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Preface

Like the mythical phoenix, the internet rose from the ashes after the 2000 dotcom crash. Today, over a decade later, online sales in the United States alone top $250 billion with no decline in sight. People, consumers in particular, are accessing the multitude of available websites in numerous ways, including mobile technology, led by smartphones. In fact, according to Pew Research Center’s Internet & American Life Project, 56 percent of U.S. adults own a smartphone, which means that they are able to access the web from any place where they can get a connection. This makes it much easier to access an e-business today as opposed to the early days of the internet and online retail where most customers were sitting at their desktop or just discovering a laptop.

While venture capitalists (VCs) and angels are more prudent about offering funding for dotcom startups, driven entrepreneurs with good ideas are still devising ways to build solid businesses that utilize the power of the internet to reach millions of people worldwide.

Still, for every dotcom business that flourishes, hundreds—maybe thousands—go bust. What does it take to build a dotcom that will succeed? In this book, you will find out. We offer recipes for success, road maps that pinpoint the hazards, and dozens of interviews with dotcom entrepreneurs who have proved they’ve got what it takes to survive in this sometimes fickle marketplace.

What separates the losers from the winners? Poor ideas, poor execution, poor marketing, and poor funding.

Good ideas and smart business practices aren’t always enough, though. The internet has become overcrowded with both internet-only businesses and the websites of millions of traditional businesses from the brick-and-mortar world. In some cases, launching a national, full-scale, consumer-oriented site today may require millions of dollars to cover detailed web design and navigation systems, marketing, hardware, software, and staffing costs. Gulp! That’s a big leap from the graduate school project days that gave rise to Yahoo!.

However, numerous low-cost websites are still launching and making it to the big time. Consider that Facebook was born in a college dorm room. The modern e-business requires a unique combination of customer insight, business understanding, technical know-how, financial resources, marketing, and social media savvy as well as entrepreneurial drive. The possibilities of success remain enticing, even when wallets are thin—if your ideas are smart and your execution persistent.

The goal of this book is to give you the tools and knowledge you’ll need to emerge among the victors in a crowded market. In these pages we’ll cover building your site, hosting servers, funding, building partnerships, attracting visitors, and hopefully laughing all the way to the bank. This is not a technical book. It’s a book about business and consumer psychology.

While the internet’s roots are in technology, that technology has become much more accessible to a wider group of entrepreneurs through the efforts and investment of many companies and people. Today, there are better software tools that make it easier than ever for anyone, even technophobes, to build and manage a website.

Some words about how this book is organized: Interspersed among the chapters are “Cheap Tricks,” mini-interviews with low-budget website builders. The book also features interviews, called “Echats,” with CEOs of big-budget name-brand sites, among them Drugstore.com, Proflowers.com, Autobytel.com, eBags.com, and Zappos.com.

You’ll also find three kinds of tip boxes designed to hammer home key points:

       •   Smart Tip: bright ideas you want to remember as well as online opportunities

       •   Beware!: pitfalls and potholes you want to avoid

       •   Dollar Stretcher: money-saving ideas and practices

Read on to find out how to make your internet dreams a reality.


1

The Internet Gold Rush

Before you embark on your foray into starting your e-business, you might benefit from knowing a little about the previous gold rush, way back in the early days of the internet.

The first dotcom gold rush occurred roughly between 1995 and 2001. It began when a little startup named Netscape introduced a web browser. Amazon, eBay, Yahoo!, 1-800-Flowers.com, Drugstore.com, Priceline.com, WebMD.com—they staked their claims to a piece of cyberspace and became billion-dollar businesses. Others, like Pets.com, WebVan, and eToys, flamed out spectacularly when the bubble burst in 2001. Many wondered if the internet would ever amount to anything more than a few pie-in-the-sky ideas.

But today, ecommerce is back in a big way. The market continues to thrive and websites come and go all the time.

