CASE STUDY 8: UNDERSTANDING CUSTOMERS
BACKGROUND
About the Business

In this case, we will look at a small Accounting firm located in Northern California.  For the purposes of our case, we will call this firm A+ Accounting.  Its owners and managers are a husband and wife team we will call Wayne and Mindy Trip.

A+ Accounting is a small family owned and operated business.  It has been in existence for 32 years, and is very successful.  The firm operates out of the home of Mindy and Wayne, and has done so since its inception.  Customers are treated like family – they are welcome anytime and without appointment.  Some clients have been with the company for over 20 years.  Clients range from high profile businesses and individuals in the movie industry to other mom and pop businesses.  Most business customers started off very small and grew mightily during their relationship.

The company mission is to provide personal service and excellent tax advice at competitive prices.  Their goal is for every customer to feel like part of the family, and to be close friends.  Mindy and Wayne have actively followed their mission in every aspect of their client interactions.  They have been rewarded with life-long friendships and a referral-only business that does not advertise. 

About the People
Mindy and Wayne have been married for seven years.  Mindy is in her fifties, and Wayne is in his sixties.  They are both well educated in non-technology fields.  Indeed, neither Wayne nor Mindy are early adopters of technology.  Through their behavior, they can be classified as late majority adopters.  

Although Mindy is not an early adopter, she likes new technology and is very interested in the ‘latest’ tool for her work.  Unfortunately, upon interviewing Wayne and Mindy, we find that this is a cause for marital discord (minor, of course!).  Wayne gets frustrated with Mindy for buying the latest gadgets, and then not using them when they prove difficult or intimidating.  He would rather that she learn a new technology before she purchases it.

Mindy, on the other hand, thinks that Wayne is reluctant to see new ways of doing business.  She wants him to embrace the business and help her make it even more successful.

About the Technology

A+ Accounting runs a simple three computer network – two desktops and one laptop.  The laptop is new: it has 1.33 MHz and 30 gigabytes of storage.  The memory, however, is minimal – 500 megabytes.  One desktop is new and, according to Mindy, has ‘ample’ memory and speed.  This is the computer she is using.  Wayne’s computer is older, but is quite serviceable for the payroll he does.  The company does not have remote network access of any kind, but does have an internet connection.  The accounting and payroll applications installed on the desktops are large and require significant memory as well as storage space.  The files from those applications cannot be opened without the application present.

Understanding Technology Adoption Patterns in Clients
Successful IT vendors understand that not all clients are innovators or early adopters when it comes to technology.  This is neither a positive nor negative comment on the client.  It is, however, an extreme note of caution and point of burden for vendors and consultants.  

Earlier, we noted that Wayne and Mindy were late majority technology adopters.  How did we draw that conclusion?  And, what, exactly are these adopter categories?   People generally follow the lead of others – we are social creatures.  That means that we learn and emulate the behavior of those we trust and respect.  Inherent to each individual are certain characteristics that make us who we are.  For example, one person might like to sky-dive and enjoys extreme sports.  That person might seek out risky endeavors.  Another person may be risk-averse.  They might be very traditional, and focused on ‘the way things have always been done.’  This person is likely to be skeptical of new things.  

As you can see from Roger’s Adoption and Innovation Curve, we can expect roughly 50% of people to be late majority or laggard adopters.  That is one out of every two clients!
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	Adopter Categories (Innovativeness)

	Innovator
	-venturesome, cosmopolite, risk-taking, information seeking, and generally with a higher financial status

-well educated

	Early Adopter
	-greatest degree of opinion leadership, respected by other members of social group

-financially well off and well educated

-strong social communication

	Early Majority
	-deliberate, adopt new ideas just before the average member of a system

	Late Majority
	-skeptical

-adopt new ideas just after the average member of a system

	Laggard
	-traditional

-last in a social system to adopt an innovation

-pays little attention to the opinions of others



We can see from the Adopter Category Table that Mindy and Wayne will be skeptical of any new system.  We know from our meeting that Wayne really wants Mindy to try out any software before they purchase it – he is risk averse.   Mindy, on the other hand, appears to be risk neutral.   She has aggressively pursued creating, running, and expanding a successful business.  She is going to want to have very progressive and newer technology.
Case Summary

Mindy and Wayne want to pursue an IT solution that will enable them to ‘work anywhere.’  They are both mindful of Wayne’s age, as well as their desire to take vacations.  The business they own has been very successful, and has left them much less time to travel.  They would like to work ‘on the go.’  We saw that Mindy and Wayne are both late majority adopters. 

In this example we have multiple issues in play.  The first is the fundamental technology need – a virtual office that is accessible anywhere.  The second is that we have two executives that have different risk levels.  Making this more difficult, the two executives are married. This means we cannot simply go with the adopter category and risk tolerance of the senior executive – we must find a way to make both parties happy and minimize family strife.

CASE 8 QUESTIONS
1.  Research technologies that may be used to create a virtual office.  Discuss.

2.  Consider the functions of recruiting and retaining quality employees.  How does a virtual office enable a company to hire better employees at a lower wage?

3.  What are the Adopter Categories?

4.  Think about early adopters versus late adopter clients in systems analysis and design.  How does understanding your client help you to design a better program or information system?

5.  Interview a small, family run business.  What was the last IT purchase they made?  Was it successfully integrated into the business?  Why or why not?

6.  Interview a small, family run business.  Learn about family dynamics and how close relationships impact business decisions.  What can you learn from this?

