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INTRODUCTION TO E-COMMERCE

An article by Seyfi Ölmez published in Milliyet Blogs 
on June 29th 2006
(URL: http://blog.milliyet.com.tr/Blog.aspx?BlogNo=1242)
E-Trade (E-Commerce) 

Commerce (trade) is a phenomenon that can be considered almost as old as the mankind. Like everything, it has undoubtedly undergone profound changes to date in its historical journey starting from the happening of the first primitive production. There are numerous milestones in commercial life which first started with bartering in human history. The invention of money and the creation and development of banking system are the foremost of these coming to mind first. In the last century, commerce ( like most other areas ( has observed fundamental changes. The developments that emerged in the area of technology, and the Internet and the virtual world which entered all venues of our life just brought about the concept of e-commerce. 
Marketing science is built upon the well-known 4P concept, which is made of the first letters of four English words: price, place, product, and promotion. The idea of virtual trade probably stands out as the most significant milestone of the commercial world by deeply affecting all of these four. The biggest innovation in the world of commerce basically induced by the Internet is that the Internet turned the rules of a two dimensional game upside down, and it created a brand-new realm beyond the known commercial experience and intelligence by adding a new dimension to that game. 
The simplest answer to the question “What is e-commerce?” is that it is the process of making the transactions related to any good or service over the Internet and the intranets (on it). Many people think the concept of e-commerce emerged in the last decade. In reality, e-commerce historically started with the use of the first EFT (electronic fund transfer) in early 1970s. The EFT system which could benefit only large corporations and financial intermediaries was followed by EDI(electronic data interchange). With EDI large size enterprises attained the capability of exchanging sales orders and invoices with one another, and checking their accounts and payments. However, EDI could be utilized amongst state agencies and big corporations only. Later on, big travel agencies and alike joined this e-commerce by means of IOS (interorganizational systems). With the advent and spread of the Internet technology, which was originally developed for military use and for the coordination of public research projects, almost every firm and organization eventually became part of the e-commerce process in the last 10 years.
There are many types of e-commerce which can be summarized as follows.

1. B2B (business to business): Conduct of commerce exclusively between firms in a digital environment.
2. B2C (business to customers): The marketing of firms’ goods and services to customers in a digital environment. 

3. G2B (government to business): The realization of bureaucratic and commercial transactions between firms and state agencies or offices.
4. C2C (customer to customer): That the individuals market their own goods and services to other individuals in a digital environment without operating an actual firm. 

[image: image30.png]


(((
A great deal of this article is concerned with B2B which can be called the commerce between firms, particularly SMEs (small and medium size enterprises). The B2B world is a virtual display window, better described it is a fair hall opened in a digital medium. The money to be spent in order to enter this hall where products are exhibited indiscriminately is much less than what one might think, and the chance of access is much higher than expected. 
How shall we build our own stand in this biggest fair of the world what we call the Web? Of course by setting up a website that will be easily accessible by everyone, will convey the appropriate messages to our target customer base, and will have an easy-to-remember domain name.
In 2000 it was quite fashionable for the firms to build their own website. Web designers who tried to manually prepare firms without a course for the virtual world popped up everywhere. At the end, cemeteries of websites built up on the Internet, which are today unknown and even untouched by their very owners. Firms which lost not so significant amounts of money to unfamiliar designers in those years always kept themselves at a distance from the virtual world because of this deception. However, time has come to bury the past. Nowadays both web designers and firms are quite well equipped, and neither ineffective nor too expensive designs are made anymore. Hence, the first thing to be done in order to enter e-commerce is to get rid of the prejudices in your head, and then to acquire a website immediately. The price you have to pay for this starts at USD 300, and goes up to a few thousands. But more important than what you pay for a website is whether it fits your needs. If you pay a reasonable amount for a design that correctly promotes you and covers your corporate identity, then there is no need to worry. After all, no matter how expensive a website design it is, you will end up paying so low a price that is incomparable with a commercial in a small national TV channel or newspaper. And here are some of the advantages of possessing a website:
· It provides a very good company image, leaving a quality impression upon other firms.
· With promotional sound animations and video clips, it can introduce your products to customers in the best possible way.
· It works like a virtual branch office or a virtual fair stand. 
· Timely updates and modifications on a website are no big deal.

· Instead of mail-in catalogs and fax messages it leverages e-mailing for easy and cost free communications.

