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First date failures

DECK HEAD

The internet didn’t fare too well on its first date with the maritime industry, but there’s still hope. Johnny Kulukundis reviews the situation.

BODY 

England beat Denmark! I was there, well at a bar at 7:30 am in Connecticut, to watch it with a collection of shipping soccer fans from both countries. Great game, at least for England. 

Where I should have been that glorious morning was at home, making coffee and breakfast for the beautiful young lady who was staying over in my guest room. She had very kindly consented to have dinner with me the night before. 

So quite naturally she was expecting at least a cup of coffee and some conversation in the morning. Instead I stuck my head round the door at 7am, sporting my England shirt and swathed in Union Jacks and said I’d be back in a couple of hours, leaving her all alone in my house.

I only mention this because the young lady in question wasn’t that impressed. Understandably so I guess. It wasn’t about the football as much as it was that when I finally returned, five hours later, I was certainly a little better for two bottles of champagne and half a bottle of brandy. 

Needless to say she asked me to drive her home, said very little on the way and exited the car without so much as a peck on the cheek.

My catastrophic failure to win the affections of this intelligent, attractive young woman was deeply troubling. I had managed to alienate her after only one date, it was not the best first impression I have ever made, though some would argue that I have made worse.

SUBHEAD

A bit like shipping

It started me thinking about other people’s significant first date failures in recent years. Not least the very public catastrophic courtships of certain maritime dot coms and the traditional shipping industry. 

A litany of failed hormone ravaged adolescent advances. Misguided, mismanaged and awkward amorous attempts to court traditional shipping onto the web.

It’s quite obvious where I went wrong with my marketing on my first date. I was arrogant, insensitive, and unaware and I went to watch a soccer match, didn’t come home when I said I would and got drunk.

But can the same be said of the likes of MaritimeDirect, ShipVertical,  Setfair, OneSea, SeaLogistics, Chartering Solutions, ShipOps and, possibly, LevelSeas? How did they manage to alienate their potential dates so quickly? What marketing failure left these in most cases fairly well capitalised companies dateless and alone?

Comparing their failures to mine I guess one can say that they were arrogant. They believed in and vociferously trumpeted their systems, in some cases even before they were actually built, as being the way the truth and the light. They were the future of the shipping business and if you weren’t on board you’d be left behind.

Insensitive, absolutely. In many cases they failed to take into account the industry’s feelings and reactions. Those that did seek out advice were very selective as to whose feelings they listened to. Primarily those they perceived had the most control.  

Unaware. Blissfully so. Locked in front of computers or in meetings with developers whose knowledge of the shipping business was definitely at the shallow end of the pool. Or talking tactics and strategy in clandestine meetings with charterers, owners or even worse, their CTOs.

Completely unaware of the end users or in my case my dates actual feelings or desires. As far as getting drunk, they probably didn’t do that, though it might have enhanced some of the drier PowerPoint presentations we were all treated to by these companies.

SUBHEAD

Getting a third date

While my monumental failure and theirs was attributable to our own actions, there have been other much more successful first dates in the technology/shipping sector. Meetings that have led to second third and even forth dates, in some cases even meaningful relationships where both parties communicate and are open emotionally and physically.

So how come some companies succeeded and others failed straight out the gate?

You could argue that it all comes down to the product, but in many cases the product of both the winners and losers wasn’t actually built. In my case my date was treated to way too much of my product way too soon and made the executive decision that it had no functionality she was interested in, at all, ever. 

So if on the first date everyone started out even, with a blank slate. Then is it down to personality? 

Is it the individuals that ran these companies or marketed them that defined their very future? 

Shipping is a very personable business, did the heads of these companies forget that. Did they think that technology, not the most human of products, required non-human marketing? Or was it a lack of experience in marketing products that were not ships or transportation?

