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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

Background Information and Rational

In a paper for The International Review of Retail, Dawson (2000) suggests ‘One of the great unknowns over the next five years is whether or not e-commerce will become a significant force in satisfying consumer markets and so make electronic retailing a serious competitor to fixed store retailing.’ 

Jones et al (2002) have said e-commerce ‘can be defined as the sourcing, purchase/selling of, and payment for, goods and services between businesses and consumers in which the interactive process is mediated by information or digital technology at both locationally separate ends of the interchange.’ The abbreviated term they refer to is (r)etailing. What Jones et al deem (r)etailing, others would entitle electronic commerce (EC), e-commerce, electronic retail marketplace, e-business, e-tail, e-retail, online trading, B2C and possibly B2B. For the purposes of this report, any such practice will be known under the umbrella title of (r)etail or (r)etailing.

In order to understand the growth of (r)etailing it is useful to detail a brief history of the Internet. In 1956 the Untied States of America (USA) developed the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) to assist in gaining increased military competitive advantage and to stimulate advances in science and technology (Curtis, 1998). In 1969 America’s Department of Defense set up the Advanced Research Projects Agency Network (ARPANET) which linked servers used by key military and academic collaborators during the Vietnam war. Not until 1987 did the Internet begin to achieve its current form by growing from systems developed by DARPA and National Science Foundation (Bocij et al, 1999). Following this, the world wide web (WWW or web) was established in 1992 making the Internet graphical and easy to use compared to the level of technical skills needed with earlier technologies (Trepper, 2000).

Dawson’s (2000) unanswered question was written at the end of an era - the dotcom era. Dotcom is a collective reference to companies who trade and function over the Internet, particularly those who did so before the millennium. On 10 March 2000 the Nasdaq index of leading technology shares in America reached a crescendo bursting the ‘dotcom bubble’. This meant approximately 60 per cent of investors' value was eradicated when the iconic stock exchange's Nasdaq's heyday ended (Madslien, 2005). Similar falls were seen at equivalent exchanges in Europe. 

Post-bubble, writers such as Barsh et al (2000) and Edgecliffe-Johnson (2000) took a very pessimistic position on (r)etailing. However, they appear to be in the minority as the majority of authors – for example Verdict (2000) and Foresight (2000) – predicted significant growth from consumers who, it is believed, had spent £581 million on (r)etailing in 1999 alone (Verdict, 2000). 

Despite the dotcom boom abating, City investors remain very interested in ‘tech stock’. It is not difficult to see why. Google, the Internet search engine company, is a perfect example. Founded in 1996, Google has become the fastest growing company in history. In 2005, Google’s innovative advertising system earned the company $1.5 billion during July and September alone. Having floated in 2004 the company has quadrupled in value to now be worth approximately $140bn (Miller, 2006).
Another poster company of the Internet is eBay, the online auction place for members of the public created in 1995 (originally as Auction Web renamed eBay in 1997; Plummer, 2005). With the total value of trades now amounting to $34 billion a year, covering over 30 countries, this original star of Silicon Valley is still growing at over 40 per cent (Miller, 2005).
What was merely seen as a threat by high street operators has become a force to be reckoned with and most chains have opened online shops of their own (Madslien, 2005). The high street is not only under increasing pressure from these electronic goliaths but also from the lesser known and smaller (r)etailers who have carved niches for themselves. The Interactive Media in Retail Group (IMRG), the industry body for internet retailers, estimated that some 24 million British shoppers would spend £5 billion online in the Christmas 2005 period (Fletcher, 2005). This will be spent with micro and large companies alike.

Jones et al (2000) list several significant questions regarding the challenges and problems facing online traders:

· Will traditional retailers see (r)etailing as posing a major threat to their operations and profitability and if so how can they respond quickly and effectively?

· Will customers take quickly, loyally and in large numbers to electronic shopping and how will they access (r)etail sites?

· How can retailers manage customers’ expectations that (r)etail prices should be cheaper than those in conventional shops?

· What consumer protection and guarantees will there be in these virtual markets?

It would appear that many companies are untroubled by these questions as the adoption of (r)etailing is extremely widespread. It could be argued that nearly every consumer industry is now performing online to some extent. The infinite range and diversity of companies trading over the Internet makes it difficult to find an industry that does not. Online banking, insurance and gambling are now commonplace as well as more classical (r)etailing in the grocery, furniture, clothing, music, electrical, flowers and plants trades. Even Harrods, arguably Britain’s highest profile destination store, went online and started (r)etailing in 1999 (Lothian, 2002). 

Perhaps, rather than being unfazed by the questions of Jones et al (2000), companies are becoming more afraid of being left behind their competitors and are going online out of necessity rather than strategic desire. The Office of National Statistics (2006a) show data that of those adults who have ever used the Internet, 67 per cent have bought or ordered goods or services, with adults aged 25 to 44 the most likely to buy online (at 73 per cent). The Internet’s 75.8 million websites (Cabinet Office, 2006) would appear to be very important to people’s lives. Three quarters of the people surveyed in February 2006 actually stated the Internet was ‘indispensable’ to their daily lives (Cabinet Office, 2006). With such overwhelming data the popularity and future growth of the Internet and all it houses is arguably unassailable.

Furthermore, a trio of advantages of (r)etailing versus offline retailing appear clear:

· access to consumers three hundred and sixty five days a year, twenty four hours a day; 

· extended reach; and, 

· the long tail.  

The extended trading time allows consumers to gather information at their leisure and purchase in their own convenient timescale, not when shop hours dictate. Extended reach refers to the Internet’s ability to offer content far in excess of the normal shop’s catchments area. The long tail refers to the unlimited shelf space available online and the search capabilities that make it viable to retail products that perhaps would have been removed from the shelf of a traditional retail store as the product went through its own life cycle. Thus products that are not easily found in traditional stores are likely to be available on the web (Brown, 2006). 

However, creating a (r)etailing presence is likely to need a new trading model for most businesses. Of course, adoption of any new trading model for a start-up or existing company will undoubtedly be challenging. Examination of several factors, some of them possibly entirely alien to the business, will be necessary: web design, project management, marketing communications, strategy and the law and change management are just some of the subjects to be examined.

Jones et al (2000) would argue that companies looking to trade within the new (r)etail market can be split into three groups. Namely:
· new companies established to trade specifically and exclusively online;

· existing retailers who have traditionally operated via stores or mail order operations; and,
· manufacturers who are attracted by the possibility of dealing directly with the ultimate consumers of their products. 

The company which forms the basis of this dissertation’s case study would fall into the second category. Since 1989 the company has grown from one shop and three employees to four departments employing over 75 staff. The main source of revenue over the last decade and a half has been replacing cycles and accessories on behalf of major insurance companies. However, the business’ cash cow and main source of growth is arguably in maturity. This realisation has demanded the company investigate options for rising stars. One option has been through development, followed by its launch in January 2006: an online mail order website. This business development is separate from the other four - albeit sheltered financially – and operates under the new brand name, Tredz. 

Research Outline

The overall aim and objective of this research is to analyse academic literature, reveal good practice currently employed online and appraise the Tredz website and its ability to succeed commercially, in order to discover the correct method of how a small- to medium-sized enterprise (SME) should set up a (r)etail website. A vast amount of literature is available on the subject of websites and their design and marketing needs and whilst much is accessible online itself, the majority is not academic or refereed and is unlikely to appear in this research.

It is hoped that such an expansive pertinent research will discover the pitfalls SMEs encounter when moving from the high street to on- and offline retailing and assist as a foundation for others to use. Unfortunately whilst the overwhelming number of SMEs suffer from similar problems and growing pains, usually associated with scarce resources, they remain difficult to generalise (Gibb, 1997). Therefore, whilst conclusions may be thought pertinent for the business in question and perhaps many other SMEs, it is not thought to be universally applicable.

Hypothesis and Objectives

Therefore the following hypothesis is formulated:

‘How does a small retail specialist launch a website effectively?’

The research has the following objectives:

1 Review and evaluate relevant professional practice and past models of success of (r)etail websites.

2 Review underpinning literature and theory relevant to website marketing communications. 

3 Develop a case study of ‘Tredz.co.uk’ and evaluate the quality of the website in the context of the supporting literature identifying effective and ineffective features and practices.

4 Formulate recommendations of how the process in the study could have been improved and how future development could be structured.

The research investigated website implementation and practices and attempted to identify commonality that may exist in terms of recommendations of best practice. Secondary research identified key themes associated with the topic by analysing and evaluating current writings of the academic theory and further research into the business environment was carried out to highlight professional practice.

The case study was performed by analysing a fledgling (r)etail website. The researcher was granted access to all information, history and strategic planning. Primary research was undertaken to assess marketing and website design undergraduates’ opinions and suggestions associated with the development of marketing communications and website design good practice.

Finally, the analysis of the primary research combined with the results of secondary research enabled the researcher to draw conclusions on the best way a small retail specialist can launch a website effectively and enabled clear recommendations to be made to the existing website, Tredz.co.uk.

Research Structure
The research investigated the concept of (r)etailing website design and marketing communications to identify commonality and professional practice. This as been achieved by firstly providing a conceptual background to the topic. The background is accomplished by reviewing and evaluating relevant theory and professional practice displayed in the literature review of Chapter 2. The literature review closes by detailing the major components which will assist the set-up of a (r)etailing website.

Chapter 3 uncovers the methodology which has stemmed from the objectives outlined previously. The results and analysis of the case study are displayed in Chapter 4. And finally, Chapter 5 draws conclusions and makes recommendations.

Chapter 2 – Literature Review
Why Create a Website?

Over a decade before eBay, Google and Yahoo! were conceived, Theodore Levitt espoused the benefits of embracing technology in order to gain competitive advantage and capitalise on the opportunities resulting from the globalisation of business (Levitt, 1983). Poon and Swatman (1999) see one of the major benefits to adopting e-business in the smaller firm, as the ability to access an information infrastructure which is much larger than that owned by many large corporations.

Kim et al (2003) state that electronic commerce is a significant factor in the world today. Many other writers are more approving. Pandya and Arenyeka-Diamond (2002) claim the Internet is one of the most discussed subjects in the last decade and some go as far as suggesting that if organisations do not have e-business activities, then they will not be in business for very much longer (Tobias, 2002). Yen and Ng (2003) argue that there are definite benefits that companies can gain from migrating their business onto the Internet.
Randall (2001) quotes Jack Welch – Chief Executive Officer of General Electric, arguably the most admired businessman of his time – who said the growth of the Internet was the most important development he had witnessed in his career. As a priority, he said, e-commerce ranked number one, two, three and four.
The Internet has been evolving for several decades but only since 1994 has it really offered a commercial proposition. Since then it has benefited from the network effect - through which the value of a system increases as a multiplier of the number of members – to produce a network previously undreamt of in size and richness (Randall, 2001). 
Barry and Milner (2002) argue that there are significant organisational benefits to be gained from adopting electronic commerce, which extend far beyond superficial reasoning. Indeed, Turban et al (2000) commented that few innovations in human history encompass as many potential benefits as electronic commerce does.

Lauden and Lauden (2000) state that electronic commerce is: the process of buying and selling goods and services electronically through computerised business transactions using the Internet, networks and other digital technologies. They go on to say that it encompasses activities supporting those market transactions, such as advertising, marketing, customer support, delivery and payment. Although Berthan et al (1996) rather unflatteringly described the Web as a cross between an electronic trade show and a community flea market.
Specific commercial benefits of Internet use put forward by Hanson (2000) can be grouped into productivity and revenue-based growth. They include:

· global presence;

· establishing and maintaining a competitive edge;

· shortening or eradicating components of supply chains (disintermediation);

· cost savings; and

· a research advantage (Ng et al, 1998).

However, Hartcher (2000) is not so enthused and finds that the professed benefits to business from Internet use are mostly illusory outside the information management industry, particularly for the small business sector. That is, apart from reported gains made in marketing communication (Poon and Swatman, 1997). 
The extent of e-commerce adoption
According to Thelwall (2000) the United Kingdom (UK) was the fourth largest user of the Internet with ten and a half million users online by the end of 1999. By 2001, over a third of adults in the UK who accessed the Internet also purchased goods or services through it (Rowlatt et al, 2002). And by 2002 it was felt that some 16.5m people could be classed as UK regular home web users (Gibson, 2002). 

Data from the Office of National Statistics (2006b) indicates that in 2006, 63 per cent of adults in the UK had used the Internet in February. The ONS also indicates that over the period April to June 2003, an estimated 11.7 million households (47 per cent of all households) in the UK could access the Internet from home-making access five times greater than the same quarter in 1998.

Current statistics published by Nielsen NetRatings (2006a) show that the number of active home Internet users in the UK is now over 24 million. This is second in Europe only to Germany. In 2004 the value of successfully closed deals on the UK’s version of auction website eBay was £2.09 billion, with users spending an average of one hour and 54 minutes on the site a month (Retail Week, 2006). 
This phenomenal growth could arguably be attributed to increases in customer satisfaction. An e-commerce report published by the American Customer Satisfaction Index (ACSI), which measures (r)etailing was revealed by The Wise Marketer (2006) to show that customer satisfaction was higher with (r)etailers than traditional retailing. E-retail scores were measured at 81, while the overall retail industry dropped to 72.4. 

Perhaps the most telling statistic is that, according to market analysts Verdict, UK consumers bought £8.2 billion worth of goods from websites in 2005. This is up £1.8 billion on 2004 and only just behind the £9.4 billion spent in department stores in 2005 (BBC News, 2006a). Such growing popularity and expanded usage is becoming increasingly difficult for companies, especially retailers, to ignore.
Strategy
Porter and Millar (1985) advocated a focus strategy to be most appropriate for the small to medium sized enterprise (SME) sector. They recommended selecting a segment within an industry and customising a strategy to service this segment. In this way, the business gains a competitive advantage despite not having one for the whole market. This niche market strategy avoids direct competition from large and small rivals and the cost leadership strategies which are likely to ensue. Cost strategies are problematic for SMEs given the scale disadvantages.

In contrast to large organisations, O’Gormon (2000) notes:

‘… the small business is typically characterised by a lack of resources and management skills and by an entrepreneurial form of management. The small business can respond quickly to opportunities but may not be able to commit large amounts of resources to a new opportunity.  Therefore, the small business manager tends to commit small amounts of resources, in a number of different stages, as the opportunity emerges.’ 

Many researchers (e.g. Rayport, 1999; Porter, 2001) have commented on the lack of strategic intent behind the use of the Internet by businesses that expect to be judged on revenue growth alone. Adam et al (2002) concluded from their inter-country study that strategic use of the Internet is a reflection of a focus on gaining a competitive edge in the long term, as well as using the Internet for market intelligence purposes and positioning the firm in terms of corporate image and cost advantage. 

Chaston et al (2000) are even more certain of the Internet providing companies with opportunity to assert competitive advantage, seeing it as the ultimate tool to allow profitable differentiation. Indeed, the number of writers who believe in adoption providing a competitive advantage is considerable. It includes Quayle (2002a) who wrote ‘Developing SME e-commerce expertise is essential to sustaining (and in some cases achieving) competitive advantage. SMEs appear to be aware of (if not embrace) the basic elements of e-commerce. The challenge perhaps is getting them to realise that the same elements are also prerequisite for developing an organisation’s competitive advantage.’
Yet, however sensationalised the Internet becomes, Porter (2001) remains unconvinced. He reinforces this point by arguing that no technology, including the Web, can provide a sustainable competitive advantage – particularly when the Web can provide a lower cost of entry to competitors than most information technologies. Any competitive advantage is under threat by actual usage by businesses. Therefore, Porter (2001) argues the Web could provide more of a competitive edge, rather than a competitive advantage. 

