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STRATEGIC INSIGHTS ON BEST 
PRACTICE IN E-COMMERCE 
WEBSITES
Introduction
This Strategic Insight seeks to set out examples of best practice for e-commerce websites. The inten-

tion is that the ideas and case studies highlighted within this report can be used by postal operators in 

their dialogues with retailers, ultimately to help grow the packets and parcels business.

With a CAGR of 12.9%, the value of e-commerce in Asia, Europe, Latin America and the US is projected to be $774bn per year by 

2015, according to Forrester Research (2010). Another estimate by Goldman Sachs eMarketer research predicts the global value 

to be $679bn by 2013 with faster growth and a CAGR of 19%. Whichever of these figures proves more accurate in time, the over-

whelming message remains the same; global e-commerce is set to continue increasing its position of importance in the world 

of retail. In a recent study by Accenture it is stated that 40% of EU shoppers are now shopping online, ‘a significant proportion 

of the €2,856bn that they will spend on retail by 2015 is likely to be online.’ 1 Given these figures, it is possible that the signifi-

cant milestone of €1tn per year e-commerce spend may be reached and passed by 2020; motivation for e-retailers to maximise 

on this potential spending power to convert sales, and motivation for posts to provide order fulfilment by way of delivery.

While the numbers are inspiring, there are numerous challenges for e-retailers before they can translate these theoretical fig-

ures into real numbers on their balance sheets. To do this retailers must successfully engage their customers through their 

website and convert web-traffic into sales, requiring both marketing to promote the website and user-friendly web 

1	 Accenture, Planet Retail Data Analysis, November 2011
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design. This is not always straightforward, especially for cross-border e-commerce where issues of delivery, returns and payment create 

theoretical and practical issues for both retailers and consumers.   A study on behalf of the European Commission2  in 2010 discov-

ered that, ‘61% of transactions would have failed mainly because traders refused to serve the consumers country.’  In the 2011 Parcel 

Delivery Study in Europe, 46.7% of consumers ‘declares not to be interested in making a cross-border transaction because of wor-

ries about the delivery,’ 3and 60% agree that concerns about falling victims of fraud are a reason not to shop online cross border.4 

Furthermore, once a sale is secure the shipping of the item must be carried out ideally in a manner that reflects well on the e-retailer, 

completing the order within the estimated time scale quoted on the website for delivery. Cross-border e-commerce transactions present 

further problems in the form of increased costs, currency, customs duties and returns, all of which must be ad-

dressed in order to ensure consumer confidence, both for the initial sale and with an eye to repeat business.

Another far wider challenge is time; the internet has led to significant changes over recent years in the retail in-

dustry and has also made everything very much more immediate; people can search a product and purchase 

within minutes once online rather than planning a trip to a physical shop and searching for it. With the growth in 

e-commerce naturally comes competition; website design is constantly advancing and this raises consumer ex-

pectations, as what is used online becomes the new ‘norm’. In short periods of time, sites can look ‘old’, while in 

contrast, some brands such as Levis have a very sophisticated website that is tailored for their customers.   The 

visuals, the functionality and the features are all familiar, giving an overall experience that people recognise as 

being of a certain standard.   This provides the shopper with confidence while also properly representing the 

brand image.  This confidence – or trust – is critical to converting that website visitor into a customer.  

One website as an example of these traits is that for the clothes retailer Levi’s (Fig.1.1), which uses high-quality images, 

a clear layout and plenty of signposting links which offers the visitor both information, while at the same time, it will 

help people find the product they are after in a timely fashion.   Such up-to-date websites are a significant invest-

ment on the part of the retailer and space on them is at a similar premium as floor space in a physical shop.   Given this, 

everything should be done to maximise on the potential sales from site traffic to maximise return on investment.   

2	 Mystery Shopping Evaluation of Cross-Border E-commerce in the EU, on behalf of the 

European Commision, Health and Consumers Directorate-General, p24

3	 2011 Intra-community cross-border parcel delivery in Europe for the European Commission, p69

4    2011 Intra-community cross-border parcel delivery in Europe for the European Commission, p62	

Fig.1.1 http://eu.levi.com
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Furthermore, even if visitors do not buy on the initial visit, the impression they get of the brand from the website can be crucial to the decision to 

return, or to buy in the future. In a study by Reevoo on the new purchase journey by consumers it is noted that, ‘most purchase journeys involve 

much more than just a single visit to one website…the more expensive the item, the more complex the path.’ 5   This means that no opportunity to 

connect or engage with potential customers should be overlooked and the website as the communicating tool of the brand is absolutely crucial.  