Just as dotcom giants of the first wave did, over a decade ago, websites like Skype, YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, and a new breed of online retailers, such as Zappos and Nasty Gal, have taken off and become the standard go-to sources.

The influx of e-business sites worldwide has become increasingly evident over the past decade. Window displays have been replaced by branded Pinterest boards and traditional advertising has given way to inbound marketing through the social media sites.

The new e-businesses are succeeding because the new rules favor companies that are innovative, smart, and ultra-quick to react to changing consumer interests. It also helps that today’s entrepreneurs have been able to learn from the mistakes and successes of the original dotcom pioneers.

The internet is for real, and in the 21st century, if you’re not on it, you’re not in business.

That being said, you need not go into your business with the idea that you will create the next eBay or Amazon. While we look at these and other hugely successful sites to glean knowledge, it is important to understand that building a business is not about becoming a worldwide phenomenon, since the odds are highly against that happening. The reality is that you want to stake out your own claim in your market and build a successful and profitable business. If it takes off and you become very wealthy, that’s wonderful, but keep in mind that people have gone bankrupt overextending themselves and trying too hard. Start a business, nurture it, and it will grow. How big it gets will depend on many factors, but you can’t force success.

A New Set of Rules
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On the web, the advantage is yours—it belongs to the entrepreneur. Why?

Consider the story of Compaq computers, now a brand under the Hewlett-Packard umbrella since 2002. It makes fine computers—maybe no better than its competitors, but certainly no worse.

So why did Dell long ago surpass Compaq in market leadership? Dell jumped feet first into full-steam web retailing. It yanked its merchandise out of retail stores and threw the dice, betting the company’s future on direct selling (via catalogs and the web) to corporations and individuals. Compaq, meanwhile, faltered at every step because it didn’t want to alienate its established retail channels, convinced they would be irked if suddenly the same computers were available for less on the internet. So Compaq dithered during the infancy of the web, and that indecisiveness made it lose momentum and leadership while competitors grabbed market share.

Today, the web is an established manner of doing business. It is no longer new and “innovative.” But unlike the brick-and-mortar world, which remains intact, the web evolves very quickly. For example, the banner ads of a decade ago gave way to pay-per-click advertising and internet marketing has largely morphed into social media marketing. Sure, a store can add a new wing or open another outlet, but it takes time and a lot of funding. An e-business, however, can rearrange its inventory with a few clicks of a mouse and add pages of new products with a little bit of webpage designing. It’s time and cost effective. The internet can, and does, change more quickly than the brick-and-mortar world, thanks to new technology coming out all the time.
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Beware!

Venture capital funding, billions of dollars’ worth, is out there, but be prepared before you try to accumulate any of it. Venture capitalists want to know that you have thought out every possible aspect of the business and left no stone unturned. You need an air-tight business plan that defines exactly what you are planning to do and have all of your ducks in a row, from your costs to your management team, before approaching a venture capitalist.







Another great advantage of the internet is that it puts the squeeze on pricing. Not having inventory in warehouses all over the country, or all over the world, is one among many reasons why online pricing has been a boon to business.

Reaching Their Peak

[image: ]

Before embarking on how you can get started in your own online business, let’s check out a few of the many successful e-business models that have preceded your endeavor.

If you’re willing to expand your horizons a little, as two entrepreneurs discovered, the sky’s the limit. Consider Jim Holland and John Bresee, who in 1996 founded Backcountry.com, a West Valley City, Utah, online retailer of outdoor gear for all things backcountry.

Holland, a two-time Olympic ski jumper and six-time national champion Nordic ski jumper, and Bresee, a former editor of Powder magazine, founded the company with the purpose of providing outdoor adventure gear to the hard-core recreational athlete. Holland and Bresee’s online store has seen triple-digit average annual growth for the past ten years. Pretty amazing, considering the fact that they began the company without any outside investment.

