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Introduction to Electronic Shopping

How did E-Shopping come about?

E-Shopping emerged with the development of the Internet.  As Internet technology grew, so did online shopping.  When entrepreneurs saw the potential in online shopping, they sprung forward and developed virtual storefronts so that consumers could make purchases without leaving the comfort of their homes.

What’s offered through E-Shopping?

Everything.  Anything you can imagine you can buy online.  From food to houses, it is all just a click of a button away.

Growth of E-Shopping and Commerce in the New Internet Economy
The New Internet Economy is here: over 70,000 new Web sites every hour, a doubling of global Internet traffic every three months, and the growth of global Internet commerce revenues by over 100 percent annually, from $35 billion in 1998 to a projected $1.4 to $3.2 trillion in 2003.

The New Internet Economy is profoundly transforming all private enterprises and public institutions.  The question is no longer IF or WHEN it will impact an organization, but rather HOW to execute the transformation. How can an organization most effectively capitalize on Internet commerce opportunities to create the greatest competitive advantage?  (Taken from CISCO Systems WEB Site)

On-line Shopping versus Traditional Shopping

Differences
There are many differences between on-line shopping versus traditional shopping.  These differences range from being physical to more quantitative measures.  The physical difference are illustrated in how we would go about shopping on-line where we would only need to be in front of our computers to shop.  Traditional shopping would require the shopper to physically be at the store where the product can be purchased.

With the differences in physical aspect brings a difference in delivery of the product.  Shopping on-line could take days or even weeks for the product purchased to be received into the hands of the customer.  In traditional shopping, the product is usually in the hands of the customer as they leave the store.  However, customers have a time restraint on the amount of time allowed for the customer to shop since stores are only open during a certain period of time.  On-line shopping is available anytime, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, anywhere a computer with proper equipment to the Internet is available.

Another difference in shopping on-line as oppose to traditional shopping is the ability to try or test the product.  Customers are not able to do so with on-line shopping as they can only see pictures of the product (if available), read reports or reviews or learn word of mouth about the product.  Traditional shopping offers the customer the ability to try and test the product as they please before the final the decision is made to purchase the product.

As the customer is able to try or test the product they wish to purchase with traditional shopping, they are also offered assistance with sales associates at the store that may help the customer.  Sales associates are usually knowledgeable of the product they are to sale and are usually eager to help offer any assistance a customer may need.  There are though many sales associates who may be rude or unpleasant to interact with, which in this situation, shopping on-line is a relief.  Shopping on-line does not offer sales associates to help customers as they shop except for sales representatives that can only be contacted by a telephone call.  Perhaps as technology advances, sales representatives would more readily available to help customers while they shop.

In payment of a product purchased, customers can usually pay by any method they desire with traditional shopping.  That is payment is possible with cash, credit card, check, or any form of monetary exchange.  Customers are limited with on-line shopping to paying by credit card or check where possible.  This also limits on-line shopping to only those who have a credit card.  However, recognizing this limitation, other means have been developed to offer payment for on-line shopping.  Cards similar to gift cards were created allowing customers to make purchases on-line.  These cards work like gift cards by allowing value to be added to it as the customer wishes.

Traditional shopping and on-line shopping greatly differ from one another but both bring allows customers to make purchases of products they want.  Both offer different aspects but neither totally satisfying the complete population of customers in the world.

Similarities
The World Wide Web has revolutionized consumer spending. However the foundations that motivate the common consumer’s spending habits have not changed. The public still looks for a greater selection, lower prices, and better service.

There are several similarities between the brick and mortar store and the digital storefronts. They both have to deal with issues that relate to security, advertisement, and providing a better service through convenience.

The security issue comes up for both business sites. Studies have shown that many people are concerned about divulging credit card information over the web. The threat of hackers has kept many potential e-shoppers from using the web. 

The brick and mortar sites have encountered similar problems but not to the same degree. When customers purchase goods with their credit cards, employees who have access to the store’s receipts have the opportunity to gain a person’s credit card information. Some employees abuse this by selling or using this information to make their own purchases.