Tapscott (2001) writes positively of Internet adoption, criticising Porter (2001), and calls for new business models to be constructed, avoiding Porter’s pessimistic predictions of the outcomes of Internet trading. Chaston et al (2000) have concerns that SMEs have underdeveloped computer-based data management systems and formal learning systems, normally viewed as a prerequisite for success. They believe inexpensive Internet access has encouraged adoption, albeit without adequate systems. This may concur with Porter’s competitive edge rather than advantage argument.
The debate on first or second mover advantages continues at the SME level and validates past ‘wait and see’ policies (Hammond, 2001). O’Keefe et al (1998) suggest that proactive first users of information technology can gain business advantage in the same manner as early market entrants. They believe that Internet adoption is low cost with low risk and that it improves relationships with the supply chain and control over distribution and marketing. 
Furthermore, Chaston (2001) argues that companies not yet online have lost advantage by non-adoption. Perri and Jupp (2001) predicted a digital divide of non-adopters who will represent a significant minority in the medium and even long term. The change in power relationships is often to the advantage of market leaders or larger corporations (Hacki and Lighton, 2001; Agrawal et al, 2001). However, these benefits and subsequent varying degrees of Internet usage are dependant on particular industry and product factors (Poon and Swatman, 1997). As Fillis et al (2004) argue, it would be expected that firms connected to the information technology industry would have a higher degree of uptake and usage of Internet technology than those not connected to the sector. For example, a small gentlemen’s barber shop is unlikely to commit various resources to build an extensive online presence. A conceptual model of development can be found in Appendix 1 which details attitudes and paths to adoption.
Perren and Grant (2001) note that the working culture of the company needs to reflect Internet integration. This ‘do as I do’ attitude must surely be a precondition if SMEs are to punch above their weight online. Bridge and Peel (1999) identify that computer usage provides SMEs with a competitive advantage and may encourage the strategic planning that others consider necessary for adoption. Obvious applications for vertical and horizontal alliances in the supply chain utilising technologies are well established (Ranchhod et al, 2000).

Business Models 

A host of disciplines ranging from agriculture to marketing have used Rogers’ (1962) diffusion theory to increase the adoption of innovative products (Surry and Farquhar, 1997) and it is appropriate to detail it here. The original work now spans several theoretical perspectives. The most pertinent is the innovation decision theory which is based on researching who adopts the innovation and when and can be applied to SME and (r)etailing take up.
Innovation decision theory:

Innovators 2.5% - eager to try new ideas, risk takers, cosmopolitan, usually self-reliant preferring information from experts rather than peers;
Early Adopters 13.5% - more integrated into the general system, tend to be opinion leaders, role models;
Early Majority 34% - just ahead of average adopters, significant deliberation and watching others before adopting;
Late Majority 34% - sceptical, adopting through necessity to conform, reacts to peer pressure rather than advertising, cautious; and,
Laggards 16% - least innovative, orientated to the past, suspicious of the new.
This model obviously accounts for 100 per cent saturation. However, it is quite likely that non-adoption will need to be accounted for.

Another of Rogers’ theories which could be applied to (r)etailing is the theory of rate of adoption. It suggests that the adoption of an innovation grows slowly and gradually at first. It will then have a period of rapid growth that will taper off and become stable and eventually decline (Rogers, 1995). It could be argued that earlier statistics indicate UK Internet usage is experiencing rapid growth which, in turn, means it will then taper or plateau.  
On a macro-level, adoption would become total and systemic change would take place. All facets of the business would be performed online and (r)etailing would need to become the ‘cash cow’ for the business. The micro-level approach to (r)etailing is product utilisation. Specific areas of the business process are put forward for adoption by the new technology. This may simply encompass basic product information or it could integrate stock information to real-time viewing by consumers. Finance is likely to be a major factor in the level of engagement with non-laggards but it can also play a considerable part with all adopters as they decide on their level and type of presence. (R)etailing demands at least an online mail order catalogue and more likely a cyberstore, see Figure 2.1 below.
[image: image1.png]Table 2: Levels of financial engagement

Type of presence

Site content and examples

[S]

Company information

Product information

Online catalogue

Online mail

ctlogue

Cyberstore

order

General details about the business including contact information: (postal) address,

email and telephone number.

hetp: /fwww.bof.co.uk describes the nature of Bridgend Office Furniture business
All of the above, plus specific details of available products

heep: /fwww.dat.co.uk describes all of the training courses that Digital Automation

Training provide

All of the above, plus pricing information

heep: /fwww.hwm.co.uk gives a price list of the current stock of Aston Martins at
HWM

All of the above, plus the ability to buy by mail order

hutp:/fwww.sandpiper.co.uk sells books and does not have a secure online order

form, but gives a fax number and postal address
All of the above, plus the ability to accept payment online through an automated
process

heep: /fwww.blackstar.co.uk/ is a site where you can choose a book or video and

pay for it with a credit card online





	Fig 2.1:
	Thelwall’s (2000) Levels of financial engagement


Using Ansoff’s (1988) product/market grid (see Figure 2.2 below), it is clear that most (r)etailing is unlikely to be with particularly new products. What is less clear is whether the Internet offers new markets. After all, the consumer who purchases music on the high street and the one who does so online can be one and the same. However, it could be argued the facility of reach available online (Evans and Wurster, 2000) to SMEs previously hindered by geography, provides them with opportunities in new markets and subsequently offers them market development. This is likely to require luring customers from competitors who were earlier adopters. 
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	Fig 2.2:
	Ansoff’s (1988) Product/Market grid


Small to Medium Sized Enterprises
Early scepticism by the likes of Doherty et al (1999) suggested that much (r)etailing activity is experimentation and that overall Internet involvement is low. 
They considered that this may be because the high set-up costs with high risk of potential failure prevent many firms from initiating such projects. Whilst their mindset may be outdated their reasoning may not be. Possible barriers include the perception of the technical difficulties and increased workload involved (Fillis et al, 2004). Fillis et al (2004) go on to state that non-adoption of e-business for many companies, will lead to business and product opportunities being wasted. Quayle (2002b) found that leadership and waste management issues are ranked higher in importance than e-commerce issues by many SMEs.
Poon and Swatman (1999) argue that small firms have been disillusioned over the marketing effectiveness of the Internet, stating sales to be lower than targeted and that they failed to gain the competitive advantage mooted by the likes of Durkin and McGowan (2001). This is in union with Porter (2001) who argues the Web cannot provide the competitive advantage currently posited.

Adam et al (2002) note that Porter’s central argument is that (r)etailers have failed to adequately set objectives and have not used sound strategy to achieve these objectives. This confirms Rayport’s (1999) view that online business must be judged on the same financial criteria as any other business. Despite this, many retailers have rushed to create an online presence, some with little or no guidance (Schoenbachler and Gordon, 2002).

Hormozi et al (1998) argue that the development of an organisational website is perhaps the most beneficial element of electronic commerce which SMEs can implement. And there seems a consensus identified by Kawamoto (1998) that many SMEs have a focus on establishing a presence on the World Wide Web (WWW) through the development of a website.

Fillis et al (2004) state that a number of SMEs have not capitalised on this

new mode of carrying out business. This is borne out in a survey which found extremely low adoption rates of around 10 per cent in the Republic of Ireland and 7 per cent in Northern Ireland (Smyth and Ibbotson, 2001). This is supported by Sklar (1998) and the Irish Information Society Commission (2000) who believe that SMEs are not adept in the area of electronic commerce. Others report much higher adoption rates within the UK, approaching 50 per cent of SMEs (Daniel et al, 2002). 
Barry and Milner (2002) identified the main SME business opportunities and commensurate customer benefits realised by the implementation of e-commerce. This can be seen in Figure 2.3 below.
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	Fig 2.3:
	SME business opportunities and customer benefits of e-commerce


Thelwall (2000) lists three issues which would concern an SME that is not sufficiently large enough to afford the appropriate resources to support a (r)etailing website: websites are relatively easy and cheap to construct for a computer-literate person and, as a result, may not be created as carefully as other media; designers often seem to focus on the technology rather than organisational needs; and many managers do not have the experience to judge the potential and value of the Internet. 
It has been identified that the organisational implementation of new technologies and electronic commerce in particular, can aid SMEs in coping with their operational environment and can provide numerous organisational opportunities (Turban et al, 2000; McDonagh and Prothero, 2000). Dandridge and Levenburg (2000) echo the feeling of lost potential within many SMEs but also question the ability to integrate ‘bricks and mortar’ business operations with e-commerce. 

McBride (1997) argues that enterprises are adopting e-commerce but not as the product of a reasoned strategy, more by being driven by competitive pressures and enthusiastic media hype. 
Despite this sometimes frenzied enthusiasm by the media, business and academic worlds towards the numerous benefits to be gained from electronic commerce, SMEs are only likely to follow such practices according to their self-assessments of how the new technologies will change ‘bottom line’ profitability, as observed by Fuller (1993). Due to the constraints of time, manpower and management expertise, it is felt unlikely that this assessment of profitability is arrived at after any lengthy capital appraisal techniques have been employed but more likely by the intuition and ‘gut feeling’ of the owner/manager.

As the majority of smaller firms fall into the micro-enterprise category (Storey, 1997; Fillis, 2000; Gummesson, 2002) the owner/manager’s decisions become ever more dominant. In such a situation, firm and managerial factors merge to act as one due to the high locus of control exerted by the key decision maker (Boone et al, 2000). Depending on owner/manager orientation, the increasing impact of technology through advances in e-commerce can result in a range of perceptions, from the highly positive entrepreneurial viewpoint to the much more conservative, resistant-to-change stance found in other firms (Covin, 1991).
Evans and Wurster (2000) propose a model which assesses the impact of the Web on a business by distinguishing between the economies of information and the economies of things. This has become increasingly constructive for SMEs who can now use the huge opportunity of being able to offer a vast range of information on goods without necessarily needing to hold every line in stock. They can literally set up ‘virtual’ stores. 
This minimal stockholding and fiscal outlay can be taken a step further through ‘drop-shipping’. Drop-shipping involves advertising goods before buying them and once successfully sold, dispatching the goods from the wholesaler or importer directly to the consumer rather than the (r)etailer (The Guardian, 2005). It could be argued that this is an inappropriate and even unsafe process for mechanical or highly technical goods, which require set-up and after sales care. However, it may also become advantageous for (r)etailers to practise drop-shipping with sympathetic suppliers. This would decrease stockholdings, increase delivery efficiency and reduce postage costs.
Also, the relatively low-cost option of setting up distribution ‘virtually’ has enabled SMEs to gain entry into markets, especially overseas, which would have been difficult, if not impossible, using traditional marketing distribution channels (Harridge-March, 2004). Thus again, the Internet is proving to lower the barriers of entry to markets for SMEs.
Despite calling for more detailed research on how and why e-commerce is adopted, Daniel et al (2002) argue that SMEs adopt e-commerce in linear stages. A stage in this model will see SMEs develop into international markets. However, the stages approach to internationalisation has been heavily criticised (McAuley, 1999; Fillis, 2000, 2001, 2002a, 2002b) due to lack of empirical evidence and the fact that the smaller firm behaves in a non-linear, non-stage-like pattern (Fillis et al, 2004). Bell (1995) believes technology allows companies to supersede stages and instantly internationalise, further shrinking barriers to entry. 
Networking opportunities have often been proclaimed as a potential benefit to the SME (DeKare-Silver, 1998; Birch et al, 2000) which should be exploited. As Hacki and Lighton (2001) state, 
‘companies in many industries will form or join networks, which have not only the levels of integration and internal transparency of very large companies but also the openness to market information and the flexibility in responding to it that are the strong suit of small, young ones. In addition, networks give their organisers competitive scale, which they achieve not by taking the expensive route of mergers and acquisitions but by turning their suppliers, subcontractors and, sometimes, their competitors into close collaborators.’
It remains unclear whether networking can evolve into the ultimate ‘virtual alliance’ vision of Poon and Swatman (1996) or be partial as some sectors remain more conventional (Li and Gery, 2000).

Not all businesses will have had the strategic and tactical foresight to engage in e-commerce. Some will have been found to take up the practice more, or as much, by opportunism than by planning; some may even have occured due to peer pressure. This perhaps untidy, informal, intuitive, personal strategic environment is typical in the SME sector (Gibb, 1997). Gibb (1997) argues that despite a number of typical characteristics (Nooteboom, 1994; Acs et al, 1997; Storey, 1997), it is increasingly difficult to generalise and pigeonhole such companies and therefore general recommendations are likely to be inappropriate.

Integration of Functions 

Barry and Milner (2002) believe the success of electronic commerce also depends to a great extent upon the organisation’s preparedness for the technology. They quote Pollard and Hayne (1998) stating such technology should be viewed as a, ‘…conduit which when used properly, can lead to effective change and improved business performance.’
Kandelin et al (1998) identified three key organisational issues deemed paramount for the successful implementation of a new technology such as        e-commerce. Namely: participation, top management support and training. 
Yen and Ng (2003) expand further on internal technical requirements of migrating business fully online, making it clear that online trading does not mean easy trading:

1. Marketing. The conventional mailing of information or catalogues and advertising in magazines is largely, though not exclusively, superseded. E-mail is used to promote directly with target customers and banners are provided on other websites. Some sellers offer digital coupons.
2. Sourcing. E-catalogues are provided online to allow buyers to source product information conveniently without the need for paper-based versions. In addition, search engines are implemented to provide fast and precise information on products.
3. Quotation. No longer through telephone or fax, online enquiries provide buyers with customisable quotations via e-mail.

4. Negotiation. Chat rooms or message boards are used to exchange information during negotiations, without the need to talk or meet face-to-face with each other.
5. Order placement. This is done through a restorable electronic order form. It becomes an electronic mail which also notifies receipt of the order to the buyer. 
6. Transaction. Order placement and payment information become merged together and the corresponding information for both is required in the same electronic order form. Electronic money is collected in timely, fast and secure fashion.
7. Delivery. Just-in-time delivery is attempted. Third party logistics coordinates closely with distributors’ warehouses and enhances information exchange such as time, location and modes of delivery. 
Total incorporation of the above technical scenarios is likely to be inappropriate for most, if not all SMEs, due to the resources necessary and the constraints of set up. However, despite believing this may be a ‘bridge too far’ for their e-commerce, it is feasible for SMEs, perhaps those pure-play – online only - (r)etailers, to aim to achieve this homogenisation.
Trust
The running of a (r)etail website requires closer scrutiny of terms and conditions in comparison to that which the average SME high street retailer might perform. For example, there have been many documented cases where (r)etailers have advertised goods at incorrect prices. One such example is the (r)etailing giant Amazon.
Sky News (2003) reported ‘A shopping website has admitted it made a mistake in advertising expensive computers for £7.32. Amazon had to shut down its UK site after it was inundated with people who found out about the deal….. Many customers entered their credit card details and had their orders accepted on the Internet site. But Amazon says: We will be cancelling orders made for the HP iPaq pocket PCs at the incorrect price this morning.’ 

Other high profile errors have seen Kodak initially refusing to honour orders for a digital camera advertised on their (r)etailing website at £100 in 2003 (as opposed to the correct £329). Also, the retailer Argos mistakenly offered television sets for £3 rather than £299 on its website in 2003. 