For cross-border shoppers there are added challenges that retailers have to address; bridging the location gap, currency, customs duties, en-

gaging with the customers during the shopping process and also delivery options.  These issues, if tackled properly by the retailer, can ensure 

that a customer from abroad can enjoy the same problem-free experience as a domestic customer, avoiding order abandonment. If this can be 

achieved, the positive customer experience reflects on the brand.   This in turn increases the chances of repeat custom and promotion through 

word of mouth. The 61% of shoppers that did not complete their orders as the survey found, signals what potential there is in this regard; if 

they can be converted into actual orders, they represent not only immediate sales but future sales and customer-based brand promotion.

The natural result if these efforts are successful is an increased volume of parcels and packets for the postal partners, who are critical for 

completing the order process by delivering the physical goods.  Posts have the opportunity to inspire retailers to as much loyalty as cus-

tomers to retailers, and ultimately retailers want and need a delivery partner that enhances the company brand, not just someone to 

blame in the event there is a problem. By working closely together to address the factors affecting sales, posts and retailers alike are 

better equipped to surmount them through efficient customer management, increasing the credibility of both. The desired result is es-

tablishing trust with cross-border customers so that the location of the company they order from ceases to be seen as a barrier.

It is hoped that by showcasing instances of best practice in web design aimed at increasing sales conversion, particularly with regard to 

cross-border e-commerce, will stimulate thought as to how brands 

can make similar improvements on their own websites.

 The examples given in the following pages concentrate on ways to positively engage 

customers on issues of payment and delivery options, looking at current trends used 

by some of the recognised leading retailers from around the world. Remembering 

the projected growth figures, ultimately there is only money to be lost from not 

implementing improvements that could convert more website traffic into sales 

and satisfied customers, with their respective potential life-time spend value.

5	 Reevoo, The New Social Purchase Journey, slide 6
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1 Design Features
Design is key to website success and each online store should be tai-
lored to visually appeal to the customers as well as provide user-friendly 
functionality that will smooth the process from browsing through products, 
to finalising a transaction. There is no absolute rule for design; not all features 
are appropriate for all websites but keeping up-to-date with the latest options 
is necessary to keep apace with ever increasing customer expectations.
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1.1 WELCOME TO OUR WEBSITE: WE KNOW WHERE YOU ARE

When a customer first visits a website, it is possible to give them a welcome tailored for their experience.   When non-domestic customers are detected 

arriving, coding in the website can fade out the main website page to bring attention onto a pop-up box that alerts the customer to shipping op-

tions to their country.   It is a smart but simple feature that uses the IP of the customer to locate their origin, but it will convey to the consumer that:

A)	 The website they are using is geared to provide the service they are after.

B)	 The company has invested money to build a good website that they want people to find easy to use.

C)	 It already engages the customer and draws them in, starts them down the path of purchasing, like open-

ing a door without making someone wait, translating the in-store experience online.

An example from the US retailer Bloomingdale’s website is shown below in Fig.1.a. On accessing the site from Belgium a pop-up box provides in-

formation about shipping to Belgium and the latest information relevant to international shipping that might be useful to a potential shopper.

This feature can also be used as an opportunity to alert regular 

shoppers and newcomers to new developments regarding the inter-

national shipping options so both types of customer can be kept fully 

informed and take full advantage of any of the latest features.   The 

more informed a customer is, the better equipped they are to make a 

decision to order.  Furthermore, the more information the customer 

has access to, the more they may choose to share this with friends or 

family, by word of mouth and other methods such as social media.

To make life easier, the website choses the shipping desti-

nation as Belgium, having detected where the browser IP 

was.   This can be changed by the user however, and it gives 

many options for doing so.   The usual ability to specify a dif-

ferent billing and delivery address can still apply.

Point to remember:

Make it personal the moment they land on the page; 
you only get one chance at first impressions so make 

sure it is a good one.
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1.2  Visual familiarity: details matter

Even small details in website presentation reinforce wider messages; neat imagery such as having the flag to denote a country (see Fig1.c) is a good ex-

ample of how to emphasize a connection and relevancy to the consumer’s location.  Combined with the location-tailored welcome mentioned in 

section 1.1 it reinforces the reliability aspect as well, and lessens, if not eradicates, the perceived barrier issue of distance to a degree.

While the flag is shown is it also made very clear it is possible to change the destination or currency, so by inference the customer is in control.

Country flags can also give visual impact – as detailed below in Fig.1.e, they can show the global reach and emphasis how normal it is 

for that company to ship internationally.

Point to remember:

Cross-border e-commerce is largely a question of confidence; 
make the experience for the customer as familiar as possible, 

making them feel ‘at home’ will increase the amount of time spent  
on the website and increase the likelihood of sales.