The principals of advertisement apply to e-business and the conventional storefront. Both are looking for ways to inform a mass of people about their product. E-business and the brick stores both use similar avenues to inform people about their product. Web surfers a routinely bombarded by advertisement on various sites much the same way a person watching television has to sit through commercials. The television programs and web addresses that receive the most activity are in the greatest demand. The two forms of advertisement are used because they can reach a large pool of shoppers and they can target the kind of shoppers they want. A business selling toys would advertise during a cartoon or at a web-site that attracts kids. The kids then tell parents to buy the toy. 

Convenience has always been an added incentive that makes the shopper’s experience pleasant. The web offers a greater selection at person’s fingertips and no waiting in lines. However the stores in the mall offers shoppers a chance to view and try the product. The shopper also takes the product with them should they decide to buy it. They do not have to wait for the delivery of the goods or the hassles of sending it back if it is not what they expected.

Benefits of Online Shopping

Online shopping presents both consumers and the firms the opportunity to satisfy their differing needs without bothering with the traditional model of the market. A firm can advertise and sell its products directly to the consumer via the Internet and the consumer does have to make long, often, tiring trips to malls and other retail outlets in order to purchase the products they need. The benefits to the consumer and the firms are numerous and will be explored below.

Consumer Benefits:

The shopping online is a presents a tremendously convenient medium for the consumer. Geographic boundaries cease to exist since the internet allows one to shop from retailers and firms who may not only exist out of the shopper’s home state but may exist in a foreign country. This allows the consumer to get the best possible price for whatever they need because they can compare the price for the same good across different firms and retailers and buy from the one that provides the best service and price. Similarly store hours become irrelevant to the consumer since they can always surf the Internet from the comfort of their homes regardless of the time. This makes the entire process more flexible and less bothersome for the consumer. Online shopping also allows consumers to avoid the salespeople who may try to sell them unnecessary items that they do not need in traditional brick and mortar stores. When shopping online the consumer needs to only concern him or herself with their requirements. This ease of transaction permits a quick and efficient shopping process. There are no lines of people to contend with, no competition with other shoppers for the same products during busy periods, and more importantly it allows shoppers to simply pay for their goods and leave.

The Internet is a cache of information for consumers. It allows them to compare the prices and specifications for different products. This enables them to make much more informed choices than they ordinarily could. The advantages presented to the average consumer are numerous since the proliferation of information on the Internet gives them the opportunity not only to purchase the goods they need but also to buy the best good they can afford. Locating products needed becomes an easier task. One only has to access a search engine to find what they need. This simplifies the entire shopping process and makes the entire process less stressful for the consumer.

Firm Benefits:

Online shopping allows firms to remove the countless intermediaries that increase the retail price of products and affect the profits that the firm may realize from the product. They no longer have to limit themselves to certain geographic locations. Retailing globally is now available to all firms of all sizes. There are no longer any limitations for firms that are prepared for the foray into the global marketplace. The time to the delivery of products now remains under the control of the firms and they able to more accurately determine their inventory requirements based on their interaction with their customers.

Since the firm can now sell its products globally, its marketing must be targeted towards a very well defined customer base. The Internet allows the firm to identify its customers and produce advertisements that will appeal to their target audience. This is accomplished by gathering information directly from their customer base. The close relationship between customer and producer results in better goods and services. Customers are now able to communicate directly with firms about their grievances and present the firms with solutions and suggestions. In essence the customers are now able to tell the firms what their needs are directly and influence the development of new products and services.

Risks of Online Shopping

There are many risks and disadvantages with online shopping and if you’re not careful you can be taken advantage of.  One of the many risks of online shopping is the risk of fraud.  You cannot see the store you are purchasing your item from.  Another is thing is your credit card number being sent over the Internet.  If you do not use a secured line a hacker could steal your credit card number and use it to purchase things or sell it to someone else.  Once you put your shipping information into an application on the Internet and you hit the submit button you don’t really know where or who has their hands on it.  They could be giving your information to telemarketers so that they can send you more junk mail.  The last disadvantage of shopping online is that it might be too difficult for the beginning PC user to grasp.  A novice user might make a mistake in the transaction process and then their information could fall into the hands of someone who wants to take advantage of them.