“We developed the site ourselves and banked about $2,000 of our own money to get started, which we used for inventory,” says Bresee. “We took a risk but knew there was an interest out there for what we were doing.”
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Smart Tip

Always look for a niche the Big Boys have neglected—then exploit this opportunity swiftly, before the mega-companies come to their senses. And guess what: There always are such opportunities. Find yours and move fast.







What’s the company’s secret to success? There’s not one answer to that question, but a key reason is that the company decided to focus on a narrow niche—selling gear to hard-core sports enthusiasts—instead of competing with mass-market retailers like REI that might sell the same items, but without the same knowledge.

Backcountry.com, for example, populates its call-center staff with hard-core skiers and trekkers who are out there using the equipment the site sells.

Therefore, when customers contact Backcountry.com with their questions, the customer solutions team, known as “Gearheads,” can answer by drawing on their own unique personal experience.

Excellent customer service, in fact, is the company’s mantra. “We make it very easy for our customers to communicate directly with real people at Backcountry.com, whether they have a question or want to make a purchase. Our phone number is on every page of our site, and people can just as easily opt to IM a Gearhead if they prefer,” says Bresee.

Other reasons for its continued growth? The addition of other successful niche sports gear sites (Tramdock.com, Dogfunk.com, SteepandCheap.com, WhiskeyMilitia.com, and BackcountryOutlet.com), cost-effective online and word-of-mouth advertising, and the company’s philosophy that the risky way is the safe way.

“If it’s safe, we’re not interested in pursuing it,” says Bresee. “To successfully grow a business, you have to take risks. In the case of Backcountry.com, we’re lucky that the risks we’ve taken are working out pretty well.”

Sweet Dreams
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Sometimes even when your dreams aren’t so lofty, the internet can save the day, as Barbara McCann found out. She and her husband, Jim, owned The Chocolate Vault, a store in Tecumseh, Michigan, a village about 60 miles west of Detroit. They’d watched traffic—and customers—veer away from little towns, and they’d watched their cash flow all but disappear. Then they decided to give the internet a whirl.

On a skimpy budget of a few thousand dollars, Barbara McCann personally built her website, ChocolateVault.com, and then she watched an amazing thing happen. “People from all over the country found us, and they started buying our chocolates!” she says.






The Ecommerce Quiz

Think you’re ready to become a “netpreneur”? Prove it. Before moving on to the next chapter, take this quiz. Answers are true or false.

         1.  I’m comfortable in an ever-changing world with new rules popping up often.

         2.  I see inefficiencies, such as waste and delay, in many current business practices.

         3.  I’m willing to delay this year’s profits to potentially make more money next year.

         4.  Customer satisfaction is the most important thing a business can deliver.

         5.  I recognize that the internet can reach far more people than opening a local business.

         6.  I am prepared to deal with customers from anywhere.

         7.  I see opportunity where others see risks.

         8.  I’m not intimidated by technology and know that if I don’t know the high tech solutions to problems that I can find others who do know such answers.

         9.  I am willing to work hard and learn as much as I can while launching a business.

       10.  I recognize the potential of owning an internet business but also understand that as a business there are always some risks and there are no shortcuts.

Scoring: Guess what? “True” is always the right answer for any netpreneur. But you knew that already because you’re ready to compete.







McCann says the internet business has grown so much that she decided to close the retail store. In 2005, she moved her internet business, and home base, to another small town in southeastern Michigan and built a small factory-type facility that allows the company more space. McCann says the move was the best decision she could have made.

McCann doesn’t have the money to buy major advertising space and instead puts all her energy into offering exceptional customer service. “We are trying to give our customers the kind of personal service online that they would receive if they walked into our store,” she says. “We’ve also found ways to customize our products. For example, we make custom molds for our corporate clients.”

McCann also says that most of her customers are return customers who keep coming back because the site is understandable and easy to maneuver.

Will The Chocolate Vault rise to the top and challenge the biggies in that space, such as Godiva and others? “Never,” says McCann, who knows her budget and her ambition. But the big miracle is that “the internet has been a lifesaver for us,” she says. “We would’ve closed our shop without it.”