· You save much time when you tell just the URL address of your website to those who want to know more about you or your products.
· As mentioned above, compared to other advertisements, it is the most affordable way of advertising.

· Different than the other methods of advertising, a website is the only way of appealing to a great mass with high income. (Well, I do not quite agree with this point of the author. – D.A.)
(((
If so, what is the secret of the thriving e-commerce firms? Research has found out that the best websites of the world have the following four features in common:
1. High quality and rich content

2. Ease of use (website usability)

3. Speed of downloading

4. Frequent updates

What should we do once we decide to build an e-commerce website?
First of all, we need to determine a domain name and have it registered. The domain name is the most important thing of a website that has to be registered in the shortest possible time. Domain name registration service provided by domain name sellers helps your firm to be easily recognized and remembered on the Web. You must hurry if you haven’t done so yet. You can check the availability of the domain name which you intend to register, and you can order its registration at a domain name seller’s website. Once you place your order, the domain name will be immediately registered (in less than 24 hours – D.A.) provided that it is available. At this point, it is important what the domain name extension (or simply the domain) will be. Domains such as .com.tr, .com, .biz, .org, .gov etc. are widely observed. Unquestionably for a commercial website the most suitable domain is .com. If you want to stress that you are a Turkish business, then you should go for the ccTLD (country code top level domain) .com.tr. However, in order to register a ccTLD in Turkey you have to present your record at the local chamber of commerce and the issue of the Official Newspaper of Turkey where your company’s foundation was announced. Luckily, also this service is provided by certain domain name sellers in Turkey. Once the domain is chosen, the next step will be to make up your mind for a domain name. The following issues should be carefully deliberated before reaching a decision for the name:
· Easy-to-remember

· Without Turkish characters if possible

· Short

· Should make a reference to your work

These issues have to be thoroughly analyzed. You must not forget that one day your domain name might supersede both the name and the products of your firm. If you believe that the name of your firm has the above characteristics, have it registered right away.

(((
Secondly, you have to find a professional web design company. Most companies offer now domain name registration, hosting, and web design in the same bundle. Choosing initially a company that can render these three services altogether will save you time and money. However, you’d better talk with three different companies and each time see three reference websites designed by them. It wouldn’t be wise to contract with a company before making a comparison. Web design is a business that grows rapidly. The most critical QoS (quality of service) guarantee to be offered by a company in this business is about hosting. Whatever website you will run, its pages must be stored somewhere in order for surfers to download your website once they type in the URL address in the address bar of their browsers. Why? Simply because you need a place that will serve your visitors as sort of a depot on the Internet for 24 hours a day. This service is called hosting. Thanks to hosting companies whose server computers are always hooked with the Internet you website is up 24/7. Nowadays plenty of national and foreign hosting companies take charge of your website’s hosting for a monthly or annual service fee. The following issues are critical to hosting:

· Speed
The time your webpages take to download from the web server of the hosting provider to a local host (to the hard disk of your visitor) is the primary performance metric of the hosting service. There are two main reasons for a website which doesn’t download or downloads very slowly: either the hosting server’s or the local computer’s hardware is insufficient. You cannot do anything about the latter, but the former can be avoided by choosing a hosting company whose servers are well-equipped and not overloaded. Also when the Internet bandwidth of a hosting company is low, its servers will have a small throughput (i.e., their Internet connection will be slow as a result of which your webpages hosted with them will not download fast enough. – D.A.)
· Web space in Megabytes (Data storage for hosting)
You should request as much web space from the hosting company as necessary to accommodate your website. A website with rich content and a wide scope will certainly require more web space. The size of web space affects both the volume of your website’s contents and your mailbox size, because that space hosts both the files of your website and the mailbox of the email addresses which come along with your hosting plan. A too small web space would easily be filled up with emails coming to or sent from the provided email addresses. For the beginning 100 MB data storage would be enough for your basic hosting needs. Should you need more space later on, you can always increase that size at an additional cost.
· Supported software and general features
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Another critical factor in hosting is that the web servers of the hosting company support the software and database used on your website. Today websites not only serve as a promotion tool, but also fulfill a wide range of functions by means of online forms such as job applications, order requests, credit card sales etc. The preparation of these online forms is possible with web programming languages like SQL, PHP, ASP, and JSP. For instance, in order for an ASP form to work online there must be special software installed on the server side, this is, on the server of the hosting company. You should check whether your hosting provider supports certain web programming languages that are needed to build an e-commerce website.
(((
We got our domain name, made an appropriate contract with a hosting company, chose the web design firm. In short we have now the necessary infrastructure to conduct e-commerce. But we arrive at the most vital step only now: doing a proper webpage design. Unless the pages of your website are easy to navigate where visitors can quickly find what they are searching for, your ratings are doomed to be poor no matter how perfect a domain name you have, and no matter how fast your website downloads. To this end, you should pay attention to the following list of 10 issues.
1. Why are you building a website?

