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INTRODUCTION


Shopping online is a regular activity for millions of people around the world. In 2012, more than $1 trillion was spent on goods in online retail – that’s before you even consider the amount spent on booking travel tickets, or buying business services such as accountancy, legal advice, or consultancy. Around 10% of all worldwide shopping is online, with predictions that this will double by 2015. In fact, the global economy now depends on internet shopping of all kinds.


Until recently, the US dominated online retail, but gradually other parts of the world are catching the bug. In Europe, about 10% of all retail is online, and the UK tops the league table with 13%. Meanwhile, the Asia Pacific region has come to represent a third of all online buying. By 2016, it is predicted that 40% of online sales will be conducted there, with Europe representing only half that amount.


Yet in spite of – or perhaps because of – the billions of dollars, euros, yen, rubles, rupees, pesos, or pounds being spent online, the world of shopping is at a crossroads, with many traditional, established businesses discovering that what has worked for so long offline does not work online, and that what works online does not necessarily translate offline: that what they are doing simply does not “click.” To make matters worse, there is little in the way of solid advice on how to make sure an online shop functions effectively and efficiently. This book is designed to fill that practical knowledge gap. But it is also about the psychology behind online shopping, so it will appeal to the interested consumer as well as the business owner, retailer, or marketer.


Drawing on my 15 years’ experience as a specialist in internet psychology – during which I’ve been getting to know how people behave online and analyzing web-based customer behavior – this book will offer you a peek inside an online shopper’s mind, revealing the subconscious aspects of a website and how you as a business owner, retailer, or marketer can consciously make customers feel involved. The ideas in this book also map onto my five-step CLICK system, which will ensure that your online store is focused on both the practical and psychological needs of your customers – that it is Convenient, Likeable, Informative, Customized, and Knowledgeable.


Whether you’re running the website of a small business or a large corporation, whether you’re involved purely online or in a mixture of on- and offline, this book will demonstrate what works online. It will help you understand and connect with your customers, ensuring that you provide an internet retail experience that works for them – and for you.


I begin by looking at why people shop, online or offline. Indeed, throughout this book I expose the similarities and the differences between the way we shop online and the way people buy in the “real world,” and what we can learn from this. In both situations, customers rarely buy things because they have to. As Chapter 1 reveals, most people go shopping for psychological reasons, or simply because they want to be sociable. Shopping is much less about “buying” and much more about “being.”


But why should people shop online? In Chapter 2, I look at the reasons many people specifically prefer online shopping to real-world, offline buying. Much of the discussion about online shopping has centered on the superficial convenience it provides, yet the real motivation goes much deeper than this. As this chapter demonstrates, people prefer online shopping because it offers control and the promise of real choice. These are powerful psychological motivators.


What is more, the practicalities of how we shop online are also far from straightforward. They are covered in Chapter 3, which explains that even though there are all sorts of potential pathways and routes through an online shop, the retailer has less than a few seconds to engage a shopper’s attention: one click and they’re gone. The impact of new devices such as tablets also means that shoppers are behaving differently online to even just a couple of years ago. For instance, they can now shop anywhere – on the train, in a bus queue, or down the pub – and that means they are buying much more on a whim than

ever before.


One significant focus for online shoppers is pricing. The internet has enabled comparison shopping in ways that simply cannot be done easily in the real world. In Chapter 4 I look at the psychology of pricing and demonstrate how sometimes the “obvious” way to price online products and services is far from the most effective.


One of the reasons online retailers do not sell as much as they would like is shopping cart abandonment. People fill up their online shopping baskets and then, just as they’re about to pay, they change their mind and leave the website. One of the main factors behind this frustrating phenomenon is unexpected payment issues, which I explore in Chapter 5, as well as offering advice on how to learn from the principles of offline retail and thereby maximize sales.


Internet shoppers do like to be in control and therefore often want to send goods back. Online shops that have the easiest ways of returning things are those that are doing well. Chapter 6 considers whether the only real differentiator between online stores is the level of customer service provided, of which a simple returns system is only one aspect.


Equally important to online shoppers is the need to buy things their friends like, and to be seen to be buying things other people will like. The social side of shopping is often underestimated, yet it is a powerful motivator for buying. In Chapter 7, I explain why websites that offer an involved, social experience are likely to be those that succeed the most. Nevertheless, there is a downside to this – get your customer service even slightly wrong and your shoppers will be quick to pronounce judgment on you via their social networks.