You can set the scale of your internet ambitions based on how much you can deliver to your customers. If you have a limited amount of time, or a limited budget, you can remain small. If there is a great demand for what you sell, then you can grow, merge with a larger company, or even sell your business and walk away with a profit. The choice is yours, but you need to get the ball rolling first.


2

Ten Reasons You Should Be Online

Still need convincing that the web is the place for your business? It would be no sweat to list 25 reasons, even 50 or 100, but to get you started, here are 10 reasons you have to be online.

         1.  It’s cheap. There is no less expensive way to open a business than to launch a website. While you can spend many millions of dollars getting started, a low-budget site, starting with as little as a few hundred dollars, remains a possibility when you have an online business.

         2.  You cut your order fulfillment costs. Handling orders by phone is expensive. There’s no more efficient—cheap, fast, and accurate—way to process orders than through your website.

         3.  Your catalog is always current. A print catalog can cost big bucks, and nobody wants to order a reprint just to change one price or to correct a few typos. A website can be updated in minutes.

         4.  High printing and mailing costs are history. Your customers can download any product information you want them to have from your website. You can focus your marketing efforts on the social media, email newsletters, and online advertising. Sure, you’ll still want to print some materials, but you can save a bundle on printing costs.

         5.  You cut staffing costs. A website can be a one- or two-person operation until it grows. With just a few free, easy-to-use tools, you can put your business on autopilot. If you do need help with web development, design, marketing, or content, you can find freelancers or other online business owners working from their home offices and hire them as independent contractors. This is a much easier option than hiring regular, full-time staff.

         6.  You can stay open 24 hours a day. And you’ll still get your sleep because your site will be open even when your eyes are closed.

         7.  You’re in front of a global audience. Ever think what you sell might be a big hit in Scotland or China? Review your metrics and your site log, and you’ll see visitors streaming in from Australia, Italy, Japan, or Malaysia. You never know where your products will be a big hit.

         8.  There are typically no city permits and you’ll have minimal red-tape hassles. This could change, but in most of the U.S., small web businesses can be run without permits and with little government involvement. As you expand and add employees, you’ll start to bump into laws and regulations, but it certainly is nice to be able to kick off a business without first filling out reams of city, county, and state forms.






[image: ]

Beware!

Not only can online catalogs be updated in seconds, they must be! A sure way to frustrate online shoppers is to take them through the buying process only to annoy them at the last moment with a “Sorry, out of stock” message. Never do that. If merchandise is out of stock, clearly note that early in the buying process. Customers can accept inventory problems, but they’ll never accept you wasting their time. Keep your site up-to-date.







         9.  It’s fast. You can build a website on Saturday afternoon, open a Google AdWords account on Sunday, create a viral ad campaign to reach millions on Monday. It’s not usually that simple, of course, but the potential for overnight results is always there.

       10.  It’s easy to get your message out. Between your website and smart use of social media, blogs, email, and online advertising, you’ll have complete control over when and how your message goes out.
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Dollar Stretcher

On a really tight budget? Hire local college students or interns and have them work part time. Many young people are willing to work for low or no pay in exchange for getting in on the ground floor of an e-business startup. And many are very technologically adept!







You can’t beat a website for its immediacy, and when a site is designed well and has a well-conceived marketing campaign, it’s hard to top its ability to grab and hold the attention of potential customers.

There is also the interactive component of “getting your message out there and receiving responses.” The internet lets your customers comment, review your business, ask questions, or reach out to your customer service representatives 24/7. It provides a fast and easy way to talk to your demographic audience and find out what they like and what they do not care for. In-person focus groups take time and money to organize and customer surveys found in brick-and-mortar stores often end up on the floor of the mall. Getting feedback is so much easier online and you can hone your sales strategies according to the feedback you receive.