The Future of Electronic Retail

Technology

The investment and improvements in the communication infrastructure will lead to the mass offering of electronic services in the home from several appliances.  Established appliances, including the television and telephone will be equipped to provide simple access to electronic products and services.  Furthermore, the increased power and portability of computers will facilitate easy, carefree, and daily use of electronic shopping options.  “This revolution will achieve the critical mass by as early as 2005 (de Kare-Silver 12).”

Consumers

As e-shopping becomes the most sensible alternative to procuring needed goods and services, consumers will abandon their traditional views of shopping.  No longer will a routine trip to a supermarket or mass retailer, such as Walmart, satisfy the e-consumers expectations.  The effort of the trip will require an experience that appeals to ones social needs, entertainment needs, creativity, and curiosity (2, 3).  Retailers will have to provide an almost elitist shopping experience that one may find in the most expensive stores of Beverly Hills.  For example, the King of Prussia Mall in Pennsylvania contains a Bose® outlet, which also houses a Starbucks coffee shop.  The “sipping” room is enhanced with music supplied through Bose® audio products and innovations, such as speakers as small as a Rubik’s Cube, but with the sound of a much larger unit.

Brick and Mortar Retail

This new shopping experience segues into the changes required by suppliers.  As stated above, retailers and manufactures will have to rethink their physical selling strategies.  Existing retail shops will not survive if the fail to adapt the changes in consumer needs and behaviors.  Stores may become a place to showcase new products and services that will be purchased later electronically.  However the opposite pattern may initially be an even more important vehicle for retailers.  Shoppers will use the Internet to quickly gather product information, including price, to save time in comparison shopping and unsuccessful outings due to lack of stock.  Once a product and location decision has been made, the consumer will load up the kids into the SUV and venture in the brick-and-mortar world of shopping. (3)

e-Marketing

In time, however, the dominance of electronic purchasing is inevitable.  Suppliers should bet their lives on it, especially if the product is not particularly differentiated or unique.  Marketers must rethink their strategies and target audience.  Mass marketing will not have the same appeal to the individual consumer.  Marketers must utilize the massive databases that will be built through consumer “clicks” on the Internet, to personalize company advertising efforts.  Developers of their company’s e-shopping technology must also do extensive research on how consumers use the Internet and how they search for products.  Where traditional media has a generally passive audience, the Internet is more pro-active in its use.  It will take more effort for companies to place their product where the consumer will encounter it.  Instead of a mass bombing the, which occurs in television advertisements, Internet marketing must be like a smart-missile that can anticipate and intercept the consumer’s product searches (205).

Suppliers

Manufactures and retailers must also evaluate their relationships.  “Manufactures have spent the past twenty years dominated by their retail customers (17).”  The chain of products to consumers has been drastically altered already.  Manufactures are no longer separate from their consumers.  They have new opportunity to establish a direct link with the end-consumer (173) Companies, such as Dell Computers, have proven that direct selling to the consumer is more efficient and satisfying to the customer.  The only advantage of a retail electronic shopping site is the collection and convenience of many products in one location or site.  Manufacturers can still fight back by forming joint web-ventures (5).  The retail store may eventually be the biggest casualty of the new technology.  It may one day be painfully ironic to a company like Walmart, who utilized EDI and other electronic means of buy, selling, and communicating to become the most efficient and successful retailer, that the same technology will make them obsolete as an organization.  Walmart will most likely adapt to the changes and survive.  One day you may enter a Walmart store to receive a doctor’s examination and have your solar-powered SUV detailed, while listing to a Garth Brooks comeback concert.

Vision

The future of electronic retail is indeed the future of retail. However, electronic shopping will transcend the mere transaction and become a pillar of daily virtual activities.  On-line purchasing activities will be only a part of a new e-lifestyle.  It is the transition and acceptance of the virtual world as part our concrete world that will allow e-shopping to conquer the retail consumer market.  Electronic shopping will be faster and cheaper.  It will be a time-liberator.  The retail power of the Internet will be the catalyst of a new e-lifestyle age that will enable people to be more social, recreational, and fulfilled.
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