TO ELIMINATE ITS WEB BIZ!

Wham!  You’re out of business, too.

To succeed in your Web-based business, you only have to win three battles.

• develop a great product

• write a Web site that sells

• attract targeted customers to the site.

Keep all three under your control.

If you control your product, you control everything... quality, supply, pricing, etc.

So just how does one develop one’s own product?

The following discussion is obviously aimed at the entrepreneur.  If you are working
for a large company with its own R&D team, I have zero to offer you here.

I’m going to draw on my own experience to offer you the simplest, fastest, most
risk-free way to develop a product for the Web.    Since we want the “simplest,
fastest, and most risk-free,” we’re going to focus on digital or knowledge-based
products.
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STEP 1 -- Start with what you know.  It also has to meet what a well-targeted
group of people really need.  If you don’t know anything that fits, either learn
something or...

... die poor.  This book is not for you.  No smiley icon here.  I’m serious.

STEP 2 -- Once you have a candidate for a product, run it through the 16 point
checklist.  Either improve your product concept until it scores high for most of the
16, or kill it.

STEP 3 -- Decide upon the best way to package your knowledge (either as an
info-product or service or software, etc.).  

In my case, I knew a lot about penny mining stocks and toy design.  I knew that
others would pay to have this knowledge.  Although our toy licenses had already
generated millions in royalties, I chose penny stocks for two reasons...

1) My passion for toys was waning (see #16 above, the fun factor)... “been there,
done that, bought the t-shirt.”

2) Market size... more potential investors surf the Web than toy inventors.

Once I selected penny stocks, I chose to package that knowledge into a software
package.    (However, I chose to bundle my Web-sales knowledge into this PDF
file -- it makes more sense as a book.)   

The “packaging” decision must be made carefully, taking into consideration pricing,
and foreseeing the basic elements of your marketing plan.

STEP 4 -- Acquire the technical skills to develop and package your knowledge.  For
PennyGold, I learned how to write my program using Filemaker Pro.  For MYSS!, I
studied as much as I could about electronic publishing.
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STEP 5 -- Write your product.  Test it with target users.  Keep improving it until
you’re getting strong feedback from your testers.

Once you have developed your own strong product, only two things left to do to
succeed at Web sales...

• Design a Web site that SELLS!

• Attract targeted customers to your site.
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4.  Bad Products 
--- Why Bother?

This book is not about convincing suckers to buy bad products.   

Why bother?  I was watching a movie the other night, Heat.  It involved incredibly
complicated and well-planned robberies.  Major capital costs in equipment... lots of
planning, rehearsing, etc.  Why bother?  Just start an honest business!  

If you do try to sell junk, word spreads like wildfire on the Internet.  You and your
reputation will soon be...

... toast. People will e-mail you nasty letters all day long!  They’ll
complain to your Web hosting service.  They’ll complain to the BBB and government
authorities.  

Why bother?

In this digital Wild West, it’s much easier to present and sell solid products that
deliver great benefits for the price.  Bad products kill repeat business.  Great
products develop strong repeat business.  

Repeat business is the key to long-term success.  

If you don’t happen to have any good products, or any products at all for that matter,
develop a good product and come on back.
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5.  Setting the Price
Price, product, and site design are seamlessly intermingled.

Here are just a few considerations...

• What is the nature of your products and the value of its benefits?  Are you selling
a commodity that can be price-shopped by your customer?  Or does your product
deliver unique, powerful benefits?  Obviously, two completely different pricing
models.  Two totally different Web sites!

• Who is your target market and what they are willing to pay for your product’s
benefits?  How strong is the perceived value of your product?

• Who are your competitors?  What are they selling similar products for?

• How well have you established your credibility?

• What is the format of your digital or knowledge-based product?... Software,
info-product, consulting service?

• Remember, there is a general belief that the Web can offer product cheaper.

A detailed discussion of price is beyond the scope of this book.  Entire books have
been written about pricing.  While this chapter won’t turn you into a pricing guru, it
will show you how to make smart and appropriate pricing decisions.

Perhaps my own two examples will best illustrate some of the most important points
of pricing, since they hit both ends of the spectrum.

5.1.   How and Why to Price High
PennyGold is a high-end, unique product.   As an investing software program that
gives people the tools to succeed, it stands out from all the “tips newsletters” and
get-rich-quick schemes.   
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Since it is a strong product with great benefits, we decided to start it at a high
price, $197.  Since we were only selling 1,000 units, we decided to increase the
price steadily as sales increased.  And in order to create some “buy now” urgency,
we published the price history...

PennyGold Order Page, Price History
http://www.goodbytes.com/pennygold/6012899.html#HISTORY

As you see, the price rose steadily -- it’s at $447 at the time of this writing
(December, 1998).  Each time we increased the price, orders surged for a week or
two, then settled down to the same level.

Of course, I had to build a site that would “prove” beyond any doubt that PennyGold
was for real, and that it was worth it.  It evolved into a massive site.  Since I was only
selling the 1,000 copies, I did not mind losing those not motivated enough to do the
work.  

