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1. Introduction

Bamboomedia and founder Pak Putu Sudiarta will soon celebrate the company´s tenth anniversary. Pak Putu, first a student and then a lecturer at STIKOM in Surabaya, East Java, received a scholarship to pursue a graduate degree at the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology in Australia, but chose instead to remain in Indonesia and work towards the establishment of a new software development company in Bali.  In 2002 he released his first product, a set of instructional manuals and training software in Indonesian to help young Indonesians learn to use a variety of standard software products, such as Microsoft´s suite of business products. 
He founded Bamboomedia in 2003, working alone with a dial-up internet connection and an old computer in a 3 x 3 meter rented room. The firm now employs 30 people who work in a company-owned building in Denpasar, Bali. Its products, which range from business applications and tutorial software to educational ("edutainment") and games software for children aged 2 to 16. In Indonesia, Bamboomedia´s products are distributed in 200 retail bookstores and software stores, and online. It also produces  software in English and Spanish for distribution in Europe, North and South America, and South Korea. Exports now represent about 25 percent of total sales, and the company is well-positioned for rapid expansion in new and existing export markets over the next few years. The company maintains licensed vendor and content supply relationships with Microsoft Indonesia, Intel Indonesia, PT Telkom, PT Newmont, Bank NISP, and others. 

In its permanent quest to nurture the talents of young software developers, Bamboomedia works with institutions such as the Bandung Institute of Technology, Surabaya Institute of Technology, and the University of Indonesia. For the last three years these schools have had some of their best students  participate in two-month internships at Bamboomedia, where their practical skills are fine-tuned in an operating software development environment. The company places a very high value on research and education and in September 2012 launched the Bamboomedia Digital College (BDC) as an educational affiliate of Bamboomedia and which will work  in partnership with Denpasar High School to provide an additional year of technical education to selected graduates of secondary and vocational schools. While altruism and a wish to contribute to the development of Indonesian youth are obviously important factors driving Bamboomedia´s interest in strengthening education in IT in Indonesia, the company also pursues its own interest in nurturing high-quality programmers and developers.

2. Key Success Factors

One key to Bamboomedia´s success was simply being in the right place at the right time. Indonesia is a very large market and in the early 2000’s the IT segment was expanding rapidly with the transition to universal computerization in full swing, at least in urban areas, and the boom in cellular telephones creating another huge market for applications. English is not spoken or read widely in Indonesia, so there was a pressing need to translate and adapt software developed elsewhere into a form that could be easily learned and put to use in Indonesia. Tutorial and self-help learning products related to mainstay business and entertainment software constituted very large markets in themselves, and Pak Putu Sudiarta was quick to recognize and act on this emerging commercial opportunity.

Second, Bamboomedia followed an aggressive but realistic pricing policy, especially at the beginning. In the period around 2006, when the company was still establishing itself, a tutorial product might cost about  Rps. 45,000, or about US$5. Even today, a product aimed at helping people learn to use PowerPoint 2010 is offered on the Bamboomedia website (www.bamboomedia.net) for only Rps. 75,000. Children´s gaming and learning software is sold for prices ranging from Rps. 25,000 to Rps. 49,000. In addition to attractive pricing, Bamboomedia products have a good reputation for quality. Providing buyers with good value for money has ever been a reliable formula for business success.

Ultimately, as is well understood by the company´s leader, quality and the ability to remain competitive depend on two factors:  efficiency and creativity in product development, and the recruitment of the most talented and well-educated young people. Various factors have helped the company attract and retain talented people. First, from the beginning, it maintained a database of resumes received in response to regular advertisement of job openings, both through the company website and other media. Second, its intern program with the country´s leading educational institutions has been the source of references to many young people, and good means of exposing them to the company´s culture and values. Research and education have always been at the center of the company´s growth strategy, and employees are encouraged to learn from other companies’ experiences. For example, seminars at the company´s offices on Saturdays may feature videos about Google and other IT leaders followed by relaxed discussions over a shared meal.

The company recognizes that India and China have strong competitive advantages relative to Indonesia when it comes to outsourcing product development and maintenance functions for large international developers. It does not attempt to compete in this arena. But there is an important domestic market derived from the products of the world´s major software developers, and this consists of tutorials and business applications adapted for Indonesian users. This is Bamboomedia’s "bread-and-butter" market segment, with 25 percent of total sales in tutorials and 40 percent in business applications.

Growth and improved product margins, however, are expected to come primarily from the e-learning and "edutainment" sectors, with a range of products developed for "children of all ages" at home and abroad. Success in this segment requires good design—in content, visual impact, and functionality—and a high degree of innovation and creativity. Pak Putu is convinced that the competitiveness of Bamboomedia, especially in hotly competed export markets, will depend primarily on the creativity of its product developers. He is confident that Indonesia can compete in the more creatively demanding sectors because it is such a large, diverse, and culturally rich country with a young population and a relatively high level of education and vocational training. As in the United States with its multicultural population, the very diversity of Indonesian culture and population provides a virtually inexhaustible source of fresh approaches and ideas. 