The consumer appears to have a strong case to insist the (r)etailer honour the price if: a) the price is deemed to be a genuine special offer by the average, reasonable consumer; and, b) if confirmation of ‘order’ was sent to the consumer following their entering of payment details et cetera.  The Kodak case was argued to be thought of as a genuine special offer and not an obvious pricing error by the camera giant. Clearly, the pricing of the televisions at Argos was a data inputting error. Consumers can greatly inflame these situations by creating their own viral campaigns in forums and chat rooms online. Word quickly spread about the Amazon mistake and the good news led to higher sales.
Abbiati (2006) notes that the problem of pricing errors can be inflamed by the sending of automated responses to customers as confirmation of their orders. This constitutes an acceptance of their underpriced (and incorrect) offer. Kodak's automated response suggested that the orders had been accepted. It not only acknowledged the order but also talked about ‘this contract’. 

If this confirmation is not a strict acceptance, then (r)etailers must be specific in their terminology, omitting such phrases as ‘Thank you for your order’ or ‘Your order will be processed within…’. Substitute copy such as ‘Thank you for your invitation to the offer of [value for goods]’ are unlikely to leave consumers with a positive feeling about the transaction or even understand what they are reading. However, it is important to make clear the conditions which affect the basis of accepting the order.
Abbiati (2006) also notes that Kodak stating that they can change their terms at any time, including prices, would probably fall foul of European Union (EU) and national consumer laws (the EU Directive, the UK Unfair Contract Terms Act 1977 and UK Regulations of 1999). 
The Consumer Protection (Distance Selling) Regulations 2000 require consumers to be provided with information in a clear and easily understood manner and in good time, before the conclusion of any distance contract (DTI, 2000). Best practice means you should state in plain, simple English in your terms that the display and advertisement of price-marked goods and services is an invitation to treat and that if a mistake occurs and the mistake is easily identifiable, for example, the price is far too low for such an item, then the contract is void.

The regulations also state that (r)etailers should employ systems to ensure that mistakes are corrected before product details and prices are loaded onto a live website because (r)etailers can be accused of committing the offence of giving a misleading price indication.
Abbiati (2006) notes how (r)etailers can create Web contracts correctly:
· State clearly that the content of your site is an invitation to treat, not an offer;
· State clearly conditions which affect the basis of accepting the order;
· State clearly in your terms and conditions when acceptance occurs; and,
· Set up reliable systems to stop errors happening or at least identify them before it is too late.
As well as the Consumer Protection Regulations, trading online means (r)etailers should also be aware of the mandatory Data Protection Act and the Electronic Commerce Directive. All three are enforced by UK law and can have an obvious impact on any business found not to be complying. The more salient points are:

The Data Protection Act 1998 (Information Commissioner, 2006):

· You must state what you do with the data
· You must register with the Information Commissioner, a government official that oversees Data Protection

· You should not export the data outside the EC without the subjects permission

· You must keep the data secure, reveal it and delete it if requested by the subjects

The Electronic Commerce (EC Directive) Regulations (2002)
· You should display the name of the business
· It is recommended that you display your company registration number or proprietor’s name (as you would in letters)

· You should show your geographic address (not just a PO box)

· You should show your contact information such as telephone number and e-mail address

· You should show your VAT number if you are VAT registered

· Refer to trade or professional recognition schemes, with registration numbers if applicable

· Provide clear information on price, tax and delivery to buyers

· Show clear terms and conditions and acknowledge orders

Rettie (2002) argues that the Internet is changing culture, creating a ‘virtual culture’ which has its own form of manners (netiquette), members of society (netizens) and method of expressing emotions (emoticons) for those who have matured in the net generation. That said, confidence is a key factor with (r)etailing, as consumers are expected to purchase goods and services from companies they were previously unaware of. 
Rowlatt et al (2002) believe that two-thirds of the UK population do not shop online and some writers (Merriman et al, 2002) have cited uncertainty and risk as the preventative factors. Initial fears and customer concerns of paying remotely (Evans et al, 2001) can be eroded by the promotion of safe-site symbols. Proving (r)etailer’s identity and legitimacy is a fundamental requirement of online shopping. A rather well-known cartoon was sketched (Steiner, 1993) in the New Yorker with the strap line ‘On the Internet, Nobody Knows You’re a Dog’; this resonated with many consumers in the adolescence of (r)etailing.
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	Fig 2.4:
	Steiner’s (1993) infamous sketch in The New Yorker


Many independent schemes which would cross-reference (r)etailers to addresses and apparently address the Internet confidence problem have fallen by the wayside:
· ShopSmart – in 2001, Barclaycard bought this price comparison site for £1 million but failed to make the service work and closed it in 2002;

· SafeDoor – Securicor Plc launched this in 2001 with a £7 million marketing campaign. It closed in 2002 recording a loss of £11.8 million;
· Which? Webtrader – even household offline brands failed. Operated by the Consumers’ Association this was the mainstay of the UK Government’s TrustUK programme. The scheme did not appear without prejudice as it held affiliations with certain retailers and was forced to close in 2003.

This is typical of researching the incredibly dynamic Internet which is changing constantly. Berry (2004) comments that the Internet is in a constant state of flux and technical change. The current solution appears to lie with a scheme run by the Interactive Media in Retail Group (IMRG) known as Internet Shopping Is Safe (ISIS). (R)etailers wishing to join the IMRG and display the ISIS logo on their website need to conform with several criteria, such as registration with the information commissioner for the Data Protection Act.

The IMRG (2004) White Paper notes that ISIS reassures consumers that they can shop with confidence from all of the shops within the scheme because each has:

· registered with the ISIS programme and subscribed to its principles which require it to trade in a manner that is legal, decent, honest, truthful and fair;

· had its site and service reviewed and monitored by IMRG;

· had its Business, VAT and Data Protection registrations checked by IMRG.

Of course the offline world of business is often seen to promote its quality standards. The Investors in People (IIP) award and International Organisation of Standards (ISO) certification are commonly featured in letterheads and on websites. There is no reason this would be construed as anything other than further positive reassurance to consumers when investing in (r)etailers. 
As can be seen above, there is an amount of red tape that (r)etailers need to cut through and additional confidence that can be provided by consumer association affiliations and security features. However, those companies who go to the lengths of conforming to all the regulations and instigate other quality standards through the investment of time and the set-up of systems are likely to improve the customer experience in the medium to long term. Granted, this type of conformity is not as easily marketed as a special offer or new stock line but not having to process the negative customer feedback by non-conformance could be argued to be very beneficial indeed. 
Integration of Marketing

In the increasing clutter – an inadequate word for the situation on the Web today – making yourself heard is an expensive task (Randall, 2001). Harridge-March (2004) claims that the augmented tools of promotion, such as advertising, sales promotion, and direct marketing have been augmented by the development of the technology, which has offered the potential to communicate with many customers. Some have gone as far as saying that there is a new marketing paradigm for electronic commerce (Hoffman and Novak, 1997). 

Strauss and Frost (2001) stated that marketing communications of sales promotion, public relations, direct marketing and advertising comprise an important component of e-commerce strategy. According to Belch and Belch (2000), many companies moved towards the concept of integrated marketing communications (IMC), which involved coordinating various marketing and promotional events, during the 1990s.

An early definition of IMC by the American Association of Advertising Agencies (4As) was:

‘A concept of marketing communications planning that recognises the added value of a comprehensive plan that evaluates the strategic roles of a variety of communication disciples – for example, general advertising, direct response, sales promotion, and public relations – and combines these disciplines to provide clarity, consistency, and maximum communications impact.’
Rowley (2001) highlights the fact that the IMC medium differs from other communications media, particularly in their approaches for grabbing consumers’ attention. She goes on to note that tactics of the traditional media, such as using magazines and billboards, need to be re-interpreted in an environment in which the customer only views data displayed on a small screen. 

That said, McCarthy’s (1960) four Ps, known as the marketing mix, appear ever-present. This popular tool used by marketers the world over has evolved through the seven Ps of promotion, price, product, place, process, physical evidence and people (Booms and Bitner, 1981) through to other notable models. Stokes (1998) offers a ‘4 + 4 Is’ rather than ‘4 Ps’ marketing strategy approach for SMEs, reflecting the reality of entrepreneurial marketing.  This encompasses Innovation, Identification of target markets, Interactive marketing methods (respecting the Influence of word of mouth, Image building, Involvement and Incentives) and Informal information gathering. 
Lauterborn (1990) provides another take with his four Cs which sees the marketing mix from an outside-in perspective through the consumers’ eyes rather than an inside-out perspective from a business to the customer (Napier et al, 2006):
Four Ps
Four Cs
Product
Customer Needs and Wants: product variables are redefined in terms of what the customer needs and wants
Place 
Convenience: product distribution variables are broadened to include all the elements involved in obtaining and using a product or service
Promotion 
Communication: promotion variables are broadened to include all communications with customers designed to increase sales
Price 
Cost to the Customer: price variables change to be the total cost to the customer of consuming a product or service

The following elaborates on the four Ps and Cs:

Customer needs and wants (Product)
Evans and Wurster (2000) propose a model which assesses the impact of the Web on a business by distinguishing between the economies of information and the economies of things. It alights to the fact that businesses are a combination of the two and must compromise the balance. They intimate that many goods, such as books are vulnerable to the Internet revolution because offline retailing dictates that numerous stores with large and expensive stockholdings are necessary for a company to make a national presence felt. Whereas (r)etailing requires less physical property and cost, yet can offer the same, if not larger, information reach. 

Some pure-play (r)etailers offer products which are not available in bricks and mortar outlets. It is arguably this which has seen success in both physical goods and services. Bevan and Murphy (2001) argue that the value is created by the integrated service offering of value-as-convenience and value-as-excellence.
The value of the brand has long been recognised by strategic marketers (Leiser, 2003) and there appears little hindrance of this online. De Chernatony (1996) suggests that the emotional qualities associated with brands may well be communicated online as productively as they are offline. Reassurance about the credibility, authenticity and overall good faith (Tonglet, 2001) are important to Internet shoppers and it follows, logically, that a strong brand will be even more important in the virtual environment (Harridge-March, 2004).

Convenience (Place)

The potential with the Internet is to move from a non-virtual marketplace to a market-space incorporating virtual transaction and distribution spaces (Lockett and Blackman, 2001). This ability of the Internet to deliver direct to large numbers of consumers in markets previously inaccessible because of an organisation’s geography, is seen to be exciting (Allan and Chudry, 2000). Ranchod et al (2000) argue that for large organisations a website cannot, in most cases, completely replace established agents/distributors but they can increase efficiencies.   
The challenge for (r)etailers and their marketers to take control of that front screen and create a positive impression with the consumer has been proven to be even more crucial than previously thought. A study by Carleton University in Canada (BBC News, 2006b) revealed that volunteers rated websites on their first viewing in just 50 milliseconds. The researchers also believe that these quickly-formed first impressions last because of what psychologists refer to as the halo effect – whereby if people believe a website looks good, then this positive quality will spread to other areas, such as the website’s content. This immediate appraisal by human eye places a great deal of importance on image and style content. Pictures need to appear high quality without being so large in size that they take longer to download and hide the whole site. 
The Internet allows organisations to make their service delivery system flexible (Ahmad, 2002) and alleviates the customer’s need to visit a bricks-and-mortar store. It also assists pre-purchase searches with some high street retailers claiming in television marketing that a large number of customers reserve online and then collect instore, for example PC World. Vishwanath and Mulvin (2001) believe this synergy created by the use of multi-channels can outperform the pure-play retailers.

Research by Balabanis and Vassileiou (1999) determined that consumers from the higher income brackets were likely candidates to purchase online, but only from (r)etailers with recognised brands. Hence, it is likely that the most successful online retailers will be those organisations that also have a physical presence in the high street/shopping centres (Harridge-March, 2004).

Napier et al (2006) suggest that in order to build an e-business brand, a (r)etailer should first define how they wish customers to perceive their products or services. For example:
· understand the core elements of your e-business and how these elements differ from those of your competitors;
· identify how your e-business’s products or services solve customer’s problems or fulfil their specific needs;
· determine how to convince potential customers that your e-business is the best source for the products or services you offer;
· consider methods you can use to build customer loyalty;
· select the words, phrases, and images that put the best public ‘face’ on your e-business.
Communication (Promotion)

The Internet is a relatively young medium for undertaking advertising, but Meadows-Klue (2002) argue that it has already reached a level of maturity and is already recognised as a branding medium. Perhaps surprisingly, Schlosser et al (1999) found that respondents felt more comfortable purchasing from a telephone number listed in an Internet advertisement than a demographically similar sample felt about purchasing from a telephone number listed in a traditional advert.
Research funded by the European Commission (Meadows-Klue, 2002) concluded that marketers are still cautious about spending on this medium, not least because it is difficult to measure the effectiveness of such spending. As one definition of advertising is that it is paid space in the media, it is easy to see how the meaning of advertising has been manipulated to include self-managed sites such as company product pages (O’Connor and Galvin, 2001).

Kiani (1998) proposes a five-step model of consumer behaviour that (r)etailers should be aware of within their IMC: consumer awareness, attraction, website visit and contact, purchase and re-purchase. Return visits are a necessary prerequisite to re-purchase, and the establishment of a relationship (Rowley, 2001).

Advertising is possible by paying to place banners and pop-up messages on other websites, such as portals, owned by other people. Harridge-March (2004) claims that typical online advertising such as this makes communication with the target audience easier. However, customer aversion to such messages - although once seen as novel and interesting - has resulted in some service providers turning away advertisers, as with the announcement from America OnLine (AOL) that pop-up ads would be removed from its software (Carter, 2002). This follows an argument by Rettie (2001) who found that a disruption in flow – which is a state of total abortion during Internet usage – by banners, interstitials, pop-ups, and other forms of advertisements can create negative attitudes towards those adverts.

The Internet also provides a more direct possibility than banners. Allan and Chudry (2000) claim the Internet is an excellent channel for communicating with customers on an individual basis because of its immediate and direct interaction capability. Caccavale (2000) debate the possibility of one-to-one marketing further, with a view to developing strong and lasting relationships with loyal customers. Agrawal et al (2001) argue that tailoring messages is likely to be the domain of larger, more readily resourced organisations. Schultz and Kitchen (2000) believe the database to lie at the centre of IMC regardless of which promotional tools are used. The database they are referring to would capture information relevant to the consumer and then modify the communication accordingly. 
Rather than just tailoring the marketing message being sent out, websites offer the possibility of instantaneously tailoring themselves to the consumer looking in. 
Examples such as individual site-navigation or product advice based on browsing or shopping behaviour, may be the driver of customer retention after the initial transaction (Harridge-March, 2004). Arnott and Bridgewater (2002) suggest that this potential is currently under-exploited by marketers yet it may well lead to the ultimate in one-to-one marketing, as originally espoused by Peppers and Rogers (1993), and consequently the facility for better and stronger relationship-building. Some experts believe that the Web is more conducive to relationship marketing than other targeted media, such as direct mail (Krol, 1999).
Breitenbach and Van Doren (1998) in quoting Lewis and Lewis (1997) identify five key categories of Web visitors:

1. directed information seekers;

2. undirected information seekers (browsers);

3. bargain hunters (browsers of a type);

4. entertainment seekers; and

5. directed buyers (directed searchers with a buying intent).

Fane-Saunders (2003) suggest that public relations can now be used to pull the target market toward a (r)etailer rather than pushing out blanket press releases. This can be done positively through consumer forums where flattering accounts of a company’s price, service or product can be viewed by all who join the forum. However, these can also create negative publicity outside the control of the company.
Evans and Wurster (2000) point out that, traditionally, there is a trade-off between richness and reach. They refer to richness in the personal selling aspect which is so often fundamental to building a relationship. Wherein a one-to-one sales visit is very rich in relationship terms but not so in reach as it only contacts one client. The Internet, whilst increasing the reach with its vast network and its infinite connectivity, certainly increases reach but Harris et al (2000) believe the lack of personal interface may be detrimental, as the social interchange adds to some consumers enjoyment of purchasing. 
Hutton (1999) argued that within public relations, fundamental concepts such as relations and relationships had not been articulated in depth. Despite Williams and Moffit (1997) proposing that a radical shift in its understanding, Motion (2000) believes that, in general, work on public relations has stagnated. Yet trusting the providing (r)etailer sufficiently to enter into a transaction is paramount and communicating trustworthiness remains a challenge (Chadwick, 2001).