Another key issue, which arises repeatedly in my discussions with retailers, is the need to establish immediate trust. Perceptive internet shoppers look for signs that they can trust your online store; if they cannot find them, they leave within seconds. Unlike real-world shops, you don’t have the time online to establish a relationship with customers through chitchat: people look for immediate, visible signs of trust, which Chapter 8 explores how to create. Reviews, ratings, and trade badges are all important – but the one element that online shoppers look for first is the one that most retailers forget. This chapter shows you what that is.


Of course, trust in an individual store is one thing, but online shoppers also need to trust the internet as a whole. Internet shoppers have been victims of fraud, theft of credit card details, and a host of other activities that reduce people’s confidence in buying from the web. In Chapter 9 I explore the ways in which unscrupulous internet traders are eroding trust in the entire ecommerce world and how you can set yourself apart from the “bad boys.”


Each chapter includes advice and tips on how your online business can tap into the psychological aspects of retail, and most feature a “blueprint” of what you need to do to ensure your online shop works in the best possible way. Chapter 10 draws on these blueprints to detail the essential steps to creating the perfect online store.


But where does the future of retail lie? Some analysts suggest that online shopping is going to become the norm, with billions of people preferring to shop online for almost everything they need. Others contend that we will become fed up with hidden costs, or poor implementation of technology, and will go back to real-world shopping. However, as I describe in Chapter 11, if online can learn from offline and vice versa, both can thrive in the fast-changing retail environment. On the other hand, if businesses fail to keep themselves open to change and don’t continue to adapt, whether they are on- or offline they will not survive. To help you, Chapter 12 sums up how to use the CLICK system to be truly effective online.


As a business owner or retailer – large or small – or someone who works as a marketer in the web department of an organization, you can dip in and out of this book and read selected chapters if you wish. The same is true if you are interested in the world of online consumer psychology or in how the retail landscape is changing. However, if you are a business owner, retailer, or marketer, you are going to gain the greatest benefit if you actually use the information contained throughout the book. Your customers do not focus on only one aspect of their engagement with your online shop – they absorb the whole experience. As a result, focusing on only one or two chapters in this book is going to lead to only a limited impact. Even so, sometimes that limited impact can be transforming. I suggested to one client that they should change just one thing on their website and doing so revolutionized their sales. If they were able to gain that much from the advice in one chapter, just think of the benefits if you read the whole book.


If your business can tap into the experience and psychology of both online and offline retail, applying the principles of the CLICK system, then it will be demonstrating true click.ology





THE CLICK SYSTEM


Convenient


Convenience is not about “being online,” it concerns a host of factors including your back-office processes. If these cause delays or issues, they can influence convenience for the customer. People perceive superficial convenience at a conscious level, looking at things like delivery terms or whether they can see a shopping cart. But their subconscious is also checking for deeper elements of convenience, including navigation, the perceived speed of the site, and the complexity of the language. The convenience of having a wide or highly relevant choice is also significant.


Likeable


How much do your customers like your store? Can they find their way around? Can they search for things easily? Is your site usable and accessible? Is the range of products extensive enough? Will people tell their friends about you? Are your policies and terms user-friendly? These are just some of the issues that make people like your store. If they don’t like you or feel that you don’t like them, they won’t buy from you.


Informative


How much product information do you display? Can customers download data sheets or examples of packaging? Do you have articles about subjects relevant to your products? Customers use the web to seek out as much information as is relevant to them about potential purchases. If your website does not feature extensive information resources, you will miss out on sales.


Customized


How good is your online customer service? Can customers contact you when they want, in the way they want? Do you offer flexible delivery, on the customer’s terms? Good online stores can do this and customers are starting to expect it.


Knowledgeable


When customers contact you, how good are your staff at answering their questions? Does your website show that you know your subject? Do you appear to be expert in your field? Customers are attracted to stores that demonstrate expertise, and thereby engender their trust.








1
WHY PEOPLE SHOP


As I sit writing these words a baby gorilla is staring right at me. Don’t panic, it’s not a real gorilla, it’s a toy. Years ago, when I began my university studies into the human condition, I took a course on primatology, the study of primates like monkeys and gorillas. Part of the course included a day at the Zoological Society of London, where I came face to face with the most famous resident at Regent’s Park, Guy the Gorilla. From that moment on, I simply adored these creatures, so when I saw this delightful 15 cm baby gorilla ornament I snapped it up. I didn’t need a toy gorilla, of course – it was simply a “nice to have” – but I bought it nonetheless.


In contrast, last night I was cooking dinner with my 13-year-old son when we realized we were missing one of the ingredients in the recipe. When we’d gone shopping we had failed to buy something we needed – a “need to have.”