Successful development and marketing of educational software also requires a good understanding of the cultural characteristics of the target market, whether at home in Indonesia or in a foreign land. Bamboomedia has acquired that understanding by attending international trade fairs, participating in international industry associations, and establishing productive relationships with international buyers and distributors. For several years now, it has been working with a Dutch company that has been representing its English- and Spanish-language products in Europe and the Americas. More recently, the company has established a business relationship with a strong Korean partner, and is providing it with content for a variety of educational and entertainment applications.

Tight control over product development has proven to be a key success factor, as mistakes in making the initial selection and investment decision can be very costly. The company director and a five-person management and supervisory team develop a clear strategic vision based on a valid understanding of the market and follow a rigorous project screening and selection process. That process consists of an objective evaluation of market needs, consumer preferences, and anticipated technological developments. Once that process is complete, product development is entrusted to teams of 5-6 full- and part-time employees, with each team responsible for the production of a specific item of software or application.  The team may be assisted by interns, both undergraduate and vocational school students.  The Bamboomedia system of project development includes leadership by a designated project manager and strict supervision and control through the use of company proprietary project management software. This software helps the project manager and the company managers monitor and control all aspects of the project, including the allocation of team members’ time, activity schedules, budget execution, and product documentation.

Putu Sudiarta at the CeBIT Trade Fair, Hannover, Germany 2011

While it is difficult if not impossible to objectively rank the importance of factors contributing to a company´s success, in the case of Bamboomedia the character and motivation of the company´s leadership merits high ranking. These qualities are perhaps best expressed by the company´s Vision and Mission Statements (loosely but hopefully accurately translated from the company´s website): 
Our vision is simple:  we will help to make life better through the quality of our products, our software, and our creativity. 

Our mission is to become the best software development partner and provider of innovative solutions for learning technology, computer-based training, and creative software in Indonesia. 

Education and training are keys to our nation´s growth and development, but many of our existing schools are limited in affordability and accessibility. This is aggravated by Indonesia's geographical makeup, which consists of widely dispersed islands, and by the inadequacy and insufficiency of adequate educational materials, teachers, and lecturers.

These disadvantages affect learning opportunities for different groups of Indonesians and cause a high degree of inequality in mastery of science and technology. As a result, there is also a wide disparity in their control of information, access to economic opportunities and knowledge of alternative livelihoods. Within this national context of still overly restricted access to information-based technologies, Bamboomedia provides young people with alternatives and supplementary education options for the community at large. Bamboomedia products are distributed on interactive CD-ROM, corporate intranet and over the internet. 
Through its steadfast pursuit of its simple vision and mission, it is intended that Bamboomedia will continue to serve as an effective and proficient support element for intensifying the pace of human resource development and increasing the economic competitiveness of Indonesia.

Finally, the company’s choice of name—Bamboomedia—has also been effective, especially in development of its export business. The name conveys that the company is culturally and ecologically "connected" and is memorable—once you’ve heard it you have no difficult remembering the company website and e-mail addresses.

3. Who Helped? How Did They Help?

Indonesia´s Ministry of Trade, especially in supporting Bamboomedia’s participation in various international trade shows, has undoubtedly been a great help to the company in prospecting, exploring, understanding and penetrating new export markets. It was at such a fair that Bamboomedia struck up a relationship with the Dutch company that received its first exports in 2005 and which continues to distribute Bamboomedia’s educational products in English and Spanish in Europe and, to some extent, in the Americas. Participation in the 2010 Comunica Asia fair in Singapore, with Ministry of Trade support, allowed the company to find a partner and a market for mobile "Android" mini-game and e-learning applications that have been very successful. Similarly, in 2011 the company entered into partnership with two Korean companies looking for cost-effective content development support to serve a booming Korean market, reflected in part by that country´s top status in bandwidth availability.

Bamboomedia has won numerous industry awards in Indonesia over the last few years, but company morale and reputation were given a strong boost by its selection in 2011 to receive the Ministry of Trade´s Primaniyarta Export Award . Bamboomedia was one of only three companies selected that year for the Creative Economic Goods and Services Exporter category.

In the private sector, the company has also benefited technically and commercially from its working relationships with large international and Indonesian IT companies and leading technical education institutions mentioned above.

Finally, Bamboomedia is open to learning from all sources and has also benefited greatly from listening to customers and employees. Such openness and sensitivity are key to ensuring that the company will continue to adapt to future developments in technology and the international software market.

4. Lessons for Other SMEs 

Productive capacity and competitive advantage in the software industry are not created by investing in  bricks and mortar or even by acquiring equipment—but by developing intellectual property and other intangible assets. This does not mean, however, that the investment necessary to establish a leading position in the market is not considerable. In fact, product development can be very costly, requiring thousands or even tens of thousands of hours of specialized technical staff time. Mistakes in selecting among product development projects or in managing projects can both be very costly, especially to a small, new company with limited financial resources.