Work by Ledingham and Bruning (1998) differentiated between communication as the process and relationships as the product/outcome. They went on to develop a list of 17 relationship dimensions and identified trust, openness, commitment and involvement as predictors of positive responses to organisations. As public relations work moves increasingly into the electronic realm, Motion (2000) argues for a relationship-based approach to Internet public relations rather than simply interaction.

E-mail
E-mail is becoming an ever more popular tactic in the (r)etailer’s marketing mix. Doubleclick (2001) reported that in most European countries, more is spent on e-mail marketing than banner advertising. Chaffey et al (2003) state that e-mail offers immediacy, targeting, accountability and is relatively cheap. They believe its key advantage is that unlike the website, it is a push communication tool whereby the marketer can devise appropriate copy to deliver targeted messages to selected customers or prospects. This is a significant difference from waiting for a consumer to ‘find’ the website (pull strategy). 
A good e-mail campaign requires just as much strategy and effort as any other form of marketing (LeRoy-Dyson, 2006). This campaign must firstly cover a fundamental rule: that of permission marketing. Permission marketing entails gaining consumers’ permission to send e-mails about an offer before your message is sent (Fiore, 2001). The e-mail recipient must have agreed to you using their address and ‘opted in’ by doing so. Best practice would have the option of opting out of future communications within all e-mails despatched. Such practice would decrease the proliferation of unsolicited mail (spam).

The cost of e-mail campaigns is minimal and there is a higher success rate around tailored messages rather than generic ones (Bell, 2006). Unfortunately, it is this high return on investment which is increasing the amount of spam, making it increasingly difficult for the genuine marketer to be seen, as computer software systems tighten up and exclude any unfamiliar e-mails received.
Affiliate

Further relationships can be found on the Internet as companies join forces with their peers to increase visitor numbers. Affiliate marketing is an emerging strategy in e-commerce. It represents something of an open marketplace in which innovative Internet marketers can generate revenue by acting as free agent sales people for thousands of online brands (Duffy, 2005). Robertson (2005), Managing Director of Firebox.com, says affiliates are a necessary part of their promotion mix. Firebox has dozens of affiliate partners typically earning a 12 per cent commission on sales.
Linking

Linking is generally felt to be the least expensive and straightforward method of promoting a website. It involves making sure the website has links from as many other related sites as possible, using hyperlinks from theirs to yours (Chaffey et al, 2003). Link farms are companies who can do this for a fee but ‘related’ is the watchword within the definition. Many websites choose simply to find quantity rather than quality which arguably causes the opposite of the desired effect within search engines – demotion. 
Viral

Viral marketing harnesses the networking effect of the Internet and can be effective in reaching a large number of people rapidly in the same way as a computer virus can (Chaffey et al, 2003). It entails Web users passing on information to others, usually for no personal commercial benefit. Godin (2001) writes about the importance of what he terms ‘the ideavirus’ or ‘digitally augmented word-of-mouth’ as a marketing tool. 

The Chartered Institute of Marteting’s Hitel (2006) notes that 25 per cent of Internet users share information daily and most prefer humour. (R)etailers can exploit this by ‘seeding’ niche groups who will spread the virus. The John West food company sketched a short video and posted it online. Using the video’s ability to be e-mailed to others meant this comedic video of a man wrestling a bear over procession of a salmon quickly spread. Indeed, thanks to the size of the viral campaign, the company found the video so popular it produced it as a television campaign. 
Offline

Despite several accounts (e.g. Gaffney, 2001; Kranhold 1999; Orwall 2000) arguing that online advertising itself is effective in generating sales, Harridge-March (2004) feels that electronic marketing does not yet have the potential to replace traditional marketing efforts. This is perhaps as they have not been in existence very long. Therefore, it seems the wiser marketer will apply a combination of both online and, more traditional, offline methods of promotion.

However, some (Bulik, 2000; Green and Elgin, 2001; Quick, 2001) have raised serious doubts regarding the ability of offline advertising to draw customers to websites and persuade them to buy.

Hanson (2000) aptly summarises: as with all media, acquiring traffic is expensive, retaining traffic is profitable, and developing traffic requires value.

Cost to the Customer (Price)

Ancarani (2002) suggests that, because the customer has become more empowered by being able to check, compare and negotiate prices in the shorter time scales enabled by the Internet, the issue of pricing in electronic markets has become a pressure point for e-marketers. 

Simon and Schumann (2001) argue that whilst the costs of changing prices for (r)etailers are less than in the bricks-and-mortar world, it may be more difficult to construct market position using price and, indeed, to differentiate using price. This appears more likely with the growing popularity of online auctions. Hackney and Griffiths (2002) claim these auctions have the effect of pushing prices downwards. However, despite the often mooted price advantages found in (r)etailing, Bromage (2001) discovered that some online shoppers buy online for convenience rather than cost savings. 

As price can sometimes be perceived as the value that the customer puts on the product being made available, it is therefore essential that the customer perceives that they are getting value for money in what is being offered, which may include convenience, efficiency and excellence (Bevan and Murphy, 2001).
Website Design
Kim et al (2003) argue that as e-commerce expands, the design of websites becomes a critical success factor. Given that the need for a website to capture tangible and intangible benefits is present, it is felt that a badly constructed website can lead to lost revenues (Zona Research Inc., 2000) and a negative effect on corporate image. Wan (2000) commented that many corporate websites are essentially just digitised versions of company brochures, and that what is required are websites that satisfy customers’ needs. 
The effectiveness of website design can be explored using evaluation criteria. Brajnik (2000) suggests that a quality website depends on factors within three criteria:

1. task: presentation quality, constant and function, and navigation;
2. performance: response time, transaction throughout, reliability and robustness; and,
3. development: code complexity, code readability and code flexibility, portability, page coupling, and modifiability.
Others use more criteria. Kim et al (2003) define six categories of website evaluation: business function; corporation credibility; contents reliability; website attractiveness; systematic structure; and navigation. These can be viewed in detail in Appendix 2.
Thelwall (2000) argues that the quality of websites can be evaluated by using four different criteria which shall be explored in detail:

· site visibility in search engines;
· ease of use – accessibility, navigation, readability, download speed;

· design quality – style, look and feel; and 

· maintenance and updating – file transfer protocol (FTP) programs.

Visibility in Search Engines
Technically speaking, the World Wide Web (Web) is a collection of middleware services that operates on top of TCP/IP network – the Internet – to create the large-scale effect of a shared information space that scales well and behaves predictably (Papazoglou and Ribbers, 2006). Some may argue that the Web has scaled too well thanks to the vast number of websites now vying for attention. 

Attracting visitors may bring in huge direct or potential commerce benefits (Song and Zahedi, 2001; Supphellen and Nysveen, 2001) but these visitors can and will arrive in different ways: directly by typing in the website address, via a link from other websites or via search engines. These engines allow potential customers to easily access and compare the websites of a large variety of organisations with regards to finding information or undertaking a transaction, such as purchasing a given product or service (Harridge-March, 2004). 

A huge amount of Internet traffic is generated via search engines, as users are unsure of the specific address they require. The DTI (2004) site CyberAtlas (2002) who note that over 90 per cent of all referrals to e-commerce websites are generated from the four largest search engines. Rowley (2001) comments that it is important to manage relationships with search engines and portals carefully, in order to capture as many of these shifting customers as possible. Search engines are an obvious assistant to the Web user in the finding of data and it is vital to show results in a prominent position as only 10 per cent of users look beyond the second page of results (DTI, 2004).
Nielsen NetRatings (2006b) reveals almost 23 million people in the UK visited a search engine in January 2006 alone. They argue that equates to 84 per cent of the UK Internet population. Overall, (r)etailing received the greatest number of people clicking-through from search engines, indicating the sector has informed consumers. Indeed, even though only 1.6 per cent of all visits to a website result in a direct online purchase (Boston Consulting Group, 1998), the Internet allows consumers to enhance their own search and evaluation capabilities, thereby minimising the risk of post-purchase dissatisfaction.

Google is extremely dominant in the search market, generating nearly two-thirds of all click-throughs and almost 19 million visitors each month - three times as many as nearest rivals Yahoo! and MSN (Nielsen NetRatings, 2006b). The following Figure 2.5 displays the most used search engines in January 2006 which accounted for 99 per cent of the entire UK search audience.
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	Fig 2.5:
	Top 10 Search Engines in UK during January 2006 


Registration methods and increasing website prominence (ranking) with these engines varies. Differing search engines may rank a website by its popularity, its relevance or by its quality (DTI, 2004). For example, Yahoo! are felt to have a large number of human site reviewers who rank the registering site, others use automated programs - known as spiders, bots or crawlers - to trawl the Web and index pages (Thelwall, 2000). A constant challenge for (r)etailers is to have their latest products and pricing information ‘read’ by these spiders.
An important issue which allows a site to be viewed or ‘indexed’ by search engines is the use of frames-based pages. These split the website pages into numerous frames which, when viewed by the user appear to be a complete page. However, they are independent of one another and severely hinder spiders from indexing pages beyond the home page. Thelwall (2000) comments that spiders will often ignore frames-based sites beyond the home page, omitting them from its searchable database and significantly reducing the chances of users visiting it.
Adam et al (2002) indicate that keyword searches have brought more users to the Web and the engines’ spiders can be assisted by designers with the appropriate use of indexing features of these keywords and descriptions. These ‘meta’ tags are built into the computer language that codes web pages, hyper text markup language or HTML (Thelwall, 2000) and increase a website’s visibility.
Originally adapted from standard generalised markup language (SGML), HTML now exists in many different versions which have been sanctioned by the World Wide Web Consortium (Raggett and Jacobs, 1999). However, it is possible for designers to leave their consumers behind as using each new version and its additional capabilities means that websites using such programmes or coding will not work in older browsers (Thelwall, 2000).
HTML has also been superseded as a programming language for websites with interactive capabilities, such as database searching and online ordering. The Java and CGI languages are commonly used but XML (extendable markup language) appears to be increasingly popular in commercial applications, thanks to its superior flexibility to accommodate types of information (Chen, 2005). 
Ease of Use
Thelwall (2000) commented that designers need to take seriously the usability of the site, its design and its ability to meet the business goals of the client. Research by Manning et al (1998) found that 50 per cent of visitors will leave if they cannot find an item on a website; and, that 40 per cent will not return if they encounter a negative first experience. It is quite likely that these statistics are now even higher as consumers become more Internet literate and less tolerant of poor quality encountered online.
Taylor and England (2006) believe the more accessible a website, the more likelihood there is of repeat business from the consumer. They argue that the greatest difficulty consumers may typically face when using an organisation’s website is actually locating the information they require or the transaction they wish to undertake.

With the rapid expansion and availability of broadband, download speed appears to have become less of a contentious issue. However, good practice dictates that designers test their website’s download time using the older technology of modems - the most common of these is 56k. This modem’s download speed may be able to approach 5k per second for page downloads. Therefore, dividing the total size of the page, its images and other embedded resources, by five leaves the designer with a normal minimum download time for a non-broadband site (Thelwall, 2000). Given that users are thought to form opinions of websites in a fraction of a second (BBC News, 2006b) it is imperative that pages download promptly on request.

Rowley (2000) stated that any approaches that can enhance product visibility and ease of location are key in defining and maintaining competitive advantage. Furnas (1997) said that users should be able to see what is available on the whole website from the main page. The user should need to follow as few links as possible to get to the information, and it is better to have pages with a lot of well-organised links than a deeper structure of pages with groups links (Shneiderman, 1998).
Siddiqui et al (2003) also commented that ease of navigation and searching are important aspects of e-commerce website design, and that websites should cater for different categories of consumer from the inexperienced to the experienced. Huarng and Christopher (2003) commented that information search is an important aspect of commercial website design advocating the inclusion of a site index, a product index and a product search function. McDonald and Stevenson (1998) refer to studies which have shown that site maps – pages that are overviews of websites – are very popular with visitors and can speed navigation.
Content ranking places information which is more frequently required - and requested - higher up in the navigational structure. This entails placing higher ranked website content on the home page or on pages directly linked to the home page so that consumers can reach it using fewer clicks (Taylor and England, 2006).

Nielsen (2000) commented that a common fundamental error of website design is to structure the website to mirror the way in which the company is structured rather than to mirror the users’ tasks and their views of the information space. This demands that (r)etailers understand how consumers are using their websites. Focus groups could be used to gain qualitative insight but Internet analytics tools could source this information in a more quantitative manner. Such tools analyse existing website traffic to see where consumers went (and in what order) within the website (Heinen, 1996).

Indeed, many researchers have indicated that studying such attitudinal psychology of website users will provide more value than limited page-view counts, when understanding behavioural responses toward websites (Chen et al, 1999; Balabanis and Reynolds, 2001). This is further reiterated by Dargel and Williams (2002) arguing that there is a need to focus and target site content at particular user groups. They believe designers cannot expect to satisfy a wide and diverse audience with single sites.  

Taylor and England (2006) also advocate grouping content by consumer requirements to encourage up-selling and cross-selling since consumers can easily compare similar or related products and services on the website. Grouping website content demands displaying similar and/or related products closely within the website’s navigational structure.

Navigation between web pages typically includes (Taylor and England, 2006):

· navigation bars – structured collections of navigational text, images or

animations;

· individual hyperlinks – connecting two individual web pages in a website using navigational text, images, or animations;

· image maps – images containing a number of hyperlinks;

· drop down menus/collapsible menus – structured collections of navigational text, images or animations where all choices are not permanently visible; and

· search options – data entry fields that allow search text to be entered in order to locate content in the whole website or sections of the website.

Design Quality
Websites should meet the organisation’s objectives with regard to providing such products/services (Adam et al, 2002) and companies must be clear about what it is they are offering. This needs to be achieved at the home or landing page to avoid confusing the user. Geissler (2001) states that it is important to clarify what he refers to as the ‘essentials’ of: who we are, what we offer, what is inside and how to contact us. This could be argued to start with the company brand name. 

Napier et al (2006) argue that Internet brand names should be short, easy to remember, easy to spell and have ‘snap’ – meaning they should evoke a memorable response and bring to mind thoughts about specific products and services. However, a problem that can be encountered when creating a company name is to find that the domain name or Uniform Resource Locator (URL) is unavailable. Figure 2.6 shows how all domain names can be split into components:
	Category
	Example
	Detail

	Hyper Text Transfer Protocol
	Http://


	Allows the multimedia part of the Internet to operate efficiently 

	Subdomain
	WWW
	Indicates which part of the Internet to access

	Domain name
	Anything e.g. Amazon
	Name of a specific site max 22 legal characters

	Top level domain (TLD)
	.com
	Type of institution or country 


	Fig 2.6:
	Breakdown of domain names (Groucutt and Griseri, 2004) 


It is quite possible for designers to become overly enthusiastic with background colours and imagery overlays only to have the site’s written copy as an afterthought. Therefore designers must be aware of making websites readable. Siegel (1997) states best practice to be black text on a plain, white or off-white background.

