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With smaller capital investment, lesser manpower and fewer overheads, a shop on

the Web promises you tidy profits and instant international status. Interested?

s recently as 1995, the Internet
was just a mode of amusement
for techno-geeks. In 1999, busi-
ness worth billions of dollars was
conducted over the Web and that too by
companies less than 24 months old! Busi-
ness analysts predict vertical growth rates
for e-commerce in the coming decade
($850 billion by the year 2002, according
to Forrester Research) and that is just
half the news. The other half is that the
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Internet has actually lowered the ante in
the online business world.

Thanks to the e-commerce, Joe Average
can not only take on a multi-national
giant; he actually stands a chance of
winning!

The revenue avenue

The Internet, that universally accessible
network, is the very embodiment of what
business analysts like to call ‘disinterme-

diation’—the systematic weeding out of
the intermediaries in the economic cycle.
If you are running your own business, or
intend to, the Internet gives you some-
thing that never existed before—a rela-
tively inexpensive sales channel that
buyers can access directly, without going
through the ‘intermediate elements’ like
distributors or dealers. The online trader
does not have to ‘build’ anything (in the
physical sense of the term) and thus
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costs—in terms of capital investments as
well as operating overheads—are dramat-
ically reduced. An online business can
operate out of a single room, and yet,
depending upon the product, cater to a
worldwide market.

Many business corporations think that
‘moving to the Web’ is something which
they would be doing sometime in the
future, but are not sure exactly when.
Well, the right time is now. Potential cus-
tomers surf the Web for hours everyday
and their demographic profile ranges
from the girl-next-door shopping for per-
fume, to General Motors looking to out-
source a batch of special type of paint.

Going online makes a lot of sense for
small- (or medium-) sized business in fast-
moving consumer goods (or services) on
the look out for some expansion. Those
who are presently toying with the idea of
setting up business must consider the
online option before spending huge sums
of money in establishing capital assets.
Those who can define, and fulfil the needs
of a niche market, stand the best chance
of succeeding in an online business
environment.

Setting up
The Net has no physical boundaries and
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Dogital cash: Ecashis just a series of
nuners, but those digits nean real cash
toissuing banks. Ecashis nore like red
cash than a credit card because it is com
petey transferad e and reusad e.

Dgtd signature: Just as a paper docu-
nent is authenticated by a sigiature, an
el ectroni ¢ nessage can be aut henti cated
by adgtad sigetue Dgta sigetures
are another way to assure the recipient of
an el ectronic nessage that the nessage
is comng fromthe right party.
Hectronic Data Interchange (EJ): EDI
isthetransfer of e ectronic nessages from
one conpany to another using a network.
Qonpani es use H1 to facilitate busi ness-
to-business transactions |ike purchase
orders, purchase confirnations, invoices,
and paynents. ED nessages can be
exchanged using a VANor the Interret.
Hectronic vallet: Rather than supplying
your credit card nunier every tine you

your business goes ‘International’ right
from day one. Creating a Web store and
handling the technical intricacies of reg-
istering a domain name, registering with
multiple search-engines, setting up real-
time transaction processing systems, ship-
ping of products, and so on, might seem
a bit daunting and in some cases (depend-
ing upon how ambitious your project is)
can be downright difficult.

However, relief is here in the form of a
new generation of end-user applications
that offer WYSIWYG functionality, and
which do not require any programming
knowledge for building a storefront on the
Web. Web storefront development pack-
ages can cost anywhere from a lakh to
twenty-five lakh rupees and vary in their
capabilities. You can easily find one suit-
ed to your needs.

If your site is aimed at individual users,
it would need mechanisms that provide
secure online payment processing, site
monitoring and analysis, and perhaps an
element of personalisation. If your Web-
store is aimed at other businesses, it
would require compliance with stan-
dards-based data transfer formats, data
security, and tight integration with back-
end accounting systems. Certain software
provide complete ‘wizards-and-templates’

vant to nake an online purchase, elec-
tronicvalets alowyoutostore your cred-
it card infornation in an encrypted form
and access it fromyour hard drive vhen
you buy sonet hi ng.