Fig.1.c www.bloomingdales.com

Fig.1.d www.crateandbarrel.com
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1.3  a clear international focus: the world is actually a small place

Rather than having to look for it as one often does on website, the link to international shipping can be very obvious and giving it that 

status along with the ‘About Us’ or ‘Customer Service’ links gives it far more weight and credence than having it hidden away.   If the link 

is hard to find or very small, this implies the company gives it little attention.   In contrast such a central location for the link makes it 

clear that international shipping is a key part of the business, raising both expectations and consumer confidence in a very simple way. 

Fig.1.f www.bloomingdales.com

As in Fig.1.f, the location of the links and international information is signposted as important. The collection of flags was in the top 

half of the home page and this is reinforced with the central location of this link which can be easily seen by website visitors.

Point to remember:

How the information and brand is presented on the website reflects directly on the company message 
given to the customer; think carefully about the impression you want to give them from the moment 

they arrive on the home page.
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1.4 language: do not get lost in translation

While the need for goods and items is universal, shopping cross-border online can sometimes highlight another consideration that is not; lan-

guage. Translation of whole websites can be a massive undertaking and cost a great deal of money which is rarely feasible for smaller retailers. For 

larger e-retailers who wish to compete on a global scale it is possible and it is recommended that they use their market research to choose the 

areas that would potentially most benefit from making themselves available to their non-domestic customers in this way.   The Japanese market-

place trader, Rakuten, for example, is offering ‘personalised pages’ for twelve of what are their biggest country market consumer areas :

Fig.1.7 www.global.rakuten.com

Point to remember:

Website experiences can have the same 
impact as a walk-in shop or restaurant 

experience – it leaves an impression that 
will be used to factor in future usage.   Do 

not see website visits or customers as one-
time events; repeat custom is the key to 

success.
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2. Customer engagement
How a company chooses to engage with customers is a direct reflection of the company 
brand and their values. Engagement can be in both a passive way, by putting online 
tools available to them, or actively by seeking participation in voting polls, social media 
or feedback contributions. Whichever way a company decides to engage with their cus-
tomers it should be a means that can be maintained given the resources available, as 
well as fulfilling any sales-related objectives. Once a positive interaction has been expe-
rienced, people will expect that to be equalled second time around, or improved upon.
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2.1 The joy of sharing: I just want you to know
One of the easiest ways to increase site traffic, sales and awareness is to add the link functionality so many websites are now adopt-

ing to connect people at the click of a button to their email, their Facebook, Twitter – and by default, their family and friends.   The 

more potential customers who know about what is being offered the more people are likely to buy it, use it and recommend it.   

Fig.2.a Rakuten makes it very easy to share with multiple options, a tool many retailers are quickly adopting.

Point to remember:

Every visitor to an e-commerce website is a 
potential customer and also a potential promoter.
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2.2 the ‘gift’ factor: nothing comes for free does it?
Recently, sales and discounts are now so well used that the words do not have the same impact as they once did.  However, re-

tailers still want to attract customers as much as ever, make the sales and keep people spending.  One means of doing this is 

the add the ‘gift factor’, rather than give people a 10% discount or a fixed sum off label prices, over certain spend amounts a 

gift can be offered to incentivise shoppers and also give them a positive feel good experience.   A discount may interest a cus-

tomer, but a ‘gift’ – the word itself has an uplifting more positive feel than ‘discount’ – implies a personal connection between 

the shopper and the retailer, as if the retailer wants to give its loyal patron to the store something back as a ‘thank you.’  

Importantly the spend threshold isn’t going to be so low that there will be many people qualifying for 

the gift, but this is not necessarily to be seen negatively:  

•	 Those who cannot stretch so far as to reach the spend threshold likely do not have 

the money to spend as much nor as often but will buy what they think they need 

to buy within their budgets – they are already part of a loyal customer base.

•	 It creates an exclusivity others can aspire to and hope to take part in next time or ‘one day’

•	 The same exclusivity can give an extra buzz to those who do qualify and gives them a 

memorable positive experience, which they can also share with friends and family.

•	 The gift can be sourced and chosen in a cost effective way as it will not necessar-

ily have a visible price tag, so it is at the company’s discretion as to what they offer.

Fig.2.c Bloomingdale’s ‘Gift’ policy – www.bloomingdales.com

Alternatively, for a simpler solution, certain items such as perfume or cosmetics could be 

automatically gift wrapped for customers, or this can be offered around particular times 

of the year like Mother’s Day or Christmas.   In-store staff can be trained to check if it is 

a present and on-line customers can be asked if they would like it gift-wrapped, prefer-

ably with as low a cost implication as possible, or for free, which would have an even 

more positive impact. Gift-wrapping is a service that people remember and would talk to 

their circle of influence about, encouraging others to shop with the same retailer.

