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In this go-go era of e-commerce, one must wonder: Just what will and will not sell
online, and why? E-commerce is exploding! New Web sites are launched every
week, the number of shoppers balloons, and so does the money involved. Venture
Economics, a researcher that tracks venture funding, indicates that approximately
$5.5 billion was invested in consumer e-commerce companies last year, up from
$607 million in 1998. The Boston Consulting Group reported that online shopping
sales in North America soared 120 percent last year to $33 billion, and will top $61
billion in 2000. With such phenomenal growth, e-commerce is luring more and
more products to online sales. Shopped online lately for books? CDs? Airline
tickets? Could you have imagined, not long ago, that you would be able to buy
prescription drugs without seeing a doctor? Now patients can get what they need
by visiting a Web pharmacy such as Drugstore.com, PlanetRx, or Rx.com. Did you
think online groceries would never fly? Amazingly, online grocery startups like
WebVan have attracted a huge amount of investment and publicity. Should all
products pursue e-tailing? Would they all likely succeed? Why are certain products
such as CDs and books doing well online, while others are not? Are some products

inherently more suitable than others for online selling? Answers to these
questions will undoubtedly help marketers develop appropriate expectations
about the e-tailing performance of their products and assist venture capitalists in
determining the risk of investing in the e-commerce of a particular product.
Taking into account the characteristics of the Internet as a shopping/ marketing
medium, we shall attempt to explain why certain products are selling well online
while others are not, and to determine which types of products are more suitable
for e-tailing (see Figure 1). In the process, we will also share some thoughts and
ideas regarding how to improve the e-tailing success of different types of
products. Online Versus In-Store Shopping Other than just the immediacy and
physicality of the transaction, online shopping differs from instore shopping in a
number of ways, as outlined in Figure 2. The major differences include: (1)
offering alternatives for consideration, (2) shoppers' ability to screen and select
alternatives, (3) availability of information for making purchase decisions, (4)
ordering and servicing merchandise, and (5) shopping experience. Compared
with in-store shoppers, online consumers can have access to a greater number of
product categories and alternatives per category with just clicks of a computer
mouse. They can visit stores easily, not just locally but across the country and
even around the world. The access to this greater number of merchandise
alternatives for consideration should generally facilitate consumers in finding the
best choice. However, as consumers consider more alternatives, information
search costs increase and the marginal returns from searching and evaluating
additional alternatives decline. Having a greater number of alternatives may also
overwhelm consumers and create shopping stress. Given so many alternatives,
consumers would have to evaluate all of them to screen out the undesired and
retain a small...
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