Encryption: Excryptionis awvay to secure
el ectronic data transacti ons by transform
ing the readabl e nessage i nto an unread-
abl e nessage. This guarantees that only
the intended reader can decipher the
nessage.

Extranet: An extranet is the part of a
corporate intranet that al |l ows conpani es
to conmuni cate wth the intranets of their
custoners and suppliers, facilitating
e ectronic transacti ons.

Secure Hectronic Transactions (SET):
This is a newy devel oped standard for
naki ng secure credit card transacti ons on
the Internet. Security is achieved by al ow
ing nerchants to verify a buyer sidatity
through a dgita sigeture. Furthernore
custoners wll be able to avoid giving out
their credit card nunibers to nerchants by

Sites to visit

www. nul ti active. com

www. onl i nener chant . com
WWW. i nsi sof t. com

WwW. i cat nal | . com

www. i bmcom

WWW. nicr osof t. com
http://vital conmuni cati ons. com

functionality, which allow the user to
create a Webstore and upload it on to the
Net. Those who are in a hurry can opt for
Web-only solutions (like IBM’s HomePage
Creator, and Yahoo! Store from Yahoo!),
which require you ‘build’ your store on
the Net itself and get done with it in
minutes!

Tools of the trade

It is best to go in for mid-range software,
which do not cost the Earth and get the
job done satisfactorily. IBM’s Net.Com-
merce Start 3.11, for example, is a highly
scalable application, which users can con-
figure depending upon their needs. The
user can choose from three ‘types’ of
stores: ‘Stop Shop’ which is a simple cat-
alogue service, a more powerful and fea-
ture-rich ‘Personal Delivery’ and the
hi-end ‘Business-to-Business’ type for

subntting their infornation drectly tothe
credit card issuer for verification ad
bllirg

Secure Hyper Text Transfer Rrotoca (S
HTTP): A secure version of HITP which
provi des general transaction security over
the Wh

Secure Sockets Layer (SS): A pddic
security protocd devel oped by Netscape. It
can create a secure |ink between the Vb
server and the brovser, therdyy fadlitaing
e-transacti os.

Snart Card: Sart cards ook like credit
cards hut act very dif ferertly. Wththe use
of an internal conputer nenory chip, a
snart card can be used to store a large
anount of infornation wth a naxi num
anount of security, includng everything
fromnedica records to digital cash. To
access or alter the infornation on a snart
card, you have to use a snart card read-
a.
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5 Steps to creating your Webstore

| Success, by design: Use a WS WGtool to
design your storefront. Mst applications have a
Wzard to handhol d you through the process of
designing. CGhoose a prefabricated tenplate,
enter product infornation, add inages and order -
ing infornation and you are ready to go!

| Oeate sone hype: Generating excitenent
about your site is the next najor job. Regster
your site wth all the najor search engines. Rar -
ticipate in banner exchange prograns like Link
BExchange where you woul d be required to dis-
play snal| banner advertisenents (usually ani -
nated GFs) on your site, and your ads woul d be
d splayed on other sites participatinginthe pro-
gram

| Gt red: Mst snal|l businesses would want
togtat o fline transacti on processi ng. Howvever,
if business boons, you need to add real -tine
transaction processing to your store, so that
users can pay online via their credit card. For
this, you need to obtain a nerchant banki ng
account, and perhaps tie-up wth a credit card
authori sation servi ce.

| Deliver the goods: Dependi ng upon the prod-
wts that youintedtosdl, youmgt needtotie
wpwthacourier servicetoddiver the products to
custoners. Hease alowd - 6 veeks for delivery
vorked wel | for nail-order catal ogue business,
but inthe Internet age, do not expect peop e to be
inerested if youcanat ddiver inrecordtine. @
corse itishest if yor podt issoethingthe
can be downl oaded fromthe Internet (nusic, doc-
unerts, softvare etc.).