SUBHEAD

A marketing strategy

Last month I discussed human integration with technology, what we are talking about here is the fantastic failure of one human to integrate with another. While I can clearly see how my integration with the young lady in question failed completely, I quite obviously hadn’t really thought through my marketing strategy. 

I also wasn’t pinning my career on it and while my ego took rather a beating I hadn’t taken 40 million dollars from investors to win this young woman’s affections.

What did ShipServ, ShippingJobs, AXS Marine, OceanConnect, MarineProvider and other online shipping “change agents’ that are making headway in integrating their technology into everyday shipping do so differently?

Having met or spoken with a lot of the people at the helm of these ventures I can only conclude that they are very personable, bright, erudite and interesting people. They combine a deep understanding of their chosen markets and the technology they create with a desire to listen to their customers and develop solutions in concert with them. 

What these companies managed to do was to clearly communicate their message from the outset. They weren’t arrogant, they didn’t dictate, they were sensitive to all the issues that would affect their potential users and aware of the fundamental drivers in their chosen field. While at the same time offering tangible savings and functional products.

SUBHEAD

Common sense

This isn’t revolutionary marketing; to most of us it would seem to be common sense. 

As we have seen though, common sense in technology in 2000 was in as short supply as corporate ethics in big business are in 2002 America. 

The individuals running or marketing these ventures certainly possessed years of experience in physical shipping but this does not automatically qualify you to manage and market a maritime technology product, nor five day Caribbean cruises to the under thirty singles market nor the new Sun Seeker Predator 95 motor yacht. 

This isn’t consumer marketing and while it is in essence trade marketing it is to a very narrow segment of the industry. Those rather inflated hundreds of millions of dollars in market size thrown about by some of the maritime dot coms back in the day are really controlled by a few individuals. 

Not controlled in the sense of spending, but in the sense of channelling business and influencing technology take-up. It is not as simple as saying that if I have a large charterer then that will force the market to use my system, nor a large owner. The inter-relationships between individuals in the industry defines the acceptance of innovative systems.

SUBHEAD

How is innovative technology adopted? 

Professor Ev Rogers of Stanford University is an expert in the field of "diffusion of innovation,” examining how new ideas and products spread. His main finding is that people rarely evaluate an innovation scientifically; they are more likely to go on the basis of what other people think. 

Prof Rogers goes on to say that: “This dependence on the communicated experience of near-peers suggests that the heart of the diffusion process is the modelling and imitation by potential adopters of this network of their network partners who have adopted previously." 

Study after study reviewed by Rogers revealed that:

(1) An innovation takes off after "interpersonal networks have become activated in spreading subjective evaluations" 

(2) "Success is related to the extent that [the change agent -- or marketer] works through opinion leaders." 

So we are back at communication again. Not press releases, not free t-shirts, not large glossy advertisements or conference coffee sponsorships. Though conference cocktail sponsorships are thoroughly encouraged! 

It would seem clear that those maritime technology companies that are winning are the ones that understand these issues, and those that have disappeared or are failing are those that failed to listen, adapt and communicate effectively with their target audience. Which should have been the industry opinion leaders and their peers. 

This failure is due in part I believe to the fact that they didn’t try to understand who their target audience was and they didn’t think their marketing through. Hence my dating failure the other day.  
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The Baltic Exchange

When I read that the Baltic is going to spend a further  $10 million dollars on its online exchange that has so far according some shipping press “failed to excite brokers”. I don’t see a failure of technology. 

I see a failure in marketing and in essence communication. They can redesign the technology fairly simply but redesigning the maritime marketing mindset may be a little more difficult.

SUBHEAD

The Johnny K platform

On a more positive note, after sending flowers, three very apologetic e-mails and six telephone calls, the object of my affections has consented to have dinner with me again. When asked about possibly subscribing to the “Johnny K platform” she has indicated that she might consider at least evaluating my system functionality on a probationary, non-exclusive trial basis some time in the future….of course depending on how the product performs.

If I can pull this one back from the brink there’s plenty of hope for the shipping technology business!

