The Changes in Compuserve's Pricing Scheme - Surprise, Surprice.
COMPUSERVE CHANGED ITS PRICING POLICY IN A WAY THAT MAY NEGATIVELY AFFECT MANY USERS' WALLETS.
UNLIMITED USE OF DANDY DATABASES 

The former pricing was rather simple. You paid a monthly fee of $9.95. For this amount you had unlimited access to more than 100 databases on CompuServe, and had--somewhat limited--email privileges. These were known as Basic Services. Many other CompuServe resources, like bulletin boards, and vendor and user forums were priced at an hourly rate of $4.80 (or $9.60 for a time, if you used higher speed modems). These were the Extended Services. Some databases had an additional surcharge, such as CNN online and AP Sports Wire, and were the Premium Services. I rarely used the Extended or Premium Services, but I indulged freely in the Basic Services. 

The Basic Services included many valuable sources for $9.95 a month. I am a frequent traveler, and make a hobby of finding the best price, routing, and hotels for my trips. I often used the EAASY SABRE and Worldspan Travelshopper airline and hotel reservation, schedule, and fare databases. My relaxation was browsing around the All Music Guide and All Movie Guide databases. It was easy to track down a favorite song on an album I have not heard for 20 years or a movie Sir Anthony Hopkins mentioned in his interview with Larry King after the premiere of Nixon. For new movies, I used to check Ebert's movie reviews--all without the taxi-meter clicking. 

Regularly, I have shown my students some interesting CompuServe sources not available through DIALOG, DataStar, OCLC, and LEXIS-NEXIS. I downloaded nifty utilities and other shareware programs from various forums, and since the spring of 1995, I used the free three hours per month of Internet/World Wide Web access when my regular Internet access provider was excruciatingly slow. 

I used the Basic Services extensively, averaging about 35-40 hours per month, and I really got my bang for the buck (well, actually, for my ten bucks). 

GOODBYE, BASIC SERVICES 

Then came the surprise, and the bad news that did not travel fast enough to change my searching habits in time to avoid its effect on my credit card bill. 

CompuServe changed its pricing policy in a way that may negatively affect many users' wallets. Gone are the Basic Services. The same monthly fee of $9.95 now covers five hours of use (really about $2 per hour), and you can access most CompuServe sources, not just the old Basic Services. Beyond the five hours, the hourly rate is $2.90 (except for Premium databases that still have an extra charge). 

While this change may be good news for users who spent most of their time on the Extended Services that used to cost $4.80 per hour, it easily quadrupled the bills for those of us who used the Basic Services extensively (eight to ten hours per week). 

JUMPING SHIP TO THE INTERNET 

My first bill was motivation to seek out text-only (Lynx) and graphical (World Wide Web) alternatives for my favorite sources--ones I could find free on the Internet. 

That is, these alternatives are absolutely free for the millions of users who are lucky to be students, faculty, and staff members of most universities and colleges, or employees of companies that provide Internet access. Real people who have to pay for Internet services should not fret, however. Many Internet access providers charge a flat $18-$25 monthly fee for unlimited or a generous amount (4O hours) of Internet service. These attractive costs (or lack thereof) will make fans of CompuServe's Basic Services realize that it may make sense to jump ship. 

The substitution may not be perfect for all your Basic Services resources, but for others the Internet sources will run circles around your old favorites. I found PC Travel (http://www.pctravel.com) an acceptable alternative to EAASY SABRE for air fares, but the Hotel Anywhere! Web site (http://home.earthlink.net/hotel any where/) is less than adequate since it only emails back the result of a hotel search in a day or two--if at all. However, the nifty San Francisco Reservations Web site (http://www.hotelres.com), with a nicely searchable database, location maps, room pictures, and availability calendar, illustrates how smart such a Web database can be, and makes you wish it were available on a nationwide and worldwide basis as well. The free Internet Movie Database (http://www.msstate.ecu/Movies/) is already a much more powerful source than CompuServe's All Movie Guide database. 

I don't even miss the All Music Guide on CompuServe when I can find it in two nifty versions (along with ten other superb World Wide Web music directories and hundreds of related Web sources), all for free. Some sources are smaller than the All Music Guide, such as Netmarket or Music Connection, but they offer extras (album covers, direct ordering). others are larger (CDWorld, Emusic, CDLand, IMM) and fancier to search. 

As for the forums and discussion groups, many CompuServe user and vendor forums are now also accessible on the Internet, and excellent Web search engines help you easily find shareware programs when you need them. 

CD-ROMs may also offer some alternatives to CompuServe's Basic Services offerings. The CD-ROM version of Grolier Encyclopedia, for example, is far superior to the searching-impaired version on CompuServe. Grolier's 1996 CD-ROM edition is available for less than $30, and for a limited time, that price may include a CD-ROM database of a nice French art collection. 

Apart from an occasional review here and there, I could not find on the Internet a real alternative for Roger Ebert's collection of movie commentaries. However, they are part of the splendid Cinemania '96 CD-ROM, along with reviews from Leonard Maltin and Pauline Kael. 

CHANGING YOUR SEARCH PATTERNS 

CompuServe just wanted to lock-step with its competition, but thousands of loyal users may decide to march to the beat of another drummer if this price change truly turns out to be a price increase. And another solution--becoming Internet access providers themselves--may result in CompuServe and its competitors cannibalizing their own proprietary services. Moves like this new pricing policy are likely to accelerate the process. 

It may take a while to change the search patterns of professional searchers and other heavy users, but change we must. CompuServe is not the only example. I'll continue this saga another time by looking at how the pricing strategy of an online newcomer may and should lure long-time users away from some databases on stalwart professional online services. 