Like others in this and other industries, Bamboomedia learned this lesson the hard way. But its response to a couple of unfortunate early experiences has been entirely positive. It now recognizes the need to evaluate market and technical risks thoroughly before embarking on new development projects, and to ensure that project management—itself closely supervised by company management and supported by computer-assisted controls and reporting procedures—keep a close eye on progress as approved projects are implemented, thus allowing for timely remedial action.

The lessons to be learned from Bamboomedia´s mistakes are clear:

· Spend time and money getting to know your target market well before making a decision to invest in a new venture.
· Make sure that you understand the technology fully, including changes that are taking place or will take place, and the competitive environment in which that technology is used.
· Take care of pennies and minutes, and the dollars and the hours will look after themselves.
· Be prepared to take strong corrective actions in time, when these are necessary, to prevent small mistakes from turning into massive errors that can threaten a small company´s survival.

Lessons to be learned from Bamboomedia´s successes are many, and have been discussed in detail above. The following lessons merit emphasis:

· Due to the founder´s strong technical capabilities and good market understanding, Bamboomedia was able to recognize and act effectively on emerging opportunities a. As noted, knowing the target market well and understanding the technology fully can bring large positive rewards and help avoid punishing mistakes.
· A competitive pricing policy is a must, even though it is seldom the most important determinant of success.
· Customers’ perceptions of “quality”—including good design, good functionality, good service and good value for money—are usually the key determinants of success.
· Quality in turn depends on having the best and most creative people working for you. Attract and keep the best people by providing a good working environment, continuing professional challenge, opportunities for achievement and advancement, and by listening, which is measured by the ability of management to interact effectively and learn from their employees´ experiences as well as their own.
· All dimensions of a small business’s operations should be well managed, and this is especially so in highly specialized people-based businesses, such as IT product development and marketing.

5. How Can the Government of Indonesia Help Other SME Exporters?

Again, the experience of Bamboomedia as related by its founder Putu Sudiarta is highly instructive:

· The competitiveness of Indonesia´s IT companies, large and small, and their ability to grow in the domestic market and in selected international markets depends on the capacity and quality of Indonesia´s technical educational systems. Increasingly, world production and international commerce are coming to be dominated by services industries, which, like IT, will continue to offer many attractive export opportunities for Indonesian SMEs, but these can only be successful if adequately supported by government-led educational policies.
· Public-private partnerships involving government agencies, educational institutions, and active industry players may offer many opportunities for developing practical and cost-effective ways to meet the human capital needs of service industries.
Government also other indispensable roles, especially in removing obstacles to the competitiveness of Indonesian SMEs in domestic and international markets. For example, it can be involved in establishing a framework for the recognition, registration, and protection of intellectual property in the home market and abroad. Likewise, bilateral and/or multilateral arrangements to facilitate the enforcement of contracts across international borders can be vital to SMEs just gaining exposure to international markets. Tariff and nontariff barriers to trade, regulatory treatment of imported goods in foreign markets, packaging and labeling, transportation and logistics are all areas where enlightened government intervention and support can help SMEs enter new export markets. 

But the overarching barrier to SMEs everywhere in developing new export markets is the difficulty and cost of gaining a valid cultural understanding of potential customers in those markets. The biggest challenge for any company anywhere is to gain new customers and then satisfy those customers´ needs more effectively than competitors can. This is true whether the customer is a fellow citizen, sharing a common language and cultural heritage, or a foreigner who resides in a distant land. If an SME is to penetrate a foreign market, it must understand the habits, needs, desires, beliefs, prejudices, resources, capabilities, limitations and other characteristics of potential customers in that market, especially as pertains to the products it wishes to sell to them. This is time-consuming and expensive. Many otherwise successful SMEs do not become successful exporters because they are unable to develop this understanding on their own.

It is therefore recommended that the Ministry of Trade and other responsible agencies of the Government of Indonesia continue and expand support for programs that help SMEs participate in international fairs, trade missions, inverse buyer missions, language training, and other educational and culturally sensitizing activities, on a reduced-cost or cost-sharing basis. Some activities are more expensive than others, so a good mix needs to be developed and offered to willing SMEs with demonstrated capabilities. Cost sharing arrangements involving industry associations and private educational institutions should also be explored and developed. Well-conceived and well-managed programs that help Indonesian SMEs understand buyers in foreign countries should pay handsome dividends, both to participating SMEs and to the Indonesian economy in general. Active market exploration and outreach will also provide insights and parameters to guide and improve the effectiveness of other elements of government-sponsored export promotion—such as working for regulatory reforms in target markets, for example—and will thus add to the total impact of enabling potential exporters to get to "know their market well." 
In the long run, only decisions intelligently based on a clear and objective understanding of the needs of a well-defined market can be relied on to sustain export success for all companies, large and small.
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