Clearly, modern styles and standards change over time, making it difficult to highlight best practice. Yet it is somewhat easier to list poor style elements. These include flashing text, poor quality images, uncoordinated colours, unnecessary moving images (animated gifs), under construction placeholders and grey backgrounds (Siegel, 1997; Dix et al, 2003).
Chaffey et al (2003) list six criteria of page design:
· page elements: proportions of headers, footers and navigation elements as well as location. Convention would place the main menu at the top or the left;
· the use of frames: generally discouraged since it makes working with search engines more difficult;
· resizing: good page layout will allow the user to change the size of text or work with different monitor resolutions;
· consistency: page layout should be similar for all areas of the site;
· printing: layout should allow for printing.
A well-designed website will allow the user to flow through it. This flow construct follows the research of Csikszentmihalyi (1975), who sought an explanation as to why some individuals were able to engage and immerse themselves in activities simply for the sake of them, rather than for some extrinsic reward. Csikszentmihalyi (1975) defined flow as: the holistic experience people feel when they act with total involvement. Flow does not, however, usually occur during relaxing moments or passive entertainment, but rather when we are actively involved in a task that ‘stretches our mental and/or physical abilities’ (Jellinghaus, 1995).

Following the work of Hoffman and Novak (1996), the occurrence of flow in human-computer interaction and particularly in online situations has recently been explored (Novak et al, 1999; Chen et al, 1999; Nel et al, 1999;

Rettie, 2001; Dargel and Williams, 2002). A study by Chen et al (2002) led to the development of the nine-component-model based around antecedents, experiences and effects. The prerequisite conditions of flow, or antecedents, as listed by Dargel and Williams (2002) are:

1. The perception of clear goals;

2. An immediate feedback; and

3. Matched skills and challenges.

The second stage, the actual flow experience, is characterised by:

4. A merger of action and awareness;

5. Concentration; and

6. The sense of potential control.

The assumed effects of flow are:

7. Loss of self-consciousness;

8. Time distortion; and

9. Perceiving the activity as autotelic, i.e. intrinsically motivating or worth doing for its own sake.

Clearly, website designers are not physiologists but neither are retailers who are expected to understand a great deal about consumer behaviour and preference. A website designer’s awareness of the above is likely to add value to the design process. Thelwall (2000) states that poor design will not necessarily lose customers directly, but it represents a lost opportunity to enhance the company image.

Maintenance and Updating
Website content needs to be up to date, in line with customer expectations (Chaffey et al, 2003). This is particularly true of (r)etailers with large quantities of product information which require timely maintenance. New lines need to be added and prices can possibly change throughout a product’s life. It would be extremely time-consuming and therefore costly for a designer to perform such maintenance. 

Thelwall (2000) suggests a better solution is for the company to update the content themselves. A File Transfer Protocol (FTP) program can be implemented which will allow the uploading of a page to the web server. Larger amounts of data can also be uploaded to the website’s database by transferring via the Microsoft Office export to HTML feature. Although, this is felt to produce very plain pages. 

Content management systems (CMS) can be built into the website design and provide a more appropriate system for (r)etailers to maintain their data. Chaffey et al (2003) refer to CMS as software tools (usually browser-based software running on a server) permitting users to contribute web content while an administrator keeps control of the format and style of the website.
Yen and Ng (2003) argue that business process reengineering (BPR) is applied to migrate the business processes of the supply chain online. Some of the migration may cause the processes to be merged together, minimised or transformed into other processes within the supply chain. They go on to list a four-phase implementation model which may not be exclusively applicable to the larger corporations wishing to place their whole supply chain online. It is feasible this could be used by the SME wishing to simplify their (r)etailing order processing system. 
The model can be viewed in full in Appendix 3 but the phases are listed as:
· digitisation of data;
· building of inter-organisational communication infrastructures;
· implementation of e-commerce front-end system;
· integration of vertical portal.
Overall, Geissler (2001) advocates that designers employ the KISS (Keep It Simple Stupid) principle and dumb down their designs for the less sophisticated systems used by many consumers, referring to the ‘lowest common denominator’. 
Conclusion
Whilst the Internet and in particular the Web undoubtedly offer strategic opportunities, these can only be fully achieved if organisations plan carefully for the service encounter within this new environment – cyberspace. Indeed, given the sheer number of alternative websites available to consumers with little or no effort, the need to plan encounters that facilitate organisational as well as marketing goals takes on a greater significance (Dargel and Williams, 2002).

That plan can be broken into major components which will assist the set-up of a (r)etailing website: 

Security
Many consumers have security doubts regarding the Internet and of sharing their details, particularly financial, with companies that they were previously unaware of. Security fears can also exist as to the general credibility of the (r)etailer. For example, if the goods require technical set-up, will the company provide adequate support pre- and post-purchase? In such cases it would be prudent to place detailed information on the website regarding set-up facilities and after-sales customer care practices.
Firms can allay the fears by seeking accreditation from industry associations. The ISIS mark is a perfect example of this and is used to convey trust and authentication for (r)etailers. ISIS membership entails companies to adhere to strict security guidelines such as encryption systems to be used for all personal data. Other badges to be displayed on the website could be from specific industry bodies. For example, the Association of Cycle Traders (ACT) could be used on a website advertising bicycling.
Communications
Numerous articles stated that a website’s ‘content is king’. Content about you and your product should be extensive. The latest news featuring an article written over a year ago is unlikely to impress any consumer and products unchanged in 18 months will do little to create a buzz about a website. Therefore, content must be constantly updated.
It is important to allow consumers to communicate with you. Many companies believe going online to mean they no longer require telephones and simply communicate by automated e-mail. Whilst this strategy may serve Amazon and eBay well, it is unlikely to fit with consumers’ expectations of SMEs. No form of communication with customers should be closed – just the opposite; increase them where possible. Make telephone numbers obvious on the website so consumers can interact with human beings (Davies, 1997). Reply to e-mail enquiries promptly. Technology can be used to increase the number of communication services, not decrease them. Offering call-back facilities at specific times and using webcam video calls so the consumer can view the employee, can only increase perception and demonstrate technology in use.
When ordering, consumers need to receive confirmations. These need to be carefully crafted in line with accurate, fair and appropriate terms and conditions. All communications, e-mail and otherwise, should share a similar tone of voice in keeping with the company goals. 

Ease of use

The speed at which websites load is a constant design battle with pictures and graphics increasing the quality of the website’s appearance, only to hinder its speed of use. Slow loading pages are likely to be off-putting for consumers. Google has a minimalist look but is incredibly quick to load and search. That said, Google are not trying to sell high end products which require the use of pictures, video et cetera. Therefore, a just enough approach is thought best. For example, pictures should be kept to the minimum in number and set to lower resolutions. Sites should constantly test their speed, especially against older technology.
The navigation of websites should be familiar to the majority of users. For example the company logo, which would also be a hyperlink to the home page, would be placed in the top left hand corner. Underlined text is usually a hyperlink. The main navigation structure is typically down the left hand side of the site.
The 3 Fs rule applies: fast, functional and familiar. 
Clear message

A website can often be the face of a company. As such, the site design should emulate the company’s philosophy. The site design can communicate the culture of the company and the level of service it is likely to provide. This message should be clear at the home page and resonate throughout the site. The copy written in the site will complement the message and pictures can add obvious benefits to the language. 
Promotion
A number of tactics should be employed to promote a website. Firstly the design and building of the site must be structured to conform to search engine optimisation (SEO). Whilst this can itself become very in-depth and dynamic, there are numerous well-known basic good practices to adhere to. Search engines are the most common place for consumers to find information and companies, so it is vital to be registered with them. Some engines feed others and the vast majority of traffic is conducted by the top few, so ten pertinent registrations would appear to be satisfactory.

You should look to spread the site over the Internet. This can be helped by linking your site with as many other relevant websites as possible. This is also felt to reflect extremely positively in search engines, as the site appears to be more prominent in its field and therefore more relevant to searchers. Suppliers and their individual brands’ sites are an obvious starting point followed by companies in a similar genre who do not specifically compete with yours. 
Companies can pay to be featured on other websites in a variety of different ways. This could be a banner advert or perhaps an affiliation link where a commission would be paid to the recommending site. Forums and blogs are also a means to getting your name in ‘the right community’ without needing to pay for expensive PR work. 
Viral campaigns are becoming increasing popular but often require some ingenuity or an offer too good not to pass onto friends. E-mail promotions are a more sedate form of promotion but are thought to yield the highest return for their minimal investment. However, they do require a strong technical set-up to achieve real success.
Offline promotional choices should not be ignored simply because a company is trading online, perhaps even exclusively. Magazines, newspapers, radio, posters, stickers, printed materials et cetera should all be examined for appropriateness.  
Service
The plethora of choice that the Internet offers nationally and internationally is a constant threat as consumers can easily switch from you to a competitor. Repeat business can only come from customers who have used you and were satisfied enough to return.
Buying on the Internet infers speed. (R)etailers need to live up to this perception and can even increase it offline with such services as timed delivery choices. Suppliers can also play their part by sending goods direct to the consumer rather than to the (r)etailer (drop shipping).  If the speed in which an order can be turned around does not meet the implied timescale, then the customer should be informed – preferably by telephone – as this may often placate the situation. 
Technology can be used to tailor the message and the offering to the consumer. This can be done to quite a high level but at a considerable cost. Statistics should be closely monitored to help understand buying patterns and improve low performing areas of the website. This can be done at a basic level with most hosting sites producing statistics but analytics tools can be integrated (sometimes free of charge) for more in-depth knowledge.
Consultant Consensus 

Research of the subject matter for this chapter discovered several articles written not by academics, but by consultants. Granted, the voice of these consultants was often found in a business magazine where the consultant was hoping to generate positive public relations about his/her company and its services. As Litvin et al (2005) comment there is no shortage of consultants and technology companies touting their abilities to hardness marketing on the Internet.  However, it is interesting to note that a number of points were found to recur in their recommendations for creating a successful website. Figure 2.7 maps out any commonality in opinion.

	
	Research the market & consumers thoroughly
	Complement online with offline promotion
	Provide strong contact details – address, e-mail and telephone
	Allow easy downloading – smaller graphics and minimal use of flash
	Use easy to read text and simple but deep navigation
	Analyse and measure as much as possible to judge benefits
	Use 3rd party sites to promote via links
	Project manage – plan, budget, agreement
	Search engine optimisation
	Engaging and updated content 

	Bhatt (2003)
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	Wiley (2004)
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	Gamse (2002)
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	Bruith (1998)
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	Fig 2.7:
	Consultant recommendations for building a successful website


Therefore, worthy of further investigation is the study of prolific consultants’ opinions and of the correlation between consultants and academics recommendations for SMEs. 

Chapter 3 – Research Methodology 

The overall direction of the research is provided by the research strategy and this includes the process by which the research is conducted (McGivern, 2003). Two approaches were considered for this research: positivistic and phenomenological. The latter is concerned with understanding human behaviour stressing the subjective aspects of human activity by focusing on the meaning, rather than the measurement of social phenomena (Hussey and Hussey, 2003). These variations in behaviour can provide alternative but valid interpretations. Gummesson (2002) argues that in undertaking a phenomenological study researchers may be able to generalise from one setting to another. The phenomenological paradigm is empirical research which will provide rich, subjective data across a small sample. Its main characteristic is that it can often be unstructured. The data content is likely to be discursive whilst perhaps biased. 

Qualitative research is empirical research where the data is not in the form of numbers and is usually associated with small-scale studies with a holistic approach (Punch, 2000). Qualitative research is often involved with phenomenological paradigm. The benefit of this is the fact that research is largely in the control of the working party. However there are several realities to outcomes as the matters are more subjective. 

This is different from quantitative research which is more likely to involve structured questionnaires, structured interviews, direct measurement and experimentation (Jankowicz, 2000). Quantitative research is empirical and usually associated with large-scale studies which have a scientific focus. That said, both quantitative and qualitative data can be obtained from the case study method (Denscombe, 2003).

According to Scrimshaw (1990) and Marshall (1997), the positive aspect of such a qualitative research is that attitudes can be revealed; observation possible; open-ended, sensitive topics can be explored; findings are often relevant and applicable and it’s possible to identify real behaviour. These advantages of the qualitative method are felt particularly appropriate to this research. Both Scrimshaw (1990) and Marshall (1997) would also say that there are a number of negatives associated with qualitative research: random sampling is not possible; little statistical testing of data; problems in data interpretation and validity; small survey samples; very time consuming; difficult to replicate study and it is open to bias. 

A positivistic approach was considered inappropriate as it can ineffectively explain behaviour and provide few insights with unconvincing explanations (Remenyi et al, 1998). Hence the phenomenological paradigm was deemed most appropriate for this research, in that it focused on a case via evaluation of tools derived from the literature which is a key objective of this study. Both types of research can be linked to differing types of research methods (Jankowicz, 2000).

Alternative Evaluations

A number of tactics could have been employed in order to analyse the success of the website. A quantitative survey of browsers was firstly considered. This would have involved garnering information in different manners. The placing of a questionnaire on the website would be seen as the primary source of feedback. Unfortunately, it was felt that many consumers would fail to spend their browsing time providing feedback, even if that would lead to improving the shopping experience sometime in the future. A prize or payment of some sort may improve the success somewhat but arguably only to a select type of consumer rather than providing a broad overview of opinions. 

Paper questionnaires with prepaid envelopes placed with all goods despatched could have provided another avenue for feedback, although return rates are likely to be poor (Allan and Skinner, 1991). It was felt that any feedback would be overly retrospective as the consumers’ browsing and shopping experience had taken place some time before receiving the questionnaire. It was anticipated that both of these methods of surveying browsers would have received minimal customer interaction and were therefore deemed unsuitable. The fact that the researcher and the respondent do not meet also raises questions about whether the responses would be genuine (Denscombe, 2003).

A qualitative surveying method was considered amongst industry experts. Web consultants could be approached and interviewed seeking their professional opinions of the website. A problem with this type of survey would likely result in financial implications. Consultants would either be hoping to sell their services and provide a critique free of charge in order to win a contract for improving the website or they would be seeking a consultation fee for providing astute critique. Neither of these options were felt appropriate for this research. 

Non participant observation observes and records peoples’ actions and behaviour without the researcher being involved (Hussey and Hussey, 1997). One suitable method of non participant observation of website browsers is to use web analytics software. This software records browsers’ entry, navigation and exit from a website. Every click from users is then categorised and charted which would have provided the researcher with highly appropriate data for this study. This observation approach should also produce reliable results and allow the collection of data at the time they occur in their natural settings (Saunders et al, 2000). Unfortunately Tredz are in the process of implementing analytics software and would be unable to suppy data at the time of this study. 

The Case Study Method

The research hypothesis does not easily lend itself to a quantitative sample. The subject is both complex and far-reaching. Whilst facts in the form of statistics and simple closed answers could be used to some degree in a quantitative survey on (r)etailing usage, they would fail to fully explore the rationale for any movements. 

Eisenhardt (1989) refers to the case study as ‘a research study which focused on understanding the dynamics present within single setting.’ The case study method could be argued to be a form of action research which is usually more appropriate in a long-term project (Beardwell and Holden, 2001). Bell (1999) reiterates this point believing the case study approach gives the opportunity for one aspect of a problem to be studied in depth within a limited time scale. As the researcher will be immersed within the organisation as project manager this was not felt a hindrance; indeed, quite the opposite, an advantage. 

Case studies are often described as exploratory research, used in areas where there are few theories or a deficient body of knowledge (Collis and Hussey, 2003). McGivern (2003) argues case studies get the full picture and that they are common in organisational research and Bell (1999) agrees they enable the researcher to concentrate on a specific situation and the various processes at work. Jankowicz (2000) states that the case study method can investigate an organisation and make recommendations; these are all in line with the aims of this research.

Yin (2003) identifies the following characteristics of case study research:

· The research aims not only to explore certain phenomena, but to understand them within a particular context;

· the research does not commence with a set of questions and notions about the limits within which the study will take place; and,

· the research uses multiple methods for collecting data which may be both qualitative and quantitative.