Point to remember:

‘Giving’ can have more of an impact than just a ‘discount.’   Offers in-store are generic; a ‘gift’ is far 
more personal.  Do not waste any opportunity to make customers remember the brand and the 

positive experience you gave them.
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2.3 shopping does not have to be serious: adding the ‘fun’ factor

Adding a ‘fun element’ can work well in engaging customers; keeping their interest and making the ‘shopping’ experi-

ence more pleasant.    A joke or some light relief can break up the endless product-clicking and relax the customer into 

a positive frame of mind.  Even if the jokes are not hugely funny, it is better than just ‘silence.’   It tells the customer the 

company behind the website has made an effort, making a singular experience that little more interactive.

Fig.2.d www.thelandofnod.com 

The joke is given a separate tab - it is up to the customer to choose to click on it or not. While this may not be appropriate to all 

brands, it is possible to give some character to the website. Visuals can be a powerful way of injecting life, enthusiasm and personal-

ity into a brand, to connect 

with the customers rather 

than making the transactional 
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experience purely functional. It is important to remember that the more a brand appeals to a customer, or the more a customer 

can identify with the brand image, the greater the customer loyalty to that brand. One example of how a company has done this is 

Zappos, the US shoe retailer, who has become renowned for its returns policy and earned itself a loyal fan base of happy customers.

Fig.2.f,  Fig.2.g. Fig.2.h: www.zappos.com

Points to remember:

Shopping can be a fun and entertaining experience for the 
customer.

Customers are not just ‘shoppers’; they are individuals 
with whom you can engage to the benefit of your brand 

especially from a long term perspective.
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2.4 feedback: i like my website but what do my customers really think?

Sales, site traffic and page views along with other analytics will always be excellent in-

dicators as to the performance of a website but sales are not the most reliable measure; 

customers may still buy but they may have issues with the website that they choose to over-

look or endure one time to obtain the desired product.   Asking people for feedback with the 

right approach gives the customer a message that their opinion is valued. 

Fig.2.i   www.crateandbarrel.com

 

Point to remember:

Maximise on having a customer’s attention; value, appreciate and utilise but 
do not abuse what it means to have it.
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2.5 read all about it: maximising opportunities for self-promotion in print

E-retailers invest much time and money improving services, expanding product ranges 

and much more – one of the best ways to make sure customers know is to tell them.   On 

printed receipts, order confirmations and other invoice-related transactional documents 

it is wide-spread practice and quite usual to find some kind of promotion or information 

of future offers or new products.  News that there is now a Facebook page or a sign-up 

link for updates via a QR code on the products or a discount code for email registra-

tion are perfectly acceptable and could be used on digitally generated documents.

Fig.2.j DDm, July/August 2011 Edition: La Poste advertising their advanced services 

 

Fig.2.k DDm, July/August 2011 Edition - Using QR codes

Point to remember:

Use every opportunity to engage with the customer; on-line 
and off-line are mutually beneficial experiences that all add 

to the brand image and can drive sales to either location.

While many people shop online, printed media still has a role 
to play in supporting sales and disseminating information on 

new offers.
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2.6 embracing your consumer community: they are only a few clicks away

It is a good idea to make the most of dedicated and enthusiastic online commentators in forums or blogs, giving them a 

voice to promote the brand and add interesting and new content to a brand’s website.   One such example is by the US 

shoe retailer, Zappos, which has become a market leader thanks to its ground-breaking returns policy and through cre-

ating the ‘Zappos Family,’ encouraging customers to contribute to the site with photos, opinions and feedback.

Fig.2.l From www.zappos.com

It is possible to take this a step further and reward them with ‘virtual currency’ which has a convertible value into the real world. 

This incentivising is a tactic that retailers such as Rakuten have used in the past to get their customers becoming advocates 

of the brand, using the Rakuten ‘Super Points’ as rewards that can be converted and used for shopping on the site itself.

A company’s attitude to its online community is very indicative of its openness and ‘customer friendliness’ that people 

now pick up on at a glance, so this should to be carefully considered as an on-going project. Whether by design or due 

to organic growth resulting from high customer satisfaction, some companies have utilised their online consumer con-

tributor base in forums and communities to the extent where the customer themselves have taken over customer-service 

through answering questions and solving problems on such social media platforms like Twitter or Facebook. 

