Michael Dean

Alternative Identification and Evaluation

1. What other commercially available systems or services attempt to address the problem that you’re proposed innovation is focused on?

One of the weaknesses I see with my model is that there are probably many ways to acquire more proven, more reliable data warehousing services without engaging me.  For example, a simple Google search yields hundreds if not thousands of small data warehousing solutions offerings that appear to be targeting various segments of the low end of the market.
On the other hand, my way of circumventing this is by targeting an even thinner, “lower” slice of the low end.  To an extent, this was always built into my plan because of desire to keep this potential operation small enough to manage as a sideline but thinking through the question of alternatives has made this need much more explicit.

Given the more lofty technical and analytical components of data warehouses and cubes, I think there is a real opportunity to target “end users” who have heard of the of the concepts and are intrigued by them but do not understand them or even care to.  With this group I can produce simplified “catchy” solutions for people to essentially play with, not to make critical business decisions.  I’m also interested in presenting my platform as an entry level data and information analysis suite for precocious grade school students.  The gaming system analogy that fits this idea would be for my project to be the Nintendo console to the Gaming PCs of the more adept, robust data warehousing and business intelligence solutions.

By positioning myself in this way I believe I can “slide underneath” the considerable competition to a space where a market does not necessarily exist currently but can be created through creative marketing.  Further, the anticipated slow growth of this sector should keep it under the radar enough for long enough to establish a loyalty deterrent to new entrants though my current lack of interest in building this business beyond a “spare room” operation may make that point moot.
2. Do custom organizational systems exist to address the problem?  Are they widely available?

Many custom systems also exist and are widely available.  This is particularly true in my case, I think, because the provision of service is a key component of this offering, making it especially congruent with customization efforts.  The competition would be aggressive in this area as the small technical services units that seem to have targeted small business data warehousing users are experts in customizing their solution to fit the needs of customers who may not have the financial wherewithal or motive to completely revamp business processes to take advantage of the improved supportability and upgradability of a more standardized system.

I believe my revamped market target, as covered in question one, also helps me to greatly mitigate this concern as well.  I am trying to cultivate an audience that does not have a need for the customization offered by my more entrenched competitors. In the strictest sense, the consumers I will try to turn into customers do not need my product at all and would not think about or ask for customizations.  I want the customers that are interested in exposure to the concepts and an introduction to the subject matter.  Customizations would only confuse the issue.

I will however consider customization possibilities as a part of a potential second generation of my offering.  This would be especially attractive if I am in successful in growing the data warehousing subject sophistication of my initial wave of users over the first few years.  If that were to happen, possibly through an additional education and training offering, I would be able to expand my reach and hold onto those customers.  There are two areas of concern here.  First, would be the possibility that I might mixed message in terms of my branding if my company is no longer synonymous with entry level data warehousing and analysis.  The second is that I might bring attention to myself as a competitor to those companies that are established customizers who would then come after my core market leaving me weakened in the “sub-entry level” and unable to gain legitimate traction in the customization offering space.

3. Is it feasible to address the problem with “shadow systems”?  For example, can an individual use widely-available personal productivity tools, such as Excel or Google Apps, to solve the problem you are considering?  If so, how might this be done?

The opportunity, as I have refined it, thanks in large part to the critical thinking exercise of this Alternatives Evaluation, cannot realistically be addressed through the leveraging of “shadow systems”.  It is possible that my earlier looser, more general concept would have been vulnerable to approximation threats but that isn’t the case now.

I suspect that rudimentary data warehousing could be done with Access and light data analysis that approximates some business intelligence functionality could be done with Excel, for example.  This helps to demonstrate how my initial concept is insufficient because it did not do enough to consider alternatives that may cheaper, more readily available, and have superior brand equity.  
Neither would have the user friendliness, educational aspect, or the specific marketing that would be cognizant of the need to exploit a certain segment’s need to feel technically savvy and analytically capable yet not having the time or the inclination to develop the necessary skills and understanding strictly of their own volition.

Hence my new, precise targeting of a “sub-entry level” market of “toy” data warehousing capabilities that serves as a training ground for educating users and potentially as training wheels for their progression to being ready to dig in with the real thing.  As has already been alluded to in regard to customization we may want to take advantage of the established relationship by preparing to, a few years down the line in a second generation offering, make a full fledged data warehousing service available as an extension of the “Fisher Price My First” version that he or she was pulled into the market as a result of. 
4. What other ways do individuals and groups solve the problem you are considering? Are there low tech, social, or manual ways to address the problem?

Since I am now not particularly interested in the small business the problem is primarily in regard to the need of individual users to consolidate and organize their data in ways that will allow them to make better plans and decisions.
While I think every potential customer would recognize the value in improved planning and decision making, there are many mechanisms already in place that assist humans in doing exactly that.
For one, people read books or take classes conducted by experts in a given area.  Another way this is addressed is through discussions with family members or even people who are known but more removed from the situation to receive advice or as part of a “note comparison” process.  Third, many household or personal challenges are not so detailed that mental “lessons learned” can’t be simply be carried forward for future reference.  
As an extension of those thoughts, through trial and error it isn’t necessarily difficult for an individual to notice trends in terms of what succeeds and what fails at the household level.  In that sense, many of our potential customers are likely to believe they already have an informal but viable continual improvement plan in place.  If that is their belief then it will likely make it more difficult to sell them on the attractiveness of the “sub-entry level” data warehouse solution.  
While there would still be that segment that wants “to feel technically savvy and analytically capable” without having the time for their own ramp up, a household data warehouse-like product wouldn’t necessarily be a compelling way for a potential customer to address that desire.
5. Lastly, can the problem be solved adequately by either (a) ignoring it or (b) doing some low cost activity that eliminates the problem without addressing it optimally?

The need to make better decisions and more effective plans could be ignored if the potential customer is satisfied with their life as is.  If they are, then inaction will probably maintain the status quo.  Further, for people who do see a need to, or at least the usefulness of, improving decision making, there are potentially cheaper intermediate steps that can be taken between doing nothing and purchasing my proposed service.
One thing a user could do is formally document lessons learned in a repository.  This allows an opportunity for organizational memory in that other family members and subsequent generations can refer to the documentation for their benefit.  Another possibility would be to use simple spreadsheets to record financial data, and then perform financial planning and analysis formally as opposed to doing so based on experience which would make mistakes more likely and trend identification more difficult.  This intermediate approach would have the benefit of organizational memory creation as well.    