You have other reasons for wanting a web business? Fair enough. The key is knowing your reasons and understanding the many benefits of doing business online, and being persistent through the launch. This isn’t always an easy road to take, but it’s definitely a road that has transported many to riches, with much less upfront cash, hassle, and time required than for similar, offline businesses. And that’s a tough value proposition to top.

The Downside
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OK, nothing is perfect. Yes, there can be drawbacks to a web-only business. First, you are 100 percent dependent on technology. If you are living in a region frequently hit by major storms, you may lose power, which could knock you out of business periodically. Technology also comes with glitches so you will need to know how to fix such problems or have someone at the ready 24/7 to do tech support.

You also have to recognize that there is a lot of competition, so having a website is not enough without doing regular marketing and/or advertising. Even the best website won’t succeed if nobody knows it’s there. Remember, people won’t simply be “driving by your store.”

If you are not good at self-motivation, you will have a hard time running an e-business, or any business for that matter. An entrepreneur needs to be ready to put in long hours and focus on the business constantly, especially in the growth stages. With luck, you will have a team to help you once your business is successful. But, as any entrepreneur will tell you, it takes persistence and the ability to get up each day and get to work. Some people are good at this while others have a hard time self-motivating, which is not a good attribute for a business owner.


3

Dotcom Dreams and Disasters

The number of startups getting seed funding in 2012 jumped by 65 percent over the previous year to a total of 1,749, according to a report by CB Insights. This included funding from either angels or VCs, or both. The leaders of the pack were, guess what? Internet companies!

But before getting your startup off the ground, it’s worthwhile to look back and see why so many dotcoms have fallen by the wayside.

       •   Bad balance-sheet math. At no point did the companies that crashed and burned generate financial statements that indicated any reasonable relationship between income and expenses. Too many startups have simply spent money before they earned it. You need to recognize that you have to crawl before you can walk and then take small, baby steps. Yes, you may need a good team around you, but they need to believe in the business and understand that there will be some lean years. That being said, you don’t need the ritzy office, the high-powered law firm, or the overpriced consultants. With all sorts of financial software programs on the market, you should be able to keep your expenses in some kind of rational alignment with your income. Hint: Do the math from Day One and never stop doing it until you’ve earned enough to have accountants and financial analysts doing it for you. And you should still double-check what they do regularly.

       •   No revenue model. The core question for dotcom startups is “What is your revenue model?” This is shorthand for “How do you envision bringing in income? What will be your revenue streams? How do you expect to make a profit?” Potential investors will ask this, as will would-be employees, partners, and anybody considering a financial future with your dotcom. In the early years of dotcoms, entrepreneurs could get away with a lot of vaguely explained responses that involved a mix of advertising dollars and ecommerce, and in most cases, the answer was accepted. It was a mistake because, as the failed dotcoms proved, nobody had ever really put flesh on the revenue models. Today, despite the fact that investors are savvier, simple business logic prevails. You need a clearly defined source of revenue. In most cases you’ll actually need more than one revenue stream before you can launch your business website.

       •   No clearly defined exit strategy. Every well-conceived business startup comes equipped with an exit strategy for investors. An exit strategy is how investors will get their money out of the business, and when. Founders with hands-on roles in the business should also have a plan for getting out (selling, passing it on to your family, etc.), but angels, VCs, and such want to know how and when they’ll see a return on their investment.
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Beware!

Of course you’ll start off in the red, which is the norm when launching any type of business. But when can you honestly project seeing black ink? You need to have a very realistic forecast based on a solid business plan to know when you will be profitable. So many dotcoms have shut down because they never had honest forecasts of when investors could expect to see black ink. Don’t let that happen to you.







                 What are possible exit strategies?