One such company is Giffgaff (see Fig.3.7), which is one of the smaller brands of mobile network provider in the UK 

which has a NPS (Net Promoters Score) of 75 when between 0-10 is regarded as ‘good.’ Embracing and utilising will-

ing customers can save millions per year for a company in customer service and at the same time reflects well on the 

brand itself, as problems can be resolved that much quicker, and customer confidence is that much higher.

Fig.2.n www.giffgaff.com

Fig.2.l From www.zappos.com
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Points to remember:

•	 Lifestyles are changing and so too are the ways 
in which people communicate.   Traditional methods 
of doing so are being replaced due to the advance in 
technology and changing societal habits; in the same 

way companies and industries need to progress also to 
engage successfully with customers.

•	 Loyal customers are a resource that can be put to 
good use if they are given the means to express their 

enthusiasm.

Fig.2.o  www.giffgaff.com



21

3. Currency, customs and 
discounts
The price of an item is always a central consideration to any consumer, and gen-
erally a significant factor in the decision to buy or not. In the same way, it is 
essential for a positive customer experience to clarify all customs charges, cur-
rency and discounts information in order to secure the sale. Unexpected customs 
duties from a cross-border sale can leave a lasting negative impression on a cus-
tomer and affect their future shopping choices, whether to buy cross-border or 
not, whether it is from the same retailer or another. The greater number of re-
tailers that behave responsibly in this area, the increased number of happy 
customer there will be, and the e-commerce industry stands to benefit.
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3.1 a question of currency: money makes the world go round

Paying for goods is a fundamental aspect of e-commerce and the customer’s experience of using the site, but there are always concerns of security 

and how protected a customer is when they add their card details in then click to ‘confirm order.’  With cross-border shopping this can seem espe-

cially true, so any means of making a customer feel more comfortable with the ordering process is essential. One means of doing this is to make 

the customer feel in control; rather than giving them few limited options, give them a good number and make it easy for these options to be used.

As shown in the screen shot below (Fig.3.a), it is very easy to give people peace of mind on this issue.  The US dollar and euro are 

major recognised currencies but for those outside of the areas served by these currencies it can be off-putting if they feel they 

‘have to’ make a transaction in an unfamiliar currency, where they feel that the exchange rate is possibly unfavourable.   In many 

people’s minds they see online shopping as an in-store alternative, not as something completely different, therefore their expecta-

tions are of something that is very similar to a transaction they would make in-store; language, goods, currency, prices, totals.   

				  

Point to remember:

Price will always be a major consideration for customers.  Presenting the 
cost of items in a clear format in the currency of their choice which they 

understand and can quantify either in comparison to other products or to 
competitive prices will help the decision process of whether to buy.

Fig.3.a  www.crateandbarrel.com
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3.2 ordering: a little helping hand

Once a potential customer has found the website, they want to order – how can that motivation be turned into an 

order confirmation and a financial transaction? A number of clever details can boost this conversion rate:

a) Customers may have a minor query or question after entering the order process – many websites now have a ‘live chat’ option with the em-

phasis on giving immediate help so the purchase journey towards the check-out is not interrupted or abandoned. Questions can also be 

anticipated by having a ‘?’ or some symbol that people can click on to get an immediate answer to some of the simpler queries.

Fig.3.b www.bloomingdales.com

b) In 2010 a study was done by Snow Valley into e-commerce and they found 

that 30% websites only gave delivery cost information during the last stages 

of the checkout process. Letting customers know the delivery cost and de-

livery options means they are better informed as to the affordability of the 

item and whether or not to keep shopping, abort or remain with one item. 

John Lewis in the UK is a particularly good example of this, as in Fig.3.c.   

Fig.3.c www.johnlewis.com
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It can prohibitive to have pricing for international shipping that is too inflexible; charging someone a ‘standard’ delivery charge for all 

countries in a certain global region does not encourage the customer who only wants to buy one item, that may be relatively small or 

inexpensive, in which case a large delivery charge would be off-putting. An example of this policy is with the famous London retailer 

Harrods, that groups delivery charge by countries regardless of the basket-spend or number of items. This approach may seem arbitrary, 

and there are no extra delivery options given, for example, for a secure signed-for delivery service, or a service with added insurance.  

c) International shipping is often regarded as expensive and difficult by many 

customers and some of this has been a result of previous bad experiences of un-

expected customs charges. In order to change this perception, for cross-border 

shoppers it is very helpful to present the customs and international duties al-

ready calculated and included. Shipping options should also be detailed so there 

are no extra add-ons later, or unpleasant surprises but transparent costing – sum-

marised helpfully by Nordstrom at the very beginning of the ordering process.  