Collis and Hussey (2003) argue these characteristics are open to debate and that a more positivistic approach to the case study may see it commence with a strong theoretical foundation and specific research questions. Bennett et al (1986) offer a similar list, while Hartley (1994) also argues that a case study approach should be based on a theoretical stance. Others criticise the fact that case studies can produce large amounts of information which can leave the researcher unable to distinguish the most significant variables from those peculiar to a particular case (Mintzberg, 1973, Batstone et al, 1977). 

The Case Study Approach

The undertaking of the case study examination of Tredz.co.uk can be dissected into the following sections:

· Analysis of the history of the organisation;

· Critique of the website by the commissioning manager;

· Website designer’s feedback; and,

· Focus group report.

Arguably the most revealing of these sections is the focus group. Such focus groups are usually associated with phenomenological methodology, gathering data relating to the feelings and opinions of a group of people involved in a common situation. The session took place in April 2006 and comprised of twenty marketing postgraduates and eighteen web design postgraduates. The literature review in Chapter 2 identifies a number of key characteristics that are common to website design and functionality. The purpose of the group was to review and discuss these areas in relation to Tredz. Once feedback had been raised by some members of the group, other participants were encouraged to voice their own opinions and add value to the proceedings. The results of the group allowed the researcher to provide stronger recommendations for the improvement of Tredz and subsequent SME website creation.

However, it is possible to critique these sections through their author and researcher as much as their content. For example, the history of the organisation is the author’s account of how the company has evolved. This reviewer is neither a trained historian, nor a qualified researcher but has drawn an account of the organic growth events taking place for over a decade. It could be presumed that no element of mistruth is present but it is questionable whether pertinent information maybe missing from the history or its analysis.

Also, despite the website designer writing an apparently honest account, his meeting minutes, detailed building plan and other such pertinent notes are not available for scrutiny. Neither does he provide the opportunity to compare his programming skills by examining other websites he has created.

Furthermore, the focus group highlights the fact that the commissioning manager is a novice in this field. He lacks training in interviewing and may possibly have encountered a group wishing to please and provide positive feedback. Had his experience and training been more extensive, perhaps he could have garnered a more thorough critique. 

Secondary Data

Secondary data is that which has already been collected and analysed by other writers (Riley et al, 2000). Secondary data can be referred to as qualitative data which can be thought of examining and reflecting on perception in order to gain an understanding of social and human activities (Hussey and Hussey, 1997). 

Easterby-Smith et al (2002) claim that secondary research methods have strengths in their ability to look and understand people’s meanings, to adjust to new issues and ideas as they emerge and to contribute to the evolution of new theories. However, weaknesses of time taken to collect and the interpretation of the data could be argued. 

The collecting of secondary data made it possible for the researcher to explore what others have contributed to the subject matter and compare opinions and ideas within existing published material from both the academic and business worlds. Therefore, secondary data was an important element of this research as it helped provide the background and justification of the conclusions and recommendations. 

Secondary data was collected in a systematic manner from numerous sources. This included books, journals, newspapers and reliable Internet portals such as the British Broadcasting Corporation’s bbc.co.uk. An online academic database, EBSCO Host Research Database, containing full text journal articles and company profiles was used prolifically. The use of journals was felt to provide more current information than using purely literature from books (Hussey and Hussey, 2003).

Triangulation
Denzin (1970) defines triangulation as ‘the combination of methodologies in the study of the same phenomenon’. Being qualitative, the study will be difficult to replicate and the lack of probability sampling will unfortunately make triangulation all the more difficult. As Punch (1998) would comment the aim of triangulation is to enhance the validity of findings. Yet the questions asked and the nature of the data analysed are guided by theory and good practice.

Easterby-Smith et al (1991) identify four types of triangulation:

· Data triangulation;

· investigator triangulation;

· methodological triangulation; and,

· triangulation of theories.

In the development of this case study a mixture of methods were employed from the methodological triangulation, the triangulation of theories approaches and the investigator triangulation. However, as Jick (1979) contends, replication is exceedingly difficult to perform when a mixed method is used, particularly where qualitative data is generated. Triangulation was achieved through extensive communication via the commissioning manager, the website designer and the focus group and by constant referencing to available literature.

Chapter 2 suggests the main areas in which to focus ones marketing and coding efforts. Namely: security; communications; ease of use; clear message; promotion; and, service. These shall be analysed in Chapter 4 in relation to the Tredz website. This analysis is a triangulation between the commissioning manager, the website designer and the focus group which will be able to provide satisfactory feedback in order to measure the effectiveness of the (r)etailer Tredz.co.uk.

Validity and Reliability
Validity is the extent to which the research findings accurately represent what is really happening in a situation (Collis and Hussey, 2003). Saunders et al (2003) refer to it as the ability to infer a meaning that the participant intended. This is particularly appropriate in a focus group session where the majority of feedback is verbal. An element of training provided by the supervising tutor added to the researcher’s validity.

Reliability is concerned with adding credibility to the findings. The researcher needs to ask himself ‘will the evidence and my conclusions stand up to the closest scrutiny?’ (Raimond, 1993). Collis and Hussey (2003) argue that if a research finding can be repeated, it is reliable. However, under the phenomological paradigm, it is not important whether qualitative measures are reliable in the positivistic sense, but whether similar observations can be made on different occasions and/or by different observers (Collis and Hussey, 2003). 

With the research being a case study, repeating the findings to prove reliability becomes more difficult. Reliability is unlikely to occur for qualitative research in the fact that it is likely to demonstrate more in-depth understanding of the results compared to quantitative research where figures can be tested more easily. This is especially true of the case study method.

Gill and Johnson (1993) state that ethical issues in ethnography arise from the nature of the relationship between the researcher and the host organisation. In this case whilst depth of research was necessary, it was felt prudent not to divulge all information which may be taken upon by competitors. For example, the intricate details of upcoming promotional activity within the marketing plan and detailed tactics to increase the website optimisation have been omitted.

Chapter 4 – Results and Analysis
This chapter of the report analyses the Tredz case study. It consists of the following elements:

· Analysis of the history of the organisation and development of the website;

· critique of the website by the commissioning manager;
· website designer’s feedback; and,

· focus group report.

Analysis of the history of the organisation and development of the website 

An analysis of the history of the organisation found in Appendix 4 indicates that Wheelies Direct Limited has a record of innovative development market orientation. It is felt that the company’s key service offering of bicycle and accessory replacement on behalf of insurance companies has followed a typical product life cycle since its inception in 1992. The product class of insurance replacement has seen a continued slowdown in sales growth and could therefore be argued to be in the maturity stage of its life cycle, facing decline. Product classes have the longest life cycles and sales in such classes are thought to stay in the maturity stage for a prolonged time (Kotler et al, 2002). During 2005, the company decided to use this prolonged period of time to seek business growth through other areas. Namely, mail order bicycles and accessories direct to consumers over the Internet.

Despite the advantage of working with the credible brand name of Wheelies which has been in the mail order and cycle trade for fifteen years, the company felt it prudent to launch the mail order division under an entirely separate name. If the website had used the Wheelies name and URL the company believed the marketing would have been a much easier task. They showed confidence in their ability to build the brand Tredz purely from (r)etailing as De Chernatony (1996) has stated it is possible to do. The primary reason for this was to avoid cross contamination of messages and brand images. 

Further analysis of the need for a different website revealed:

· Fear of indicating to insurance clients a diluting of the bespoke service offering - of ‘taking our eye off the ball’;

· different product/stock lines and profit margins;

· avoid confusion with company’s retail stores;

· separation of liability and rewards; and,

· a more modern face to the division, in keeping with Napier et al (2006).

The new website entailed starting a business with zero brand recognition, instead of using a company name which delivers some 26,000 bicycles per annum to homes all over the UK. This in itself would add to the marketing challenge of (r)etailing. The branding of the website and the style imposed was that of a serious (r)etailer with a young but corporate feel, not a typical start-up bike shop. The company believe in a look-big-be-big mentality and feel Internet literate consumers will subconsciously appreciate this effort.

The company appears to be familiar with information, communication and technology (ICT) and in favour of ICT use in the workplace to aid efficiency and improve the business function. It currently uses a number of bespoke ICT systems to conduct business with several insurance clients. That said, its only website to date - wheelies.co.uk – is purely an online catalogue (Thelwall, 2000). This site has very little interactive functionality and no means of ordering online. Therefore, despite being online for ten years, it could be argued that the company’s experience of (r)etailing is minimal.

Undoubtedly, the largest asset of the mail order division Tredz is the assistance of the parent company Wheelies Direct Limited. Tredz has been sheltered from the crippling costs typical of such start-up ventures. It has also been able to purchase stock at industry best rates and use the company’s considerable human resources where necessary. In short, Tredz has been able to get off the ground under the watchful and inexpensive eye of its parent. This is likely to continue through Tredz’s adolescence, until it is sufficiently profitable to recompense Wheelies Direct Limited accordingly. 

The time frame for this venture to be successful is felt to be pressing but not imperative. Whilst the company hopes the ‘cash cow’ (Ansoff, 1988) of insurance replacement work will continue for years before declining, the ‘problem child’ of Tredz is felt to be the revenue stream of the future. As such, it needs to be able to stand on its own financial wares as quickly as possible; this preferably being in year one, more realistically, and planned for, in year two.

Critique of the website by the commissioning manager

The commissioning manager and project leader for Tredz was the general manager at Wheelies Direct Limited. He was reasonably computer literate but not a computer programmer or website designer. He became the self-appointed project manager (PM) for Tredz development because of his all-round knowledge of the business and its various needs, along with his desire to see the venture succeed. This meets Siedlecki’s (2001) recommendation that responsibility lies with a marketer, not a technical person within the company. The Tredz business model, along with the brand name, was his brainchild and he is the most knowledgeable Internet marketer in the management team. With the director’s blessing, the PM would split his time between managing Wheelies Direct Limited and the development and marketing of Tredz. 

The PM’s critique:

Design and build

The building of Tredz was a hugely frustrating task. Deadlines were constantly missed and a project that was initially felt to take three months, required ten. In hindsight the commissioning team would say they were naïve in believing they could request a multifunctional website in such an arbitrary manner. In contradiction with the likes of Dargel and Williams (2002), the initial brief was almost non-existent, simply asking for a website to allow the company to outperform the market leader, Wiggle.co.uk, see Appendix 10. The team also employed the services of one website designer not, a design company. This was done despite knowing that this designer could only work on Tredz on a part-time basis.

A catalogue of problems ensued. The database housing product details did not integrate with existing data at Wheelies Direct; the shopping cart needed more coding than the designer anticipated; functionality features became ever changing; search engine optimisation was barely thought of; integrating a content management system took several months in itself. After several months, the designer realised that more manpower was necessary and outsourced the shopping cart and ordering functionality. This second programmer soon became responsible for the whole build which added further communication and integration problems. Both these designers needed more guidance and educating in (r)etailing and marketing matters than could possibly have been anticipated.

In summary, despite not realising at the outset – and not helped by a lack of planning - the Tredz team wanted to create a website which was at a professional level beyond its designers. The PM could have sought more assistance from professional bodies such as the Welsh Development Agency (WDA) and Opportunity Wales who may have foreseen such problems and made alternative recommendations.

Security
There was a great concern from the outset that Tredz would not appear secure as, being a start-up with no repeat customers, credibility would be extremely low and security fears are consumers’ largest concern with trading online (Evans et al, 2001). This was reasonably simple to achieve, as all the company’s financial transactions are completed via Protyx – the secure online payment process company. However, despite being secure when entering personal details, the site did not display the yellow padlock - which is synonymous with security - within the frame of the page. This was compensated for by displaying a large image of a padlock with the text ‘SSL secure’ on every page. Encryption and server authentication has since allowed us to install the yellow padlock symbol desired from day one. The Tredz website now appears as secure as the majority of (r)etailers and more so than our peers.

Communications
Whilst imperfect, communication is felt to be quite strong throughout the website. Tredz has tried to portray itself as a young, cyclist-orientated company, as opposed to a faceless profit-seeking organisation. It feels it has achieved this with quality graphics and pictures, from the header of the home page to others throughout the site. The home page also includes a fifty word welcome note which quickly sets the tone of the website for the first-time user. This was deemed necessary, as all clients would initially be new visitors to Tredz and it was also felt good practice to aid the company’s page rank and search engine awareness. 

The domain name follows a recommendation made by Napier et al (2006) in being short and easy to remember. Special attention was paid to the About Us and Links pages. The script of these pages was again structured to appeal to the target market: that is, 18- to 35-year-old male mountain bikers. Whilst professional, the language is friendly and not overly corporate or colloquial. It also meets Siegel’s (1997) best practice of black text on a plain background.
The About Us page focuses not on the company and its mission to sell, but on the retail store’s history, its riding staff, its spectacular location in south Wales and proximity to the Afan Valley. Pictures have also been included on this page to add credibility. These include pictures of the company’s retail stores, the Tredz office itself and employees actually cycling. This has been done specifically to allay fears and back up the ‘brick and mortar’ existence, encouraging the online business.

The Links page only houses organisations which reflect the cycling tone of the website and none who contain links to any competitors. In truth, it is hoped that these will add credibility to Tredz and appeal to the cyclist but not to a level which would compel them to follow the link and leave the Tredz website. In order to assist search engine ascension of Tredz, additional attractions have been included; see focus group feedback for positive results.

Both these pages have not only been written to appeal to the human eye but also to the search engine robots. Key search terms such as ‘mountain biking’ have been carefully inserted in amongst the script. It is felt that the continued use of such terms in the body of the text, as well as in the hidden key words or meta tags, can only be advantageous (Adam et al, 2002). 

A strong feature of communication which Davies (1997) promotes is the prominent displaying of the Tredz office telephone number which again shows the human interface available at the company. This has been surprisingly well used since launching and has been the method for nearly five per cent of orders received (none via post). Tredz has resisted the temptation to turn this communication channel into a revenue stream by installing a national rate number of the 0845 or even the 0870 variety. Although this has not been ruled out for the future, it is felt not to be in keeping with the ‘here for you’ message and unlikely to make consumers feel more comfortable (Schlosser et al, 1999).

E-mails and enquiries have been numerous and welcome. Chaffey et al (2003) believe e-mail offers immediacy and the organisation has responded to these communications in an appropriate and timely manner. However, whether the consumer agrees is difficult to measure. Many of these e-mails are being scripted late in the evening when the Tredz office is closed. It begs the question of whether the consumer expects a 24/7 service or if they are perfectly happy for a response to be received during the next working day. The former would obviously create an additional resource burden either through a human or more capable IT system which can automatically respond to various types of message. This is unlikely to be the case for many SMEs.

The coming months should allow Tredz the time to complete several outstanding communication tasks. The most prominent of these is to e-mail a newsletter as recommended by Chaffey et al (2003). This will remind consumers that we exist in the market and thank them for their interest in Tredz this year. The company also plans to add additional features to the communication set-up, such as web cameras and free telephony where consumers will be able to talk to (and view) the office staff at zero variable cost over broadband connections. None of the company’s competitors currently offer such services and it is felt that this unique selling point can be exploited as a competitive edge as Porter (2001) would claim, if not a competitive advantage.

Ease of Use
Ease of use has been a disappointing area, as some functionality of the website is not working as it was specified. With over 5,400 products on the site, easy navigation is a key determinant of quality (Brajnik, 2000). The search facility is a priority improvement (also confirmed by the focus group) and the navigation menu is a little slow as the large database containing all product information must run a filtered search which takes a second or two whenever it is used.  