Yes, we could have made a lot more money by selling an unlimited number of
copies at $50, with a shorter, pure sales-getting site.  But that would have turned the
whole effort into a scam.  If 50,000 people all started using the PennyGold
strategies, this little niche would simply get “blown up” and the strategy would stop
working.

What is the key lesson I learned from pricing PennyGold?...

As a unique product with strong benefits, increasing the price increased the
perceived value and validated the business model.  Of course, every product will hit
a level of price resistance.  I’ll update this section when we find PennyGold’s!
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5.2.   How and Why to Price Low
Selling MYSS! at $50 is a totally different proposition from the same MYSS! at $10,
and again totally different from “giving it away” (à la Netscape)!

I considered 3 possible price points for this book.  Each would involve three
completely different Web site approaches.

At $50, I would have to spend an awful lot of time convincing you that a PDF file
was “worth it.”  Even if I could justify the price, I would leave myself open to
competition at a much lower price.  And the $50 price would tempt those without
scruples to copy and re-distribute the PDF file.

Of course, I could have changed the format.  Instead of a PDF book...

... we could have developed MYSS! into a full-blown “training
program” -- book, manual, audiotapes, etc.  But that would have limited the number
of people that I can help.  And after all, anyone who reads this book gets the same
benefit as a $400 training program!

If we “did a Netscape” and gave it away, we would try to generate an absolute
runaway... millions of downloads.  Marketing a giveaway is easy of course, so this
could be done... maybe.  By print-disabling the book, we could then “make our
money” by selling the hard copy of the book, or licensing it for publication.  

However, I worried about cheapening the product in my customers’ eyes (there’s
that issue of perceived value again) -- after all, “How good can it be if he’s giving it
away?” Also, if we did not achieve “runaway” status, it would be hard to suddenly
start charging for something that had been free.  Possible, but awkward.

At $10-$20, I knew I could build a tight, simple Web site that would trigger a “free
trial download” (an absolute no-brainer response).  After reading the “free trial,” I
figured that anyone half-serious about Web sales would pay $10-$20 without
thinking twice.  It gave us the flexibility to go to the “giveaway option” if necessary, or
to increase the price if we were flooded with orders.
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For now, I’ve decided to go with the $10-$20 biz model.  I don’t know whether the
price will evolve.  You can be sure of one thing... I’ll experiment with the site!  Check
it out when you have a moment, to see where things stand as you read this...

Make Your Site SELL!
http://www.sitesell.com/
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6.  How to Test
A Product, Free!

The Web is the perfect environment for product testing.  

Here’s the quickest, cheapest way to test your new product concept... no R&D,
production, or inventory required!

Write a simple, direct, 3-5 page Web site to sell your product.  Your MWR might not
be the exact same one that you would use in your actual site.  For example, if you
would normally require a  substantial site to sell a high-end product, you need a
MWR that just gauges interest (perhaps just “Yes, I’m interested.”  With name,
e-mail address and phone number to be supplied in a form).

Post your Test Site to the Web.

Then design a simple traffic-generating program, optimizing for whatever search
engine (SE) is quickest at indexing and listing your pages.   At the time of this writing
(Summer, 1998), InfoSeek, HotBot, and AltaVista are roughly tied for quickest,
taking a day or two to bring traffic to your site -- InfoSeek used to be immediate, but
they’ve slowed recently.  

Check out the Search Engine Features Chart to see which engines are quickest
to list...

SearchEngineWatch Search Engine Features Chart
http://searchenginewatch.com/webmasters/features.html

Once you have optimized your site for your chosen engine, submit to it.  Come
back in a day or two, when your site should be listed.

Try finding yourself using keywords that people would use to find you.  See how
your keywords do on that engine.  Keep tweaking your Test Site until you have a top
20 position for your most important keyword.
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If you can’t generate any traffic to your Test Site via the SEs, kill the project.  No one
is looking for what you have to offer.  Without SE traffic, it’s a long, tough, uphill
battle.  The only exception would be if the product had some exceptional feature
that lent itself well to some other form of traffic-building. 

Adjust the above testing concept to fit your own product and marketing mix.  For
example, if your marketing mix would involve banner ads at InfoSeek, then do a test
buy of banner ads.  Weigh responses against advertising costs.

Don’t worry about the “how to test” details.  That’s what the rest of this book
is for!

If you have good traffic, but they don’t progress past the Opening Page, improve the
copy until they do.  Hire a pro copywriter, if necessary.  If she can’t generate
click-through, kill the project.  It’s just not attractive to your market.

When you start receiving your MWR, measure the Conversion Rate (CR) -- are you
getting 1 MWR for every 50 visitors, or every 500 visitors?  A good CR could be as
low as 0.1%, or as high as 5-10%, depending on the project and the desired MWR.

If you see a viable CR, you have a GO!

E-mail everyone who replied, thanking them for their response.  Explain that they are
one of the first to respond, that the Web site is still being developed, and that you will
get back to them when you are in full launch.  Perhaps you may even want to
explain that this was a test, asking them to participate further as market research
participants.

If inventory is months away, pull down your site.  Submit the deletions to InfoSeek to
stop the traffic.

Get going.  Make the product.  Then... write a site that SELLS!
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