  

Fig.3.e www.shop.nordstrom.com

Fig.3.h www.harrods.com
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The study in 2010 by Snow Valley into Inspirational E-commerce found that 71% of websites did not redirect their customer to delivery 

information when they put ‘delivery’ into the on-site search function.    Not having information easily available can be construed as ob-

structive and negatively affect someone’s decision to order and is likely to lead to an increased incidence of order abandonment.

Points to Remember:

Modern consumers expect retailers to enable them to place an 
order for goods or services by giving them the necessary options 

from which to choose, not just the products but also the other 
charges involved.   Clear complete pricing is essential because no 

one likes unpleasant surprises.

Customs duties are often a confusing issue for cross-border 
customers so giving them plenty of information and guidance 

will increase consumer confidence in the short and longer term 
as people repeat the experience.   

Fig.3.e www.shop.nordstrom.com: Checkout 

Basket with duty and shipping detailed 
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3.3 automatic discounts: do not leave people in the dark

It is always a good idea to have discounts built into websites so that they are automatically taken off the order re-

gardless of whether a customer has looked for a discount.  If there is an offer available, make customers aware of 

it before the transaction is complete as the negative feeling that could be the result of finding out ‘too late’ may 

be significant enough to leave a lasting impression, including cancelling the order or not re-ordering.   

Fig.3.f  www.bloomingdales.com - Checkout basket layout

Point to remember:

The small short-term saving of 
leaving a loyal customer in the 

dark about a promotion may be 
insignificant compared to the 
potential revenue a customer 

can bring through their life-time 
value.   
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3.4 being upfront about charges: how to convey costs

While companies may offer free domestic shipping they may not offer free international shipping (possibly because of cost im-

plications). In such cases customers may feel unfairly penalised but if 

they are fully informed they can decide whether to order or not. 

Nordstrom’s approach:

Politely but clearly stating that international shipping is not free, additional 

payment details that are relevant, also that returns are not free.  This informa-

tion is not hidden or made hard to find; it might not be what customers would 

want to read but it is upfront and therefore respectfully informative.   There 

is clear mention of their partnership with FiftyOne who handles the ship-

ping, payment and returns for all international orders, and the link for more 

information on ‘International shopping’ gives a list of detailed FAQs.

Information that is recommended to be included on the ship-

ping options or in the FAQ section are:

•	 Estimated delivery times to the specific location

•	 Clear extra insurance costing

•	 Undelivered post options in destination country – collection, re-

delivery, time to collect from depot, time until disposed of if uncollected

•	 Options for notifications of progress; tracking, proof 

of delivery and how the customer gets these updates.

Point to remember:

People might not always like the terms and conditions but they would much rather know than not, as 
that leaves them empowered to decide.  

 

Fig.3.g www.shop.nordstrom.com
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3.5 international taxes
Rules and regulations regarding taxes are often quite unclear or little known, especially to people from outside a coun-

try in which a retailer is based. If there are financial benefits on offer that can be offered to the customer and have no 

negative effect on the retailer, then it is a good idea to make the information available.  The French retailer Printemps 

has done this regarding a tax refund on goods bought from their store once they have spent over a certain value. The 

terms and conditions for this are clearly laid out, encouraging people to make a large purchase, and to visit the physi-

cal store as well, demonstrating how online and off-line can complement each other and drive sales in both directions.

The tax refund does not affect the retailer’s revenue, but 

by offering this, Printemps raises itself in the eyes of the 

customer for looking out for their financial interests.

Point to remember:

Be aware that customers from another 
country may be more ignorant of certain 

taxes or regulations, but giving them 
information on this, as with customs will have 

a positive impact on the brand image and 
reputation.

Fig.3.h www.printemps.com 
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4. Delivery Options
Delivery is both the fulfilment of the retailer’s obligation to the customer and a moment 
of direct contact; the importance of the delivery experience is because these two fac-
tors are a reflection of the company. The delivery can be frustrating and disappointing 
in the worst case, but in the best case, it can leave such a positive impression that 
customers want to buy again. By understanding the value of convenience and per-
formance meeting stated expectations the latter is achievable for all e-retailers.
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4.1 Simplify but do not stupidify: customers are not idiots

Depending on the item, shipping internationally may not be easy; for example, if the items are bulky or heavy, like furni-

ture. This should not be made to seem overly simple in order to ‘placate’ the customer.  Most people appreciate when an 

item is large or weighty that delivery might be more difficult, especially when shipping internationally.   Taking this seri-

ously rather than giving people a quick-fix price can give a better impression than having a ‘one-stop-shop,’ ‘one-click’ 

approach that is suspiciously easy and does not necessarily give any guidance, detailed information or sense of quality.   