I Moni tor perfornance: The fina step, and an
inportant one, is Ste nonitoring and anal ysis.
Wsing a log analysis tod (like WebTrends),
you can track visitors and their site navi gation
patterns. This wll help you determne how
dfective your site is, and help you nake
changes wher e needed.
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stores aimed at business buyers. After
asking you questions (contact names and
addresses, tax and shipping information,
and so on) the store creator wizard cre-
ates a Webstore suited to your prefer-
ences. The ‘Store Manager’ can then be
used to enter detailed product informa-
tion, pricing structures, inventory infor-
mation, product images, and so on. A
forms-based structure can be used to
create additional commands. Up to five

‘pipelines’ hold the key to the execution of
rules as per the selected business model,
and using the pipeline editor, users can
modify programming code to alter any
aspect of business (shipping rates, tax
rates, processing charges etc.)

Working in conjunction with Microsoft
BackOffice and its development tools, Site
Server is a good scalable option that pro-
vides a sufficient number of basic tem-
plates to get you started with your Web

store. A ‘Site
Fa Builder wizard’
provides

SR

Misi ¢ Boul evard: Qe of the big success stories on the Wb

custom fields can be used without any
additional programming. Expert pro-
grammers can extend the program’s
already-formidable capabilities by writing
their own code.

High-end power-users, who prefer Win-
dows NT, might want to use Microsoft Site
Server 3.0 Commerce Edition. Site Server
ships with Microsoft Windows NT 4.0
Option Pack and SQL Server 6.5 Service
Pack 3. The bundling means that Site
Server is packed with server-side func-
tionality (Microsoft Transaction Server
manages Transaction processing, and the
Microsoft Message Queue Server controls
message queuing).

Microsoft Site Server 3.0 Commerce Edi-
tion offers a unique function called
‘pipelines’—visual models that let the user
manipulate the order of business process-
es. Two types of pipelines are available for
business-to-business transactions: the
‘Order-processing pipeline’ and the ‘Com-
merce Interchange Pipeline’. Each
pipeline is a model of the business
process, with steps specifically optimised
for different applications. These

over a dozen
screens  where
the wuser can
choose options
for his Web site—
from the visu-
al/design aspect
to the desired
feature set. The
basic Webstore
created by Site
Server includes
most of the core
features, but a
fair bit of pro-
gramming
expertise is need-
ed to get the best out of Site Server. The
application offers strong site-analysis and
report-generation capabilities.

An excellent solution for building your
Webstore anyway, Site Server is especial-
ly good if you plan to focus on Microsoft
products for hosting your e-commerce
application.

LE it

The low-priced option

Everyone does not want, or need, a
Microsoft Site Server to build their shop on
the Web. Many applications allow busi-
nesses to get online with a minimum of
cost, fuss, and complexity. Take, for exam-
ple, ecBuilder from Multiactive Software
Inc. This application costs less than Rs
5,000 and lets you build your online store
in 11 simple steps. You select from 30
design templates (all with multiple colour
options), enter product information (you
will have to do it manually as ecBuilder
cannot import tabular data from other
applications), and you are
in business! Web Business Builder from
IMSI, and Online Merchant Gold from
Alpha Software are two examples of
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| Choose your | SPwth care. Nowthat you
do have a choice go for one vho of fers the
best deal. Al 1S5 are not equal wen it
cones to alocating bandwdth, and filtering
spam both of which are inportant points for
an online busi ness to consi der .

| The gives you sonething
uni que adirect saes channel to your cus-
toners, wthout the interned aries. Leverage
this feature. Reduce costs for custoners
vhere possible. They wil love you for it, and
vhat you | oose in nargins, you can nake up
in vol unes.