You might think that people shop because we need things, but as these stories show, that is not necessarily the case. Often we buy things because we like them, and we frequently fail to buy the things we actually need. In this chapter I explore several different reasons for shopping, whether online or offline: shopping out of need, shopping out of desire, shopping because we are told to, and shopping to be social.


Shopping out of need


Clearly, we buy some things because we need them. For instance, we need to buy food and drink in order to survive. Some people around the world are self-sufficient, of course, growing their own food and rearing their own livestock, but in most nations with developed economies this is rare. Even if we buy direct from the farmer, rather than from a supermarket or corner store, we still have to shop for food.


Yet when we do shop for essentials, we often don’t buy what we actually need. We are open to considerable persuasion to buy more than necessary, and to buy things we didn’t even know we wanted. Indeed, perhaps 70% of what we buy in supermarkets worldwide represents unplanned purchases.1 In his book Consumer.ology, Philip Graves recalls his discussions with women who routinely write shopping lists yet consistently forget to take the list to the shop with them.2 This suggests that the list itself is not that important and that even organized shoppers can easily be diverted, buying things that are not essential, that they do not need.


In addition, do we need the vast variety of choice available today? Take shoes as an example. You need to wear shoes of some sort, and you might require a variety of pairs for different functions: a smart pair for work, a pair for casual wear, something suitable for gardening, and another set for running. But consider the fact that Wikipedia lists 136 different major shoe brands, each of which offers dozens of styles and varieties. For trainers alone, in one sportswear shop I counted 200 different styles just on the “sale” shelves, without the hundreds of alternatives available at full price. The vast choice of styles and prices available in many products encourages us to buy more than just what we need, but what we like or desire as well.


The time we spend shopping is another indication of how we prioritize our buying activities. A study by GE Money discovered that British women spend almost 400 hours a year shopping, but less than a quarter of that time is spent on “essentials” – things they or their families really need.3 The time we spend shopping for what we need is comparatively trivial, suggesting such things are of little interest or even relevance to us.


Almost all shopping is for things we do not need. Essentials are a tiny proportion of everything people buy.



Shopping out of desire



A study in Canada by BMO Financial Group found, for instance, that six out of every ten Canadians buy things they do not need, and that four out of ten buy things they never subsequently use.4 Why? They do it to cheer themselves up. The study also uncovered the fact that, on average, Canadians spend $310 each month on items they desire but do not actually need. That’s about 60% of all their shopping.


Canada could well represent the average of global shopping habits, located at number 27 in the top 50 nations analyzed for consumer spending by market research company Euromonitor. According to this analysis, Canadians spend around a third of their money on shopping. In Saudi Arabia shopping accounts for almost half of consumer spending, whereas in Singapore it is little more than one fifth; high property and transport prices mean that a greater proportion of spending goes on these items.5 Yet even in Singapore, you cannot move in places like Orchard Road for fashion stores or jewelers tempting you to buy.


Travel across to Morocco and the souks of Marrakesh are doing just the same, putting piles of carpets or mountains of sweets out to tempt us, even if we have no actual desire to buy them. The world over, retailers are able to play on the fact that we tend to buy things we like on impulse.


This is to do with emotion. According to Dr. Ian Zimmerman, if you put something back on the shelf and decide not to buy it you are effectively “rejecting the idea that by purchasing that product you’ll be happier, better respected, or more complete.”6 We buy things because we like them, but the process of liking something runs deeper than that. We feel an affinity or connection to the items we desire because by having them we feel good about ourselves. Part of this process is what the possession of the item does in terms of our identity.


Self-identity is a constant human struggle. It starts in childhood and then adapts in teenage years as we strive to establish who we are and how we stand out from other people. Yet at the same time, we have a real need to be accepted by others, to fit in. This leads to a conflict between the need to be individual and the need to be part of a group. Buying things can help resolve this tension. When we buy something we like it is often because we associate it with the kind of person we are. At the same time, the things we possess are like parts of our personality “uniform,” acting as symbolic references to the kind of person we are and the kinds of groups with which we want to associate.


People buy things to show off their personality and establish their identity.