The US retailer Crate & Barrel provides a good example of obtaining additional required customer information in cases 

such as these.

E-retailers customer service should be prompt; a test inquiry for a quote was sent and the email response was received 

later the same day – an even shorter time scale considering the time zone difference between Europe and the US:

The response received back is friendly, polite and provides the required information.  The efficiency of the 

response gives confidence and paves the way for a positive customer experience during the ordering proc-

ess, establishing expectations for similar regarding delivery and when inspecting the item after arrival.

Points to remember:

Every point of communication with 
the customer is a possible chance 
to convert an enquiry into a sale.

Every instance of interaction is part 
of their experience of the company; 

the more positive, the better.

Fig.4.a Crate & Barrel – Delivery quotation form 

and Fig.4.b Crate & Barrel - Email response
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4.2 Smart thinking designed to help the customer

Offering customers the chance to consolidate the delivery of packages is a convenience that is both 

sensible and seen as a valuable service, especially given the busy lives of most working people who 

cannot necessarily be at home to take receipt of goods.   This service has been used as a feature to at-

tract shoppers in Japan, where the registration of a forwarding address as offered by Rakuten is a 

pro-active forward-thinking service that explains why it is Japan’s #1 shopping site.  Though it isn’t 

free (1390yen, or 13.90€), a customer can easily save much more than this because of the service.     

 

Fig.4.d Simplified into a 3-step 

process: attract people to the idea 

by keeping it clear and concise

Fig.4.c The Rakuten deliv-

ery option explained and 

translated into English

Fig.4.e – Rakuten’s package 

idea elaborated through 

a simple example:

Point to remember:

	 Stream-lining procedures can lead to cost-savings that 
means excellent customer experience can be achieved 

without impacting on revenue.
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4.3 tailor the delivery service to the products

Returns are an inevitable part of taking orders; not every customer will be happy with the items once received and it is standard prac-

tice that retailers offer a refund once the goods are returned. Making goods easy to return is one way of putting customers’ minds 

at rest and giving them the confidence to order, especially in cases when the item will be moving cross-border. It is in these cases 

where companies like FiftyOne.com have real value to retailers as they handle the whole process and also take on the financial risk.

There are alternatives though; one of the brands already mentioned has made its name and its fortune through its in-

novative returns policy. Zappos.com, started out selling footwear of different brands through its online store. Due to the 

variable nature of feet and brand sizing, they offered for people to receive three pairs of shoes and send two pairs back 

free, so they could be sure they had the right size. They also have a 365 day returns policy and 24/7 customer support 

which they do not make a secret of – it has been a real selling point that they have publicised as much as possible.

Fig.4.f www.zappos.com

The same sizing issues could also be applied to clothes for both men and women but the same returns policy is rarely used by retailers, 

though it should be noted, Zappos are now selling clothes, not just shoes, which should indicate the viability of the policy in this way. 

Other items such as perfume or cosmetics, could be sent with free samples that are picked by the re-

tailer as part of a marketing initiative, or selected by the customer off the website when making a 

purchase. In this way they are unconsciously starting their next purchase journey. 
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The example given in Fig.4.h is for a UK beauty website, Pure Beauty, that dispatches internationally. The company already employs a 

number of the recommendations in this document as can be seen from studying the screenshot. In this case it is an excellent exam-

ple of the incentive of free samples. The free sample allocation depends on the amount spent on goods, so the ‘free’ samples are not 

completely free but to the customer they are an added bonus to a purchase they were going to make anyway. Centrally located on the 

home page there is a recommendation for people use their full allowance and that a minimum number of free samples will always be 

included. This reflects well on the company but the power of these samples as a marketing tool makes it wise for Pure Beauty to do so.

Point to remember:

The delivery can be used as an promotional 
opportunity for future orders, not just the 

fulfilment of an order.

‘Free’ samples do not necessarily have to be 
free but can be a powerful marketing tool.

Including free samples helps customer try 
wider product ranges from online retailers 

in a way they might do in-store, and 
encourage future sales.

Fig.4.g – www.purebeauty.co.uk
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4.4 do not underestimate the value of convenience

Printemps, the French retailer, has a website that is dedicated to customer convenience by offering to delivery to hotels, rather than tour-

ists waiting if they want to order while they are staying in Paris.   This might seem a very luxurious option but it is actually very sensible:

a)	 Delivery to a hotel in Paris is almost certainly cheaper and easier to arrange than cross-border shipping.

b)	 The customer will get the item quicker.

c)	 Delivery to a hotel which is usually staffed 24 hours a 

day would lead to a higher 1st time successful delivery rate, rather 

than delivery to residential addresses when people may be out.