| Get niche narket if
possible. Db not try to be everything to
ever ybody. You probabl y cannot conpete on
prices wth that grocery shopinthe corner, 0
dont eventry. Choose a product vhichis not
read |y avai | abl e physica narkets inyour city
(Buropean fol k nusi c? I nported chocol at es?
Exctic vegetahl es?), and devel op that niche.
| Wat ch out for production val ues. Qustoners are
not foos. No onewouldliketobuy aproduct froma
tacky, anateurish-looking site. Rt lats of tine ad
dfort wile designing yor storefront. On the Wb
(as anywhere el se), appearances count. You night
be ruming an excel | ent business, but if the site does
nat reflect thet, yor e forts are likely to go dom the
drain. Mke sure your site |ooks good, and is easy
tomvigae

| Db not intinndate visitors by formalities. Sne
sites vant praospective buyers to spend

hel f-anrhour filling up forns, and then expect

them to renenber inane usernames and
passvords. Mre often than not, the Internet genera-
tion wthits shot atetionspen wil simly leae if

I nt er net

into a

applications in the same price/perform-
ance range that get the job done reasonably
well, as long as you don’t get too ambitious.

Some ‘Online solutions’ let the user
create an entire storefront on the Web.
IBM’s HomePage Creator for a one-time
setup fee of $25, and the same amount to
be paid as monthly fees, gets your Web-
store, five Web pages, 12 catalog items,
3 MB of storage space, and 40 MB of
bandwidth. Other applications, like
Yahoo! Store, iCat Commerce Online,
and Virtual Spin Internet Store accom-
plish much the same, but unless you
have access to a credit card which is valid
in USA, these applications are not of
much use to you.
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The 10 commandments of conducting business online

W\ébst ore nore

it finds your
trodethenit isvarth

| Make sure the right technol ogy goes into
your site. Things like Active Server Pages nay
be al the rage, but renenber that dynamcally
generated Web sites are not indexed by nany

search engines. The sane applies to inages.
Wiile large, colourful product inages enhance
desi gn el enent, they can take too long to | oad and
you Wl |oose custoners.

| 1f you are taking your business online, be seri-
ous about it. Mintain a proper inventory of prod-
ucts. Rut al conpany details on the site (phone/fax
nunter s, address, conpany profile, and so on). This
nght seemrather obvious, but you would be sur-
pri sed how nany peopl e ignore this aspect. Assure

Where do you want to sell tomorrow?
The only major difference between
hi-end and low-end solutions is that the
former allow tight control over the con-
tent and also the overall site architecture,
data-reporting and analysis, site-man-
agement, and real-time payment pro-
cessing. However, everybody does not
need the kind of firepower that the best
(read expensive) Web Storefront build-
ing applications offer. Ultimately, the
choice might be forced by the kind of
programming talent you have (or which
you can afford to hire), and the product
you plan to sell.

Also, do not ignore the legal aspects—
e-commerce is still new and laws are yet to

custoners that they are buying froma real
conpany that neans business.

| Respond fast. Send a thank-you nail as
soon as you get an order, and then nake
sure you deliver on tine. Qustoners want
their buys to be delivered to themas soon as
possi bl e, Mke sure your courier service is
dficet. If it istaingyuavektodiver
a six-pack of nusic @, you night as well
sfag it.

| Wse keywords and phrases that peopl e
are likey to search for, when looking for
the product categories which you intend to
stock. Wse these phrases and cat chwords
as often as possible in your site, which wll
nake your site nore visibe to search
engines. Wile participating in banner
exchange prograns i s agood thing, thereis
nopont ingetting5000 hitsaday if youare
not taking those hits to the bank. R ace your
banner ads on sites vihich are likely to be visited by
serious buyers.

| Look alive! There nust be a certainair of bustle
on your storefront. Qcasiona change of display
(whi ch neans a redesi gn) and rearranging of itens
would be interpreted by nost custoners as a
healthy sign of activity, and would go a | ong way
tovards bui | di ng confi dence.

be formulated for its governance. In India,
sites like Rediff on the NeT already allow
users to place orders via a credit card,
while some other sites allow the user to
place their order online, but process those
transactions offline. With the imminent
formulation of laws specific to e-com-
merce, it would become safer and more
viable to add real-time transaction
processing to your Webshop.

Regardless of the small stumbling
blocks, e-commerce is here to stay. To
succeed on the Net, you must forge ahead
and help shape this new medium of com-
merce. The time to establish a business
presence on the Web, is now.

SAMEER KUMAR [E
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