You should discern this question well and know its answer. If you are building a website for e-commerce – and we have been talking about this up to now – your site must definitely be focused on the good(s) or service(s) you want to offer. Instead of praising your business and your supplementary products, thereby hitting two birds with a stone, you should present information only on your main focus. (I guess the author does not believe in cross-selling, but I do. – D.A.)

2. What exists on your pages that your competitors’ websites don’t have?

If you are clueless about the answer of this question, then you should quit what you are doing and make an analysis of the competitors’ webpages right away. When positioning yourself and your goods/services you should stress what you believe is indispensable for your prospective customers. Do not forget that product differentiation is a key strategy for success. For example, you can differentiate yourself with rapid service and responsiveness if that is true for your business. If you or an employee of yours can reply to a customer email in less than 24 hours by forwarding it to the relevant department and tracking it until it has been replied, then you should advertise this as a big plus to your business.
3. What is your e-commerce marketing strategy?

What are the benefits of working with your firm for customers and business partners? SMEs are usually production oriented, thus they first promote their products. However, in order to be successful, a firm owner who wants to distinguish his/her firm should always consider customers’ needs and the changes occurring in the world. Consequently, the promotion of an e-commerce firm should be self-confident. A good introduction or ‘About us’ page should proclaim that customers are in need of the firm, not the other way around (Zeynep İyiler, 2005).
4. Is it easy to ‘surf’ on the site?
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Most firms desire to place as much information as possible on their websites. If you too do so, your website might turn into a redundant junkyard and lose its attraction. The information on your website should be succinct, relevant, valid, and posted in such a way that it is easy to understand at first glance. The section usually titled ‘About us’ or ‘Corporate’ should contain concrete information about the number of employees, the date of foundation, quality certificates in possession, marketplaces of operations, the business principles of the firm, production facilities, and alike. Photos of production and service facilities, warehouses and showrooms can be displayed in this section if applicable. If the firm has a specific approach to human resources, then this too can be mentioned. If the manufacturing is done by subcontractors of the firm, this piece of information can be provided as well. Besides the information provided, a website’s overall appearance is also decisive in visitor / customer acquisition and retention. Excessively animated opening pages with sound effects should be avoided. Internet has become today a ubiquitous common platform; however, not everybody accesses it with the same technology and equipment. A website should be plain so that it doesn’t repel Internet users with low bandwidth or with inferior web browsers. In Turkey it is common practice that the starting pages of e-commerce websites are decorated with multimedia files which take too long to download. This kind of choice may disturb the visitors’ experience, and may damage the brand (domain name) of the firm. The motto “Remove the graphic, move the traffic.” must not be overlooked. The intensity of daily business life limits people’s time and patience for research on the Web. 

Moreover, most Fortune 500 companies have quite plain websites enhanced with simple graphics and photos. (With the broadband Internet access becoming a more and more affordable commodity every day, this comment may soon prove invalid. But we must agree that for today it is still true. – D. A.)

A website’s first impact occurs in the first 4 to 5 seconds. This situation is analogous with window shoppers who tend to quickly pass by fancy and convoluted storefronts on a shopping street full of huge stores. Whether an end-user or a shopkeeper, decision makers are all human. The color selection on webpage should support the aesthetics of a website. Pastel crayon colors may yield a less cumbersome, more comfortable experience with visitors than vivid, glossy colors. (Zeynep İyiler, 2005).
(((
How will you market your product on the Web?
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No matter which advanced web programming technique has been used in its development, even when live webcams are utilized, a website is clearly not as interactive as the face-to-face conversation with the customer inside a physical store. Therefore, you should state everything about your product. Any question which the customer may ask should be answered on a dedicated FAQ (frequently asked questions) page in advance. Product specific information can be classified under the four subtitles:
· What does the product do? (Alternatively: What is the service used for?)

· Where and how is it used?