Although internally the ordering process is felt to be simple and clutter free, it could be more intrinsic. Despite being a Cyberstore (Thelwall, 2000) the website does not communicate fully with our stock and consumer files. A positive factor of this is that customers may assume all items are in stock when viewing Tredz, what Evans and Wurster (2000) refer to as ‘reach’. This can provide Tredz with a firm order on an item which they can then order in themselves and process, perhaps informing the consumer of a small delay or an alternative where necessary. The negative factor is that order processing becomes more manual internally and that not stating directly that items can be despatched immediately forces consumers to locate a website that does make that firm offer. Regardless, the Tredz team believe this should improve for speed of processing.

It is difficult to know what consumers feel about the website and their preferences. For example, they may leave a sale uncompleted after placing items in the basket, indicating something is off-putting at that juncture. Analytics software as recommended by Heinen (1996) is to be installed which will track ‘surfers’ every move and provide vital information as to which parts of the site are most popular and which are redundant. Thereby, consumers will unintentionally be moulding the website into offering more appropriate products and information.

Service
Tredz were torn between two schools of thought regarding product listings: upload only products which were in any of the three stores or that were known for certain to be available from suppliers; or, upload the most widely held branded products available through the majority of our suppliers. Both schools had their merits but ultimately, it was felt that availability listings from suppliers are virtually impossible to obtain, let alone update, and to only list items currently in stock would narrow the national product offering. 

Therefore Tredz chose to upload almost every branded product that could (at least in theory) be supplied from their accessory range following Evans and Wurster’s (2000) argument of larger available reach online. The offering was narrowed for bikes to core product lines as they can provide the highest value added. In retrospect, this appears to have been the correct decision as orders for obscure accessories not usually kept in stock have been received. Not stocking all these product lines means that a small delay is likely, but informing consumers of this has been met with patience and understanding in all but a few cases. 

It is hoped that suppliers will be able to assist in decreasing this time to complete orders by performing drop shipments (The Guardian, 2005). Although the bicycle industry tends to be rather anti-(r)etailing, the response has been less negative than expected. This neutrality is perhaps because of our pricing policy, which is fairly neutral - showing keenly priced specials on the home page but not heavily discounting many items, especially not the current range of bicycles. That said Tredz has not launched itself to a fanfare within the trade, preferring to establish itself quietly without provoking any attacks from established competitors. It is gratifying to know - and telling of the company’s service offering - that a considerable number of consumers have used Tredz more than once. This repeat business is exactly what (r)etailers should consider to be their ultimate marketing goal (Taylor and England, 2006).
However, the loading of products onto the website has not been without its problems. Maintaining the product ranges by adding new lines and removing the obsolete ones is a full-time job and it demands accuracy. Also, there is both a technique and a skill to writing copy that will appeal to the human eye and the all-important search engine robots. A pricing error was encountered which led to excessive orders and a considerable financial loss, after word quickly spread by viral marketing in cycling forums of the bargain-priced item to be found on the Tredz website. Management decided to honour the sales and gain consumers’ respect rather than risk the wrath of the forums and their viral effect, along with any possible small claims court proceedings (Abbiati, 2006). Thereby illustrating the Internet’s ability to escalate mistakes which would not be so costly in a conventional channel (Groucutt and Griseri, 2004).
Promotion
As Strauss and Frost (2001) would agree promoting the website has been the most interesting, varied, challenging and arguably important aspect of the project. The majority of consumers have discovered Tredz via the world’s dominant search engine, Google. This is despite appearing in two leading mountain bike magazines for several months. It confirms the company’s belief that the majority of people wishing to purchase online will perform their research online as well. 

Therefore, search engine optimisation requires considerable focus (Thelwall, 2000). Unfortunately, this has not necessarily been understood by the website designer and implementation of the appropriate code has been constantly delayed. As such, Tredz’s page rank (the measure by which Google judges a website) started at a respectable two in January but has yet to move upward. A focus for the summer 2006 is to improve this to a rank of four and to six by the winter 2006. Industry peers have a page rank of five. Increasing the number of incoming links is also likely to be a factor in this rank (Chaffey et al, 2003) and is in the control of the Tredz team, not an outsourced programmer.

The promotional model would be very weak and one dimensional if it only relied on a search engine. As such, other online promotions have included banner advertising, forum seeding and minor affiliation schemes. As Hitel (2006) would recommend, a viral campaign was launched in April involving a comical two-dimensional game. This game was placed on the website and sent to various magazines and websites who share the demographics of the target audience. Reviews of the game quickly spread over the Internet and soon inflated visitor numbers. Over one weekend visitors climbed from an average of one thousand to nine thousand. The only negative with this promotion is that many visitors are international, not an audience Tredz are courting. However, all increased traffic is felt to improve search engine placement so from a promotion and awareness standpoint the game has been hugely successful.

In agreement with Harridge-March (2004) Tredz have used conventional promotion to assist selling the company name and brand image. Offline promotions have produced team kits for events (both cross country and downhill), car stickers and several sponsored riders. Tredz are also reinforcing the location’s excellent riding by including a flyer for Afan Argoed along with a free car parking voucher (see Appendix 11) which contains the website address with all despatched items. This is felt to complement the pro-cycling, socially responsible, friendly but professional corporate image.

Impact and Competition

Response to marketing promotions has been as strong as was hoped. Daily visitor rates soon climbed steadily to approximately 1,000 per day, of which over 350 tend to be unique, indicating more than half return. Arguably the most important initial statistic, revenue, has also climbed steadily at over 30 per cent growth per month. Sales have shown Tredz not to be pigeonholed into any one category, with a very wide and diverse product range being requested.

Following a redesign of the initial website logo and style in April, the quality of Tredz website is felt to be equal to any of its peers in terms of style and look. This is also the case with available brands, product offering, usability and download speed. A few competitors choose to use sex to sell their bicycles by photographing girls in bikinis provocatively holding cycle parts. It could be argued that this style will alienate female consumers (currently 5 per cent of Tredz business) and also create negative feelings with the male consumers. It is not a tactic Tredz intend to imitate. This was something discussed and agreed by the management team early in the development stage more from a marketing stance as a moral or ethical one. As such, it should be noted that were this tactic felt necessary to gain market share it would almost certainly be employed.

A common weakness amongst competitors is not employing customisable websites (although consumers can log in to some, e.g. Wiggle.co.uk) and none are felt to be particularly cyclist friendly despite displaying cycling products. It is felt that this will allow Tredz to carve a niche for itself if it can continue to demonstrate its pro-cycling stance and several ideas are already underway to create more of a cycling portal, than purely offering products for sale. Several competitors have very strong affiliation schemes and huge numbers of links. A small number also have stronger IT facilities which are linked to internal stock files displaying which products are currently held in stock. Only a handful of competitors are particularly well optimised showing page ranks of four or five from an available possible ten.

It is clear that Tredz cannot yet match competitors on page rank or turnover. Wiggle has a ranking of five and a turnover exceeding £10 million, whereas Tredz has a ranking of two and a turnover of zero last year. However, with the biggest barriers to entry – set-up and supply chain - now successfully negotiated and with current marketing tactics drawing larger numbers of unique visitors to Tredz (see fig 4.1 below), the team are confident they can maintain strong growth in the sector. 

Early results show turnover growing by approximately 40 per cent per month and relationships appear to be forming as many consumers are re-purchasing (Rowley,2001).
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	Fig 4.1:
	Number of unique visitors to Tredz.co.uk in 2006


The Learning Curve

The designing, commissioning, marketing and launching of Tredz has involved a very steep learning curve for the project manager and others involved. The advice from the Tredz PM to companies undertaking a similar project with similar levels of resources would be:

· Start immediately and start small – a company can buy a website solution for several hundred pounds and employ a coder to produce a ‘live’ website in a very short time frame. This will provide the company with a test-ground for more robust solutions.

· Learn – as the company learns about what works on the Internet and what features and facilities they would like on their current site, incorporate them into the future brief.

· Full-time responsibility – the PM needs to be full-time from the very beginning of the project in order to understand the positive and negative aspects of everything involved.

· Budget – set a firm budget at the top end of what is affordable. Remember, cutting back on planning and design in order to save costs is only likely to lead to missed deadlines and poor quality.

· Training – not only is the PM likely to require additional training but the management team need to be committed to its success and are likely to need training to better understand (r)etailing concepts.

· Future brief – this should be incredibly detailed from the logo and fonts to use to the keywords for particular pages. Every possible design question should be answered in advance leaving nothing to the subjective opinion of a programmer unless he/she offer a better solution.  

· Objectives – as with most forms of planning, shrewd objectives can assist the team to focus on and achieve the important, not simply the urgent, tasks.

· Take advice – whilst learning and developing experience with the first version of a site, take (and seek) any available assistance. This may be in the form of contacts for website designers or marketers, planning assistance, or possibly even government or European grant money.  

Website designer’s feedback
I [Mr. M. Jones] have been the designer and host of the Wheelies Direct website for several years and was commissioned to build the Tredz retail website in February 2005. Despite this being spoken of for some time prior to March, very little formal planning had taken place. Attempting to rectify this proved difficult with the management team believing me ‘the expert’ and mentally in tune with their unspecific wishes. The extent of my initial brief was to create a website that ‘would outperform Wiggle’, the market leader.

The technology platform chosen for the website was the latest incarnation of Microsoft’s middleware, ASP.net. This new guise of ASP (active server pages) is an object-orientated programming language which should promote greater flexibility and maintainability. However, a negative of this technology was discovered after implementation, in that it also incorporates the scripting language JavaScript on the consumers’ side to enable post back functions. This basically entails the consumers’ computer talking to the Tredz site in Java – a fairly commonplace feature. Unfortunately, it could be surmised that the Google robots are unable to successfully spider through these post back links and drill down or ‘read’ the full and extensive product range. This impediment is currently under further investigation. Another issue has been our writing of unfriendly URLs, where existent links to products have several variables in the URL string and are again deemed incompatible with the major search engine robots preventing deep penetration. Script is currently being developed which will allow the long product URL scripts to be transformed into a more ‘friendly’ format.

The protocol which allows data to be transmitted securely with encryption, Secure Sockets Layer (SSL), has been recently programmed into Tredz testing site. When launched, we will be less reliant on a third party transaction vendor to process card payments and no longer take consumers away from the Tredz site, instead performing all transactions on our own secured servers. The only exception to this is with the credit details themselves which will still be held on vendor’s systems. The content management system (CMS) is working reasonably well but some functionality could be improved. The onus is on Tredz and Wheelies Direct Limited here as their internal systems of Microsoft SQL databases need to be rationalised, in order to better reflect the schemas in the CMS SQL databases within Tredz. This will enable better communication between the two information structures.

Cookies are currently used to track users’ recently browsed items and their shopping carts. It is likely that we will make more use of these in order to customise the site for specific users with content ranking. For example, if a user has looked at or purchased only road bike equipment, Tredz should mirror that preference from the home page onwards. Other more immediate plans include a much improved optimisation and the extensive use of video to add to the ‘cycling portal’ aspect.

In hindsight and being brutally honest, both parties’ project management was lacking from the outset. The Tredz team commissioned without planning an adequate strategy with tactics. Weaknesses were: the brief, budget, business plan, objectives, timeline and deadlines. This was not helped by the fact that the Tredz PM was becoming more knowledgeable as the project unfolded, leading to further requests which sometimes meant backtracking code to incorporate new functionality or structure. It led to me needing to outsource the majority of the website build to a second more specialist programmer. The theory was for this programmer to amend a previously built (r)etail website to suit Tredz. Unfortunately, suiting the demanding coding of Tredz became ever more difficult and the launch was further delayed until January 2006.

Perhaps the familiarity between Tredz and myself bred undue confidence which led to a nebulous idea about proceedings rather than a structured and accurate project. Also, in reality both designers/programmers have learnt a lot about intricate coding (for example SSL) and marketing (especially SEO) because of the pressure the Tredz team have placed. Tredz have requested professional aspects to the website which are not usually found in SMEs’ sites. This has perhaps ‘pushed the envelope’ a little far for us and meant that we have been catching up in some areas instead of pushing, innovating and educating the Tredz team – much to both parties frustration.

An evaluation of the website designer’s feedback

Mr Jones has certainly highlighted most of the salient points of the project. It is difficult to disagree with any of the above, indeed his critique of both parties is correct. However, Tredz were the customer contracting a service and as such were disappointed with the project. 

Mr Jones is correct in stating that his brief was insufficient. However, the first problem was not encountered until it became clear that Mr Jones had little experience of building websites with large shopping facilities and needed to contract another programmer at Webfibre Internet Solutions (WIS) who had apparently built several such websites. Unfortunately this took the project further from the direct control of Tredz. 

The WIS programmer was soon found to have extremely poor time management skills. Setting and monitoring timescales and objectives became even more difficult due to the fact that he was reticent to meet the clients (despite living and working in Bridgend) or to even speak on the telephone. Instead e-mail became the favoured choice of communication which, needless to say, was not always appropriate. When deadlines were agreed they were often missed by extraordinary amounts. This led to the timeline for completion being extended, see figure 4.2 below.

	Feb 2005
	Mar 2005
	July 2005
	Aug 2005
	Dec 2005
	Jan 2006

	Firm decision to build a (r)etail website. Commission designer
	Internal person to resize and load product into database is employed
	Designer outsources main coding to WIS
	Product expert is employed to ensure accuracy and validity of website
	Transfer an insurance claims handler into customer service for Tredz launch
	Launch 


	Fig 4.2:
	Timeline for Tredz.co.uk build


Perhaps the largest disappointment has been with the level of marketing knowledge and experience. Programming has taken place with little consideration for SEO or even for functionality. A clear example is the poor search facility. Not until the PM highlighted such errors and subsequently educated the programmers of good practice does SEO et cetera become a consideration. This lack of professionalism and very little marketing knowledge have placed greater responsibility on the PM to not only be the manager of the project, but also the main innovator.

Focus group feedback

A focus group was held in April 2006 comprising of web marketing and web design mature students. The age range of the group was between 18 and 65, with the majority (60 per cent) between 18 and 35 years old. The group were equally represented in gender. Some 20 students studied and used Tredz prior to the focus group and were asked to provide feedback about the site. Whilst not statistically significant, the following figure 4.3 aims to represent the views as nominated by the students themselves:

	
	Excellent
	Very good
	Good
	Poor
	Very poor

	In general, how attractive did you find the site?
	1
	10
	9
	-
	-

	How easy did you find the navigation?
	1
	8
	11
	-
	-

	How would you rate any data and security issues?
	-
	8
	12
	-
	-

	
	More £ than sense
	Cycling fanatics
	Enthusiast cyclist
	Most cyclists
	‘Cheap as chips’

	What type of cyclist customer will appreciate & purchase?
	3
	8
	13
	3
	-

	
	Absolutely
	Yes
	Perhaps
	Doubt
	No

	Would you buy from what you’ve seen on the site?
	1
	9
	9
	-
	-

	
	Navigation
	Security
	Search
	Product
	Look /style

	What would like to see improved on the site?
	3
	1
	12
	6
	5


	Fig 4.3:
	Focus group feedback


The internal Tredz team are continually highlighting problems or issues and debating ways to improve them. Hence the commissioning manager was expecting a good deal of criticism from the group. However the opposite was found with the students being very enthusiastic towards the website and not one graded its quality as poor or very poor. Although it is possible that interviewees have an expectation of what the interviewer wants to hear and may wish to create a good impression with the researcher (Alvesson, 2000).
Anecdotal evidence from the focus group would show Tredz to have achieved their desired ‘wow factor’. Feedback was so enthusiastic that it overran the time allocated for the session. The target market was deemed to have been catered for without creating disinterest or offence with other cycling groups; Kotler et al (2002) would agree with such a focused, rather a scatted approach. An area which was felt sure to receive criticism was the company’s URL. Management have been fearful that the quirky spelling of the name Tredz would lead to consumers being unable to find the site, having had it recommended by word of mouth. Again the opposite was fed back from the focus group with the overriding opinion being that the name was perfectly suitable for the target market and the website’s style.

