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ANALYSE THIS

The price
IS right

ast week, the Hong
Kong-based asiato-
tal.net launchediT, a
stripped-down per-
sonal computer (PC)
that will be distributed fres of
cost to small businesses and
people from lower income
groups. That's right — free.
Before yourush to dismiss
the offer as a computer that
won't come anywhere close
to the quality of a branded
computer, hold on. Appar-
ently, the iT machines can
connect to the Internet, and
come packaged with home
entertainment devices, a
printer and a USB card read-
er. Add a cute, 7-inch moni-
tor and speakers, and you've
got equipment that's as wired
as any compuier worth its salt.
Where's asiatotal. net go-
ing to make its money? Com-
panies that target rural mar-
kets will beroped in to sporn-

sor links to e-commerce por-
tals. The iT machines will
come equipped with spoxn-
sored hot keys that will pro-
vide instant access to infor-
mation about the sponsor and
its products.

Asiatotal and iT’s success
depends on sustaining spon-
sor interest, but the track
record oflow-cost computers
inIndiaisi't too encouraging.
In 2000, television maker Sa-
loraInternational tied up with
anIT incubator company, In-
foquest, to launch Jadoonet,
aplug-and-playkitto helpac-
cesstheInternst through tele-
vision sets. Jadoonet cost Rs
5,000 at atime whenaPCwith
amodem would set youback
anything fromRs 35,000toRs

55,000. In less than three

weeks, Jadoonet had 15,000
bookings and 1.5 lakh clicks
onits website —this when In-
dia had only 5 lakh Internet

connections {Source: Tunein
@ Rs 5000, the strategist, Feb-
ruary 22, 2000). But despite
the initial outpouring of in-
terest, Jadoonet disappeared,
as if by magic.

There could be several rea-
sons for Jadoonet’s disap-
pearing act — most of them
technical. Lack of bandwidth
and the difficulty in adapting
website colours to suit tele-
vision viewing (white is the
preferred background colour
on a computer, but on a tele-
vision it could be blue or
black) would have con-
tributed to the failure. But per-
hapsnot too many peoplere-

alisethat customers may have
found the price unbelievably
low. Like the man in the car-
toon sirip above, they may
have decided against the
product, no questions asked,
simply on the basis of its price.

So, was Jadocnet at fault
for pricing its net-on-TV kit
toolow? If yes, it’s hardly the
first company to have gone
wrong with its pricing strate-

gv. Ask any marketing con-
sultant about pricing-gone-
wrong and one of the first
namestocrop upis Akai. The
consumer electronics mak-
er's killer pricing strategy
moreorless defined the white
goods marketin the 1990s, but
ultimately, the biggest victim
was the brand itself.

There’s a good reason why
sasta aur tikau (cheap and
durable) was a favourite
phrase for ad copywriters
across the country — that's
been the dominant mindset
of Indian consumers for
decades. That's changing, and
value is king now. “Cheap is

a dying proposition,” agrees
Ravi Sankar, vice president at
retail consultancy Frequen-
cy. “Economy will die, what
willremain is value.” Which
means that if iT has to suc-
ceed, it will need to offer
much more than attractive
pricing. Or, for that matter,
“no” pricing,. |
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