· In what specifications is it superior to other compatible products?
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How was it manufactured? (In case of a physical product, namely a good.)
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You may want to convert your printed product catalogs into a soft catalog (an e-catalog) downloadable from your website. This would minimize the cost of catalog mailing to customers and/or business partners. Emailing the hyperlink of an e-catalog to a customer instead of mailing him or her a printed catalog would boost your corporate image as well.
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Have you submitted your website to search engines?  
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Search engines, especially Google, is the first thing remembered when searching for something on the Web. Thus you must take care of your website’s (address) submission to major search engines. When buying hosting service you should definitely ask also for this supplementary service. Registering you website with the search engines Yahoo.com, Google.com, Aol.com, Hotbot.com, Netscape.com, Altavista.com, Live.com, and Ask.com dramatically elevates its profile, and increases its chance of being found in the cyberspace. Moreover, for a reasonable fee you can also have your website listed in the search engine ads. For example, you can ensure that your website’s address and domain name appear on top of the sponsored links column on the right of a Google search results page. You can also have your website shown on the first page of the search results, for which you pay per click. This means, Google charges you only when someone clicks the hyperlink to your website on the results page of certain searches. Google’s service fee for this is on the average USD 200 for 2,000 unique visitors who land on your website from a Google search page. Please visit http://www.google.com/ads/ for more information. Many other search engines offer this “special listing” service too.
Have you registered your website with the relevant B2B marketplaces?
Most merchants and firms use B2B (business-to-business) portals which make virtual trade possible. Registering with one or more of these portals facilitates direct contact and access to your firm profoundly. You can either choose a portal which is specialized in your business area (sometimes also referred to as a vertical portal or vortal in short), or go for a B2B exchange hub where lots of companies sell and buy all kinds of products. You can leave here an offer either to buy or to sell. Technically speaking, you would open a new thread. Yet an offer posted on exchange hubs is much more often called a lead. We can count some B2B marketplaces that would guide you firsthand as follows.
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www.Alibaba.com
2. www.europages.com 

3. www.kompass.com 

4. www.turkfreezone.com 

5. www.turkticaret.net 

6. www.offer21.com 

7. www.eximturk.com 

8. www.tradexpro.com 

9. www.commerceturkey.com 

10. www.smetc.com  (Also http://www.kobiticaretmerkezi.com/  redirects to this website.)
11. www.b2bturkishtextile.com 
12. www.e-turkey.org 

13. www.turkfreezone.com 

14. www.buildturkey.com 
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Are you going to do international business? In how many languages?   
It is clear that thinking of commerce only as national commerce is rather hard in today’s business world. If so, then in how many languages should we design our website? At this point our current sales figures become a matter of paramount importance. If you are doing business with only Western Europe and North America, then an English version of your website may suffice. But in Russia and in the Middle East not all business people speak English fluently. If you exporting/important to/from those regions, then it is a good idea to also have the Russian or Arabic versions of your website. Of course, each individual page of your website must be translated into that language. In addition to the cost of the translation job, you should also reckon with extra hosting and design expenses. 
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Have you properly posted your contact information?   

The exact name, address, telephone and fax number(s), and email address(es) of your firm must be visible on a dedicated web page. If there is a contact person / public relations officer in your firm, then his or her information along with the name of his or her department should also be posted. 
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Does a sitemap of your website exist? 

A customer or first time visitor who cannot find the information she or he is looking for on your website would definitely seek a sitemap. Therefore, you should provide a detailed sitemap of your website and make it accessible from each page.
(((
Presto! There you go! Also your firm is now ready to conduct e-commerce. As you have seen, with an average investment of USD 1,000 you can start promoting and selling your goods/services worldwide. Once you fulfill the abovementioned conditions and make a contract with an adequate hosting company, the rest is up to you. Like in everything, to build a virtual business is only half of the job. Henceforth you will need to update your website continuously, and keep registering with as many B2B portals as you can.
More than 1 trillion dollar of the world trade (1 trillion = 1012) is realized over electronic channels. It is expected that this ratio will grow even further. The ownership of a website was regarded as a luxury 10 years ago; today it legally became compulsory even for SMEs (small and medium size enterprises). However, owning a website alone is not a competitive advantage anymore. Firms are rapidly renovating their websites to make them apt to e-commerce. They are getting ready for the future hypercompetition which will dominate the virtual arena. The mightiest weapon of this battle will be websites. Thus, all firms should take this matter on their agenda, and urgently begin with the transition to e-commerce if they haven’t done so yet. Otherwise, they will barely survive in a competitive environment which is facing swift localization because of today’s global economy.
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