Point to remember:

Offer convenient expedient solutions to make a 
positive impression and add extra value to the 

brand image.

Exceptional convenience is a talking point and a 
free marketing opportunity.

Fig.4.h www.printemps.com
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Conclusion
While e-commerce is a growing industry from the figures, and the trends we can see happening around us, there is no guarantee 

of success that having a website or becoming an e-retailer will result in sales, or happy customers. As we have tried to draw atten-

tion to in the previous pages, there are numerous and often simple ways of engaging with customers and building up a reservoir 

of confidence that will encourage repeat purchasing. While not all the ideas mentioned in this publication may be applicable or af-

fordable for every online retailer, being aware of possible future improvements and making an effort to remain up-to-date with 

best practice website developments will be an important factor when aiming to establish an online business. E-commerce is an ex-

panding industry, as is the technology it is based on, which means website best practice is constantly evolving and changing, both 

increasing the pressure to have a state-of-the-art website and allow newcomers to the online world to catch up fast provided they 

can invest the necessary funds and manpower. Also, although the internet has opened up competition through accessibility, web-

site design is one way that helps differentiate brands and allow leaders in retail to stand-out and capture more of the market.

The offline side of e-commerce cannot be overlooked however, for this is the confirmation of the retailer-customer relationship that 

has been initiated online. Fulfilling the online order through delivery of physical goods is vital, and as we have indicated through 

examples, it should be as easy as possible for the consumer, so that their experience is positive and memorably so. We have at-

tempted to outline a selection of ways this can be achieved above and beyond the standard practice, or ways that a retailer can 

give itself a unique added-value service above that of its competitors. We have also tried to highlight that the delivery experience 

is started not when the item is dispatched or accepted by the delivery partner, but during the payment process when the terms 

and the pricing of the delivery service is accepted by the customer. Clarity of obli-

gation and therefore customer expectation must be established in order for there 

to be satisfaction with the service received and to avoid unpleasant surprises.

There is no doubt that cross-border e-commerce has numerous inherent added difficulties 

compared to that of domestic e-commerce, but these need not be seen as insurmountable 

as the previous examples have shown. Many large and small retailers have mastered the art 

of cross-border e-commerce either independently, or in conjunction with such 3rd parties 

such as FiftyOne.  Retailers such as Nordstrom, Pure Beauty and John Lewis, communicate 



36

their willingness to ship cross-border to their customers and ensure that the terms and conditions are clear, giving people the peace of 

mind they need to confirm the sale. This is something all retailers are empowered to do and particularly on the issue of returns, e-retailers 

such as Zappos have demonstrated the marketing power of an easy customer-friendly returns solution. Posts in Europe are collaborat-

ing to make this even more feasible through the Easy Returns Solution which is providing a valuable service to many e-retailers already.

The one element that stands beside the website design, brand image and delivery performance is, however, not internet or logistic 

dependent; it is in fact the unnamed element that has lain behind many of the examples so far given, that is customer service. For 

smaller e-retailers they can offer a more personalised service, and large retailers too can aim to give timely and efficient help to all 

enquiries. High standards are retained even when 3rd par-

ties are involved, as with FiftyOne, who realise the necessity 

of communicating with customers.  Customer service is 

fundamental to building an online company, and not as 

straightforward as paying a web developer; it is an on-going 

commitment of time and attitude from employees that 

starts from the very text chosen to communicate informa-

tion through the website, and most particularly the options 

given for a potential customer to contact the company di-

rectly. Customers of large brands still want to be treated as 

an individual, which is why even such giants as Starbucks 

have made a policy of asking for a name to put on the cups 

when taking a drinks order.  Thus, it is useful to remember 

that having the tools available is only half the solution; having 

stock, a website and a delivery partner is great but commit-

ment to overall customer satisfaction is what generates repeat sales and recommendations.

It is not easy to be self-critical but often that is a good and simple test for e-retailers when looking at their own website and deliv-

ery options; asking if they themselves would buy from the site; if all the information is actually available, appraise the functionality 

and look at competitors’ websites before agreeing with web developers who do not necessarily have all the answers, is highly 

recommended. There is no blueprint for e-commerce success, though there are many best practice initiatives that can be em-

ployed as we have shown. Similarly, there are many pitfalls and mistakes that can be avoided, because many other retailers have 

already made them. Future e-retailers have no reason, and no excuse, to make them again. Aiming for and achieving high stand-

ards in all aspects of online retail can benefit the industry over all, and given the pace of expansion, there is no time to lose.
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