                 1.  Going public: a prime choice for many dotcoms

                 2.  Getting acquired by a bigger fish

                 3.  Bringing in new investors to buy out others

                 There is no saying which exit strategy is best, but what can be said is that no CEO needs anxious investors calling every few minutes to ask when they might cash out. And that happens all too often when there’s been a lack of clarity—even realism—about the investment. This means that in early talks with investors (even if it’s your folks who put up the money), you need to be honest about how you see them getting their money back and when. Be as realistic and conservative in your estimates as possible.
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Dollar Stretcher

When you start out, do as small businesses have always done: Operate on a shoestring. Dell Computers, for instance, got its start in a dorm room. Apple started in a garage. Your quarters needn’t be that humble, but never, ever spend money you don’t have to for the sake of “making an impression.” Spend wisely.







       •   Having no marketing plan. Too many dotcom businesses started with great ideas, terrific products or services, and the mistaken notion that if they built the website, visitors would simply appear. Brick-and-mortar businesses base a lot of their future dreams of success on the old adage location, location, location. For a retailer, being in the right location would generate foot traffic and that could make the difference between success and failure. Websites, too, need to generate visitors who will hopefully be converted to customers. Marketing is essential, and it must be well conceived and implemented even before you launch your site.

       •   Being blinded by technology. You need technology for your online business to exist. BUT, technology cannot, and will not, handle all of your concerns. It is a tool with which you run your business, not the brain trust behind your company. Too many e-business owners are so overwhelmed by the possibilities of technology that they forget that there is always a human element to business that even the best technology cannot replace.

The sad fact about many failed dotcoms is that they could have been successful, maybe not on the lavish scale hoped for by the founders, but profitable nonetheless. And they blew it by forgetting that in the end, business is business and it requires sound financial planning, marketing, and products or services plus excellent customer service. While it might be fun to appear on the cover of a magazine, it’s ultimately more fun to be on top of a steady stream of black ink—and it’s no fun at all to manage a business that’s dripping red ink.

The message for you: Learn from the many mistakes of failed dotcoms.
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Should You Shut Down Your Brick-and-Mortar Store?

If you are already in business, and not starting from scratch, we have a question for you: Is it time to lock the door of your brick-and-mortar store to focus exclusively on your online business? That’s a question many small-business owners have asked. The web and its many opportunities are certainly exciting, often more exciting than Main Street. Ecommerce and offline retailing can coexist and, in many cases, the result is greater than the sum of the parts. Sometimes online retailing turns out to be the far better way to go, but not always. Every business is different, and you’ll have to decide for yourself if it’s a good idea to shut down your storefront.

Etailer Sherry Rand has a definite opinion on the subject. “The smartest thing I’ve done in business is shutting down my store and going exclusively as an online retailer,” she says. “Now I have a really neat business. I love it.” Rand has an online store that focuses on a very specific niche—gear for cheerleaders. You want pompoms in various styles and colors? You want megaphones for leading cheers? Then you should know about Pom Express (pomexpress.com), where Rand has conducted e-business for more than a decade since she shut the doors of her brick-and-mortar store.

“Online, I don’t have to carry the great overhead of a store, and from a quaint town, North Hampton, New Hampshire, I’m selling globally,” says Rand. “We get lots of orders from Europe, where cheerleading is really picking up.” Rand, herself a cheerleader from fourth grade until she graduated from college, sold cheerleading supplies as a manufacturer’s representative until she opened her own store. Now that she’s operating solely on the web, she says, “This is a great niche. And on the internet, I can conduct business wherever I want to be.”

Moving Out
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The temptations are potent. Close a brick-and-mortar operation, go strictly cyber, and whoosh—you’ve distanced yourself from monthly rent payments and dealing face to face with grumpy customers, not to mention that you’ve positioned your business to sell globally. At least that’s what it seems like in theory. But can you count on it happening for you?

Probably not, says Jackie Goforth, a partner for PricewaterhouseCoopers who focuses on retail and ecommerce companies. While she says a great example of an industry that has shifted to online is antique and collectible retailing, “I would say for the average retailer, this is not the time to shut down your shop. I think retailers can use their online presence as a great complement to their stores. It may actually drive in traffic by allowing the customer to do some online browsing.”