Verbal feedback confirmed suspicions that Tredz is difficult to locate via the prime search engines. However one member of the group searched for cycling in the Afan Valley and located Tredz immediately, showing the link and about us copy to be valuable. Several commented that beginner cyclists may be intimidated by the imagery and expensive product on the home page. It was suggested that at least some of the items on the home page, arguably the most important of the website, be more accessible in price. That said, early findings do not show any alienation as consumers appear to be as diverse as the product range on Tredz. One of the strongest selling items in the opening months has been a cycle retailing at £400.00 and a commuter luggage bag at £40.00. Feedback indicates that the style of Tredz is hitting its quality mark for the target audience but sales also demonstrate it is attracting other cyclists outside that initial target group.

The group universally agreed with Tredz’s marketing efforts. The viral campaign of the game was thought to be fun, entertaining and appropriate with the group believing it likely to be passed from computer to computer as intended. They also thought the offline promotions of sponsorship to enable brand recognition, stickers, magazine advertising et cetera to be of value.

An evaluation of the focus group feedback

A polarisation in responses quickly formed between the web marketers and the web designers. It became clear that the cultures of these two subgroups did not necessarily complement one another, with each knowing little about the others’ forte. This manifested itself with the subgroups voicing differing concerns. The marketing students had a rather narrow view of what would constitute online marketing and the design students were technically focused with little regard for marketing strategies. This culture difference is an area which would benefit from further research. 

Unfortunately experience within the group wasn’t such to provide detailed marketing or design advice. Added to this limited experience is the fact that none of the group matched the target market demographic. Only one could be classed as a cyclist. Therefore, despite feedback being informative it was perhaps not completely relevant. 

Chapter 5 – Conclusions and Recommendations
Limitations of the research

There were a number of limitations of this research which are important to consider when analysing/evaluating the case and for future research. It was originally hoped to canvas appropriate opinions from consumers or browsers when using the website Tredz.co.uk. Once these initial opinions were recorded it was felt they could be used to gain richer responses from others by seeing if participants challenged one another’s views, increasing the reliability of the feedback (Lewis, 1992). However, it soon became apparent that this level of canvassing would be relatively unsuccessful for the large efforts involved in attempting online surveys and paper questionnaires. Future research would benefit from the more accurate feedback of consumers, not theoretical third parties (managers, focus group), which was unavailable in this study.

As the writer of this report was also the project manager for Tredz, some degree of bias was expected to be present. It appears objectivity was ensured by the supervision and guidance of the course tutor and by linking data found in the literature review in Chapter 2. However, having the research conducted by an external research organisation might have been more appropriate. This may have resulted in more objective responses and information being obtained. An external body or individual is often felt to be more independent and is thus likely to garner more astute results (Beardwell and Holden, 2001) and remove any remaining perception of bias.

As in the focus group, the literature displayed different cultures in marketing and design issues. Overlapping literature was less easily observed. Future research would benefit from more time and resources and it might also be fruitful to focus on a narrower field of Internet marketing rather than the exploratory approach adopted in this study. The literature available on the subject of websites, their design and pertinent marketing techniques is both vast and far reaching, from the academic and business worlds as well as more main stream media. There is a real danger of overload on the researcher and the need for a method of scrutinising the vast quantity of Internet valid resources. 

One subject which could benefit from considerable further research is search engine optimisation (SEO). With over 90 per cent of all referrals to e-commerce websites generating from the four largest search engines (DTI, 2004) SEO does appear to justify a study in itself. Engines such as Google are obviously very protective of their intellectual property but there is again an enormous amount of literature available, especially on the Internet. It could be argued that this literature, not being academic or refereed, is weak but much is written by those with experience who may have much to impart on (r)etailers.

Further limitation relates to input from third parties. Firstly, the website designer’s input to the research was limited. This could have been more detailed and a full account of events from commissioning to early results would have benefited the study. The study does not receive any input or critique from the subcontracted organisation brought in to assist the build with the original designer. Secondly, the focus group could arguably have been better managed. The session was productive but information flowed more in an interactive manner rather the researcher remaining as a neutral observer of the discussion. A more experienced researcher may have garnered better results. Nevertheless, despite the researcher’s emersion in the case, interesting findings have been gathered which will be of interest to the case organisation and future students.

The final limitation is in regard to the delayed launch of the website. The building and testing of Tredz deferred the launch several times over a six month period. This delay has restricted the time for evaluation and hindered the number of early results. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
The objectives set in Chapter 1 of this report have been largely achieved:

1. Review and evaluate relevant professional practice and past models of success of (r)etail websites.

2. Review underpinning literature and theory relevant to website marketing communications. 

The meeting of these objectives can be observed fully in Chapter 2. Whilst it is extremely difficult to generalise that similar difficulties will exist for SMEs undertaking similar projects, a certain commonality may be argued:

· SMEs tend to be laggards when they could find advantages through (r)etailing and its continuing increasing trend;

· when undertaking a (r)etailing project, SMEs often fail to plan, budget, appraise capital and research the project thoroughly due to lack of resources;

· despite not necessarily being formally written, some degree of strategic intent can often be present in SMEs even if it is not articulated;

· culture may be an innovative one which tends to be stamped on the organisation by the owner or key management;

· terms and conditions are likely to differ from what the SME is used to and more trust issues need to be overcome;

· marketing (especially promotion) and communications can be extremely complex and may not be addressed fully by the SME necessitating a steep learning curve; and,

· website design has a number of common traits and introductory checklists can be used as a template by any (r)etailing SME.

3. Develop a case study of ‘Tredz.co.uk’ and evaluate the quality of the website in the context of the supporting literature identifying effective and ineffective features and practices.

The case study can be reviewed more fully in Chapter 4 but suffers from the inherent problem when researching subject matters on the Internet; that is: the Internet is in a constant state of flux and technical change (Berry, 2004). Literally thousands of websites are launched every day. Content on existing websites evolves and new links from one site to another open yet more avenues in the ‘web’ of information daily. 

Internet evolution has also meant that individuals are now capable of uploading and changing the content of the Web through Blogs, forums and chat rooms. This makes it difficult to stay abreast of current theory and trends – especially so of SEO which is arguably as dynamic as anything on the Internet. 

For example, the Which? Webtrader and the TrustUK had been recommended to consumers as essential accreditation for a number of years but are now no longer in existence.

Some examples of how this can hinder a SME developing a (r)etail website include:

· Blogs and forums can change the perception of a company or product almost overnight, necessitating monitoring and an appropriate response;

· search engines can be an excellent channel through which to obtain consumers. However, their functionality methods vary between engines, tend to be extremely vague and constantly change without any form of notice; and,

· what a (r)etailer takes as good online practice one minute, may not even exist the next. 

Such dynamism demands that literate (r)etailers keep abreast of their environment and interact where possible (Badaracco and Useem, 1997). This is likely to be unspecific yet timely and adds to the resource burden of SMEs. Furthermore, it is possible that once the SME has garnished more information which may be beneficial it is not unlikely that it will be without the resources to make use of the information.

As the website has been trading for a number of months, perhaps the most interesting part of the feedback came from the focus group who had appraised it. The group were very vocal and whilst they reported positively about the site they did mention a number of improvements that could be made. The more salient points from the research were:

· Guarantees – it was recommended to make more of the fact that Tredz’s customer care team would be willing to collect, repair and return a cycle, if it encountered a problem. Also providing more details of how a cycle is built was felt to reassure consumers;

· Case studies – it was recommended that case studies of grateful consumers be featured. These could show various types of consumer from the mother buying a child’s cycle through to the high end racing cyclist;

· Entertainment – the whole group had played the Tredz game and commended the viral campaign. Other comments said the racing diary/blog and advice copy was both informative and beneficial to the shopping experience;

· Style – it appears the target market of Tredz has been reached with the imagery, style, copy and product of the website reportedly appearing young, dynamic and high calibre;

· Home page length – a minority thought the home page to be too long at just over two screen views. Scrolling entails the losing of the header with its attractive banner and logo along with the navigation for the site;

· Alienating consumers – the look of the graphics may be too ‘expensive’ with pictures of quality cycles in quality locations and expensive product on the front page. Lower priced items and more run-of-the-mill cycling could be featured at the home page not to alienate the average consumer. Although, early sales results do not concur with this opinion.

The first two of these suggested improvements have been incorporated into the recommendations below. Whilst accepting the views of the group the other suggestions were not wholly agreed with as early results and anecdotal consumer feedback would not indicate a concurring with the group.

4. Formulate recommendations of how the process in the study could have been improved and how future development could be structured.

These recommendations have been arrived at by triangulating the findings of the academic literature and consultant offerings of professional practice reviewed in Chapter 2 and the interviewing of key personnel involved with the project, namely the designer and project manager reviewed in Chapter 4. 

The recommendations can be dissected into five areas, namely:  

Wheelies Direct Limited

The parent company should continue its attempts to extend the life cycle of its product class. This is undoubtedly where the overwhelming majority of current revenue and profitability is attained. However, decisions and actions for diversification have already begun and WDL should fully support this area of the business as it presents the largest opportunity for growth. This support should include not only financial and human resources but also senior management and directors ‘buying in’ to the new business division and the changes it demands.

Tredz
The design and implementation of Tredz was a flawed process. A lack of strategic methodology led to a poor decision process and ultimately a delay in completion of the website build. However, the website appears to have a fairly competent project manager who, despite numerous issues and interference, has managed to successfully launch a quality website. This PM should continue along the same vein seeking improvements in five main areas:

(i) Immediate improvements to the site which are relatively easy to code. For example: provide a greater number of payment options and interest free credit; integrate free telephony and web cameras via Skype or Microsoft’s Messenger service; stronger customer care content, perhaps with a video stream of how a cycle is delivered; consumer case studies; and use video streams of cycling throughout the site to relate to particular products and improve energy. These innovations should place Tredz ahead of its main competitors in terms of style but close scrutiny of these competitors is also essential. 

(ii) Bring the supply chain closer to the consumer. Drop shipping is the most obvious (and resisted) assistance Tredz could employ but other more innovative options should be negotiated: marketing contributions to sponsor brands’ own online campaigns (Google adwords, Yahoo! et cetera); suppliers updating their own product lines and placing special offers of overstock directly onto the website; generating revenue by selling valuable space on the home page, sponsoring specific pages or showing banners; pre-booking of products yet to be launched.

(iii) Marketing. This appears to be the most far reaching and intricate task at hand. Whilst the literature and professional practice of previous chapters can be reviewed, an element of suitability needs to be found. Unfortunately competency can only really be achieved through experience and a process of trial and error must ensue. Search engines certainly appear to be a strong - if not the strongest - avenue to explore more fully and would arguably justify recruiting an experienced SEO employee or consultant.

(iv) Plan the next generation of Tredz. For example: the website to receive a complete overhaul in 2007; more talented and appropriate website designers to be found; exploit any opportunity to increase margins with an own-branded line of goods; product line up to complement the popular game; order tracking facilities and stock integration; trade outside the UK; complementary diversification, perhaps launching snowboarding or running websites; more cycling portal content such as reviews, forums, riding trails around the country.

(v) Using Tredz as the model to provide other targeting exercises. These could entail entirely different websites with their own specific branding and content – a child’s cycling website; a road cycling website et cetera. These diverse portals could all be serviced by Wheelies Direct Limited as a parent website. After all, the courageous decision to brand away from the established Wheelies name has proven to be a success and there seems no reason why this could not be replicated in even more targeted areas.

Website design

It appears that some cultural compatibility issues exist between website designers and their commissioning companies. Perhaps the most fundamental of these is the perception of commissioning companies that a designer is: a creative artist, a web marketer, a web coder, a computer programmer, an experienced (r)etailer, an industry expert, an excellent communicator, a project manager and there is an abundance of relevant business acumen.

Perhaps this would be true of large, city-based design houses where whole teams are commissioned for projects but the website designers which can be afforded by a typical SME are likely to be micro companies themselves. Clearly this multitalented demand is likely to be difficult to achieve in order to meet the commissioning company’s expectations. Unfortunately, this not only leads to a disappointed client but also to a diminishing in the quality of the project. 

As the profession continues to grow a widening competition between website designers demands that quality in service must improve in order to retain clients. This makes the strategic planning, objectives and goals of the website all the more important. It is recommended that website designers insist on a project manager within the commissioning company to coordinate these areas. Preferably this person would be a marketer, not a member of the technology department. Obviously human resources may not be such that this can be easily satisfied. Therefore, it is essential that the part-time PM and the website designer communicate and plan fully before beginning any programming. This would entail drawing up a mutually agreed commissioning contract and that they coordinate their efforts thoroughly throughout the project.

It is further recommended that website designers become more marketing literate. This could be achieved with training and education in basic marketing practices and an increased focus of online marketing. SEO would certainly be a necessary requirement and this may well help dissipate some of the fundamental differences in culture between designers and marketers who appear to approach the problem of (r)etailing from two entirely different perspectives – designers concentrating on technical issues and marketers wishing to maximise the business opportunities.

Academic

Further academic research should be undertaken. More modern sources and comparative case studies can only increase the knowledge and capability of the PM. Academia could also assist local SMEs by liaising with the business community and its various forums and sharing further valid research. Theoretical projects tasked to students could be made more pragmatic by commissioning business ideas and issues from the local environment. 

This assistance could be offered in many different guises: writing marketing plans; website specification plans; performing market and competitor research; critical path analysis for project implementation; writing business plans to help court additional funding; analysing grants and assistance available to a particular company; et cetera. After all, few SMEs are likely to decline the offer of informative, relevant and free assistance.

Enterprise Agency Support

The Welsh Development Agency (WDA) and other enterprise agency support is extensive in developing areas including important areas of south Wales. Several of these areas, including Swansea, have been designated European Union (EU) Objective 1 status. Some of the problems identified above might have been anticipated by experienced WDA information communication technology consultants who can be supplied to SMEs at minimal cost. However, the parent company WDL have had several dealings with such agencies over the past decade which have left them disheartened with the amount of bureaucracy involved and the length of time in the decision-making process in order to gain any practical or financial assistance. As a result the company chose to deliberately ignore this apparent avenue of support. 

In defence of the Tredz process, all participants have learnt significant lessons from a real project delivery, which might not have been true if a more guided approach had been taken. 

There are severe resource issues in the majority of SMEs. This is certainly true of Wheelies Direct and of Tredz. Finance, time, employees, management, knowledge, experience, business constraints, stock holding, product data, external assistance are just some of the scarce factors affecting the business on a macro and micro level. Added to these difficulties is the fact that there is not a complete consensus on how a SME’s (r)etailing website should look, function and marketed; especially one in a niche market. There does not appear to be any one theory which Tredz or a similar organisation could take as its main building block in order to create success. 

As such, (r)etailing at this level requires an element of dynamism and individualism. Companies expanding from a physical store to join the (r)etailing community have an obvious advantage but the level of competition and of constant change appears to be completely in line with the entrepreneurial spirit of business.

Results will, as ever, be the barometer of success but they need to be more than simply financial. After all, setup costs are likely to make breaking even in the website’s infancy an impossibility. Thorough planning has been a recurrent theme

of this study and it, along with incisive objectives will indicate which statistics are important to the company allowing management to better appraise the website following its launch. The overriding message it seems is to echo Stahl (2001) in that all parties involved must communicate effectively to identify and solve problems.
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