Consider Apple’s iPhone. Research has discovered that people who display higher levels of extroversion in personality tests are more likely to own such a smartphone.7 Companies that sell smartphones have used psychographic profiling so that they can match the person in the shop to the kind of phone they are most likely to desire. While the iPhone is a huge commercial success, you might be surprised to learn that most people do not actually want one. Indeed, in one study only one in three people in America wanted to get an iPhone.8 The remaining two-thirds are not attracted to the phone because it does not match their personality. Not only do they prefer a different kind of phone, they don’t need to be seen as part of the “iPhone club.” However, people who do want to be part of that club – as part of their identity – simply “must” have an iPhone. It is a badge, a symbol that confirms “I am part of this tech-savvy group.” When people feel part of a group, they feel better about themselves.


All of these factors mean that if your online shop focuses on people’s wants, rather than needs, you are likely to gain additional sales. Amazon, for instance, does this using its recommendations system to provide customers with lists of things they are bound to like because they are similar to their previous purchases.


Shopping because we are told to


Much of the time we are not shopping for ourselves but on behalf of someone else. How many times have you been on your way out and your partner says, “While you are in town can you get…?” Family members can ask us, but so too can neighbors, friends, or work colleagues.


For retailers this can be incredibly frustrating. A customer meets a particular profile, so they know the kind of person they are dealing with, their habits and interests; then suddenly a particular customer buys something completely out of character. That’s because they’re not buying the item for themselves. This problem is exacerbated online, where it isn’t possible to ask why a certain item has been purchased.


In a workshop I was running recently for a group of chief executives of medium-sized businesses, I was discussing the ability of a retailer such as Amazon to customize and personalize web pages with exactly the kinds of things each customer is interested in buying. Amazon does this with “cookies,” small text files on your computer that help the site know who you are when you log in. Your identity can be matched with your purchasing patterns and your use of the website to provide suggested items. However, as the chief executives pointed out to me, this only works if you use Amazon solely for personal purchases. As soon as you start to buy presents or use the site to order for the needs of other members of your family, the recommendations Amazon makes become less personal. The system cannot account for the fact that you may be buying on someone else’s behalf rather than for yourself, and the usual psychological hooks retailers might be able to apply, such as trying to trigger desire, will simply not work.


Say your partner has asked you to go to a fashion store and buy a scarf for their mother’s birthday. You know which store to go to, the item you are looking for, and the color you need to pick out. As you don’t wear scarves yourself, no amount of desire-based input from the shop will get you to buy more than what you came for. All of that promotional activity would be aimed at the kind of person for whom you are buying the scarf, not you. Because a sizable proportion of what consumers buy is not for them but for other people, this is an area of real difficulty for retailers to gain traction in.


When people are shopping on behalf of other people, they are less prone to persuasion to buy other things.


When setting up your online shop, be aware that some people will want to make quick buys, because they are purchasing on behalf of someone else or they are simply shopping because they’ve been told to get a specific item for their office or home. These shoppers do not want to be faced with recommendations or additional items. They simply want to go to your online store, find the item they’re looking for, and buy it, all in the minimum number of steps. UK general-goods retailer Argos does this by allowing people to enter an item number from its catalogue, which takes them straight to the buying page for that specific product.


Shopping to be social


The fourth reason to shop is to spend time with other people. Indeed, British retail entrepreneur Theo Paphitis said in an interview with the Manchester Evening News that shopping is a leisure activity. However, he was not the first to point this out. As long ago as 1726, Daniel Defoe wrote The Complete English Tradesman, in which he discussed his observations of shopping. He wrote:


I have heard that some ladies, and those, too, persons of good note, have taken their coaches and spent a whole afternoon in Ludgate Street or Covent Garden, only to divert themselves in going from one mercer’s shop to another, to look upon their fine silks, and to rattle and banter the journeymen and shopkeepers, and have not so much as the least occasion, much less intention, to buy anything; nay, not so much as carrying any money out with them to buy anything if they fancied it.9


Retailers soon took advantage of the social side of shopping, building department stores so that people could look around, spend time with friends, and stop and have tea or even a meal in the restaurant. The first department store in the world was established in 1734 in Derby, in the English Midlands. Called Bennets, it still trades on the site of the original premises. Meanwhile, in Sydney, Australia, the department store David Jones was established in 1838, and is the oldest shop of its kind still trading under the same name.10 In the US, Macy’s has been “the place to shop” in New York since 1858, and in Red Square, Moscow, GUM has been attracting shoppers since the late 1890s. Such stores have clearly stood the test of time and have one thing in common: they have social features at their heart.


When Harry Selfridge established his eponymous store in London’s Oxford Street, he filled the shop with leisure options, including a writing room, a quiet room, and a library, as well as several restaurants. The aim was to make Selfridges a “destination” rather than a shop. This notion was continued by the use of the store as a place to host events, including the first public display of television in April 1925 by John Logie Baird.