Additionally, she says the appeal of being able to return merchandise purchased online at the local brick-and-mortar store gives shoppers confidence in their online purchases. “There still appears to be some fear that online purchases are difficult to return,” she says. “The retailer who carries unique and exclusive merchandise could potentially tap into a much larger market by utilizing the web to reach a broad customer group.”

“You have to keep in mind, though, that for every dotcom that thrives, there are more that flop,” says Mark Layton, author of .coms or .bombs . . . Strategies for Profit in e-Business (Cornerstone Leadership Institute). “Many dotcoms will become dot bombs—they’ll fail. Online or offline, you need a sustainable business model. If you don’t have that, you don’t have a business.”

Having It Both Ways
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Experiencing second thoughts about burning the lease on your storefront and going strictly virtual? Consider Vino! (vino2u.com), the online complement to a Winter Park, Florida, wine store, both owned by Rhonda Gore-Scott. Built around the tasty proposition that all the wines it sells are rated 85 or higher by a prestigious publication (such as Wine Spectator), both the storefront (opened in 1998) and the online store (launched a month later) are profitable, according to Gore-Scott. “Once you do a little foundation work,” she says, “the website offers a very convenient and efficient way to manage another arm of our business.”

But she has no intention of shutting down the brick-and-mortar store, for a flock of reasons. For starters, an online operation still needs some real-world warehousing for merchandise such as hers, and the brick-and-mortar store provides that. But it’s the second reason that’s the clincher: The site sells to many customers outside the area, but there are also many locals coming into the store with shopping lists they’ve printed out on the web. For those customers, the combination of the website and the store offers a great convenience—they hunt for wines they want online, at midnight or 6 A.M., and then they can get in and out of the brick-and-mortar store in a matter of minutes. “I enjoy the brick-and-mortar portion very much because of the face time with our customers. The two parts are very complementary,” says Gore-Scott. “They combine the human element with the efficient, quick 24/7 element.”

It’s All About the Business
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The type of business you run will largely determine whether you should be an e-business, a brick-and-mortar business, or both. Travel agencies—the ones you used to see on many street corners—are very hard to find these days because travel agents recognized that they could do all the work online. Conversely, there is no such thing as a real cyber dance studio. You can sell lessons online, but you still need a place to teach your hoofers their steps. Restaurants still need tables and chairs and customers, while small catering businesses can thrive by simply taking the orders online and doing the cooking in their home kitchens.

For many retailers it’s a matter of what you sell, to whom you are selling it, and how well established your business has become.

A store with a steady walk-in clientele has no need to shut down. Why mess with success? People still enjoy browsing, talking with knowledgeable salespeople, and getting a feel for the products they may be buying. This explains why so many brick-and-mortar businesses continue to expand with new locations dotting the map. A web presence can be beneficial for marketing purposes, posting sales information, special holiday hours, and maps to those new locations.

What makes having both brick-and-mortar and online sales work is that you can:

       •   Accommodate orders from around the corner and around the globe

       •   Sell products that people want to “feel or smell” in the store and less touchy-feely goods online thus expanding your inventory

       •   Cross-promote your website from the store, for those times when people cannot get to you in person, AND market your store on the site hoping people will come in and see for themselves what you offer

Many stores have found that certain niche items which may not sell in their own town, city, or region are popular in another part of the country or even overseas. Much to their surprise, dress store owners in Maryland found that some of their line was very popular with customers in parts of Europe. Other store owners have enjoyed similar success in other parts of the world. Of course the products need to be easy to ship to make online sales worthwhile.
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Smart Tip

What’s a click-and-mortar? This internet term describes a store that exists both online and in the physical world. It’s also known as clicks-and-bricks, as well as bricks, clicks, and flips (the “flips” refers to catalogs that customers flip through). Classic examples of numerous click-and-mortars include Walmart, The Gap, and Best Buy. Click-and-mortars allow consumers to initiate or finalize transactions either on the website or at the physical location. Exchanges or refunds for items bought online can also be processed at a local store to avoid extra shipping costs. Although, following Zappos’ trend-setting return policies, many other e-businesses have streamlined their return policies, making it easier to shop online without the “fear of returns” stigma.







The two questions are whether going online can enhance your business and whether it can replace your brick-and-mortar business. Sometimes having an actual business location gives you more credibility in your local region or neighborhood. It also gives you more face time with customers.

While many travel agents have found that the web business has rendered their walk-in business unnecessary, many other retailers have benefited from having both, to serve both customers who like the in-store shopping experience and customers who prefer to shop from the comfort of their home or from their smartphones while commuting to and from work or waiting to pick up their kids from soccer practice.






Fortunetelling

Want a manner of assessing how your business might fare online? College of William & Mary business professor Jonathan Palmer shares the three factors that shed a green light on this decision:

         1.  You sell a product line that can be delivered economically and conveniently.

         2.  You have both a desire to market to customers outside your own geographic location and a product with broad appeal.

         3.  There are significant economic advantages involved in going online.

Chew especially hard on points one and two because if they are on your side, the profits implied in the third point will likely follow.

Let’s add a couple more items to that list, such as:

         4.  Your demographic group is largely the “under 40” crowd that has been weaned on web shopping.

         5.  You have the time and manpower to build awareness for the site by using the social media platforms and you have the budget to use traditional marketing.







Double Vision
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Still, isn’t this dual-channel strategy an unnecessary complication that forces an entrepreneur to focus on two distinctly different venues? The experts don’t think so, and in fact, it has worked exceptionally well for many business owners. “A [brick-and-mortar store] can be a billboard for your website,” says Bentley University ecommerce professor Bruce Weinberg, who points to The Gap as an example. It already has massive brand awareness, and whenever a customer walks in—even walks by—a storefront, there’s a reinforcement of the URL, gap.com. Your business might not be a Gap, but even so, says Weinberg, the fact that you are in a physical location with signage and various advertising campaigns to promote the store will mean that you are also building awareness for your website.
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Smart Tip

With smaller, nonbrand-name sites, a big consumer worry is that your ecommerce site is less reliable. When you have a brick-and-mortar storefront, you also have solidity in the minds of consumers. Don’t hide it. Put up a photo of it on your website, and definitely show the street address. Consumer worries will vanish.







“Some products are ideal for online; others just work better in a brick-and-mortar store, where customers want to test the look, feel, and fit,” says College of William & Mary business professor Jonathan Palmer.

The bottom line is that if you are already a business owner, having a web presence is almost mandatory in today’s competitive market. It may just be a place for marketing or a billboard since people are always looking up businesses on the internet. For some businesses it may be a place to order gift certificates, tickets, or get coupons that can be redeemed when visiting the brick-and-mortar location. For other businesses, the website can be a place for customers to shop when they cannot get to the store or if they are out of the area. Only you can determine what direction your website will take.


5

Website Building 101

What’s stopping you from putting up a website for your business? A big and persistent hurdle is the belief that doing it is hard, technically demanding work. The truth of the matter is that today, building a website is very easy.

Places like Wix.com, BuildYourSite.com, GoDaddy.com, and Web.com make it a very simple, cost-effective process.

“Even the smallest businesses can afford to be on the web,” says Mary Cronin, a business professor at Boston College and editor of The Internet Strategy Handbook (Harvard Business School Press).

However, if you don’t have time to spare, a small outlay of cash will buy you the services of a local college student or even an outsourced programmer from another country fluent in HTML.

For those of you who want to do it yourself, this chapter provides step-by-step tips for producing your website—from picking the right tools and putting them to use to testing your creation. Set aside a few hours, follow the steps, and you, too, will be in business on the web.
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