Shopping malls and shopping centers continue to be leisure attractions. They have cinemas, restaurants, children’s play areas, and entertainment in the lobbies. The Mall of America in Bloomington, Minnesota, one of the world’s biggest shopping malls, includes the globe’s largest indoor amusement park, an aquarium, a 13-story hotel, 14 cinemas, a train station, a comedy club, and 50 restaurants, in addition to its 520 shops, and hosts 400 annual events. It is so popular that it attracts 40 million visitors a year – that’s more than twice the number who go to Disney’s Magic Kingdom in Florida.


Even if we ignore vast malls such as this and venture onto Main Street or the High Street, there will be several coffee houses, bars, cafés, restaurants, and other meeting places nestled among the shops. Socialization is a key feature of shopping.


You can see this idea extended online, with people able to chat to their friends about what they have just bought by posting a notice on social media site Twitter or Facebook. Similarly, Instagram and Pinterest are full of people sharing images of their purchases.


I once spent several hours sitting in a cafeteria in the north of England, together with a couple of other psychologists, secretly observing the habits of shoppers who came in for a coffee. If people were on their own, they rarely opened their shopping bags to look at anything they had bought. But if they were with other people, they frequently took items out of their shopping bags to share their purchases with their friends. That’s not a lot different to taking a picture and putting it on Facebook.


In a study of supermarket shoppers in Qatar, researchers were able to classify people into distinct groups according to their shopping behavior. Even in a supermarket, the two main behaviors were shopping for personal gratification and shopping to be social.11 All of this shows that one of the benefits we get from shopping, on- or offline, is the trigger it provides for social engagement.





BLUEPRINT


It is important to understand the underlying reasons for people shopping. You need to provide an online shopping experience that connects with your customers at a fundamental psychological level.


1. Focus your online store on your customers’ desires and wants, not necessarily needs.


2. Ensure that your shopping system allows for “quick buys,” where people who know exactly what they want can purchase without fuss or diversion. This will ensure you meet the needs of people buying for someone else.


3. Provide social features in your store, making it easy for people to tell their friends what they have bought.








2
WHY PEOPLE SHOP ONLINE


The notion of shopping from a computer was pioneered by British inventor Michael Aldrich, who worked at Redifon Computers, later renamed Rediffusion. Aldrich’s first client had been Thomson Holidays, which in 1981 managed to use computers to exchange telexes, the main way of confirming holiday bookings back then. Three years later, in June 1984, 72-year-old Mrs Jane Snowball bought some items from Tesco’s supermarket in Gateshead, in the northeast of England,1 using an electronic system connected to her telephone line and a television screen.


Almost a quarter of a century later, Aldrich’s grandchildren wanted to know whether their granddad had really invented online shopping. Aldrich searched through his files and old papers, contacted some former work colleagues, and eventually pinned down the fact that Lawrence McGinty, then Science Editor of ITN (Independent Television News), had interviewed the first ever user of “teleshopping,” as it was known then. Lawrence looked through the archives and found his interview with Jane Snowball, who admitted that even though the system was convenient, she missed being able to meet her friends at the local supermarket. Yet it was the convenience of electronic shopping that so interested the elderly people in Gateshead, because it meant they could get their groceries delivered more easily than by having to travel to the store. So McGinty had pinpointed what was to become one of online shopping’s major benefits to consumers – convenience.


At the same time as the Tesco initiative was being piloted in the UK, US corporation CompuServe launched its “Electronic Mall” to 130,000 of its subscribers. The mall included 80 different suppliers who mainly provided a directory of products and a catalogue from which you could order using email. Marketing News magazine reported in November 1984 that the market for such a service was “relatively stagnant,” essentially blaming a lack of technical skills among potential users.2 The system showed the promise of what was to come, but lacked full convenience as it required users to be quite adept technically.


It was to be another decade before online shopping really started to take off. Up to this point the technology was slow and cumbersome, and it was only with the invention of the World Wide Web by Tim Berners-Lee in 1989, and his first website going live in 1991, that electronic shopping could become more useful. Even so, it was another three years before Pizza Hut became the first company to offer consumers the option to buy something online, with the launch of its web-based ordering system offering fast-food lovers a faster way of getting their dinner.


On April 27, 1995, the first book was sold securely online by WH Smith in London. Later that same year, Amazon opened its electronic doors to the public, and the internet quickly became established as a major commercial force. Through all these developments, however, the focus was always on convenience. The aim was to provide shopping facilities for people whenever they wanted, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.
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