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Marketing on the Internet*

serious about marketing. Harsh words? Yes, but

the Web is how and where the world today con-
ducts business. You need to have a Web presence,
and depending on your product line, you may also
need to be selling on the Web.

I f you are not on the Web, you are probably not

Listed below are some guidelines and thoughts for
Internet marketing.

Phases of Internet development
Value-added agricultural businesses are increasingly
using the Internet to market food products. The
three phases that small- to medium-sized companies
often go through in their Internet development are:

» Brochure-ware sites: Companies use the
Internet primarily to advertise products. The
firms gather customer prospect information and
provide customer feedback and information
requests.

e Pre-commerce sites: Firms use the Internet to
create immediate orders off the Internet. How-
ever, on-line transactions are not part of these
sites.

»  Simple commerce sites: In this advanced stage
of e-commerce, businesses accept orders and
payments over the Internet. However, the sites
are often primitive compared to bigger company
sites with few features.

Types of on-line marketing
On-line retail marketing is divided into three catego-
ries based on the type of goods purchased.

e Convenience items: Low cost items such as
books, music, apparel and flowers. Product se-
lection and ease of shipping will keep customers
ordering.

* Replenishment goods: Items included are high
frequency purchases like groceries, personal
care, prescription refills and specialty foods.
With the exception of specialty foods and refills,
consumers will be slow to adopt this purchasing
mode due to distribution issues.

» Research purchases: These are information
driven purchases, such as travel arrangements,
computers and automobiles. Airline tickets are
the most often purchased item over the Internet.

Consumers usually start by ordering convenience
items and then, after about a year, move to the next
category of items. Most value-added food businesses
fall in the second category. So, consumers purchas-
ing these products over the Internet usually will al-
ready be using the Internet to purchase convenience
items.

When to consider a Web site

When is Web site development something to consid-
er using in your marketing strategies? Ask yourself
some questions similar to those you must ask to
develop your overall marketing strategy.

e What percentage of my customers and potential
customers use computers, the Internet and Inter-
net selling/buying mechanisms (E-commerce)?

* Do I/we wish to use the Web as an avenue of
sales, information or both in reaching custom-
ers?

»  Where are my customers located? What geo-
graphic areas do | want to add to my customer
circles?

e What is the competition doing? Will a Web site
alter perceptions about your company compared
to perceptions about other companies doing
similar things?
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If you wish to conduct sales activity through your
Web site, there are other things to consider as well.
You will have to have an operational means by which
to receive payment (credit card, purchase order, Pay-
pal account, etc.), since no cash or checks can change
hands. People use e-commerce to speed up the process
of making purchases. Are you able to deliver? Is staff
available to process orders in a timely way? Are you
up to speed on requirements for shipping in response
to Web-based purchases?

If your customer base is local, a Web site may be of
less value to you but still necessary for customers to
find your phone number, etc. If you are looking at in-
creasing national or international sales, it is a strategy
that is necessary.

In some cases, your product sales increases will
depend on a learning curve among potential buyers.
For example, perhaps your food product is one that is
becoming known for health value or for its value in
an eating trend of another type. A Web site may be a
way to increase knowledge (again consider the geo-
graphic factors) among the public. Web browsing has
become a favored, fun activity for many, especially
the young (who are the longer-term customers). You
can put information about benefits, ways of using a
product, trend growth, etc., on your Web site that will
in a broad way emphasize why buying your product is
a good thing to do. Throughout much of agricultural
production, increasing public awareness and knowl-
edge is considered critical to future business.

Where a Web site is linked is as important as using
lively graphics on it. If you decide to proceed with
developing a site, consider how a customer will come
across the site if the exact site address is not known.
These “hyperlinks” are critical for expanding image
and sales, but don’t mean as much to existing cus-
tomers. You will have already let them know exactly
where to go to find you on the Web.

Advantages and disadvantages
As highlighted in various studies, advantages and
disadvantages of Internet use by companies are:
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Advantages

Allows small companies to compete with other
companies both locally and nationally.

Creates the possibility and opportunity for
more diverse types of individuals to start a
business.

Offers a convenient way of doing business
transactions, with no restrictions on hours of
operation.

Offers an inexpensive way for small firms to
compete with larger companies by making their
products available worldwide.

Provides higher revenues for small companies
using the Internet.

Disadvantages

Need to manage upgrades.
Need to assure Web site security.

Must avoid being a victim of fraudulent activi-
ties on-line.

Cost required to maintain a site.
Difficulty finding qualified consultants.

Difficulty finding and retaining qualified em-
ployees.

No market for old computers.

Marketing considerations
Producers considering marketing over the Internet
should consider some of the following:

Businesses successful on the Internet are often
those that are unique, commonly used and af-
fordable.

When marketing meat products on the Internet
you must slaughter and process from a feder-
ally inspected plant, unless you only sell to
clients in your state.

Unique businesses succeed on-line only if
people can find them.
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e Promote your Web site by submitting it to sev-
eral search engines repetitively and linking with
other high traffic related Web sites.

e Link (with permission) to many applicable Web
sites, but be cautious about having too many
links that quickly redirect consumers away from
your site.

e Don’t link to your competitors, but check out
your competitors’ Web sites.

»  Promote your Web site off-line by sending out
cards and putting your Web address on every
promotion piece.

* Find a reliable service.

Going On-line

If you are ready to go on-line you will need:
» High-speed internet

e Consider a toll free number — a risk-free way for
potential customers to inquire.

e Auser-friendly e-mail program (such as Micro-
soft Outlook) to manage client contact.

Designing your Web site

Hiring a professional Web site designer is often a
good idea. Before doing this, check references and
on-line work samples. Do-it-yourself design pro-
grams can be limiting and may create Web sites
that look like many others. If you choose to hire a
designer, here is what he/she will need to create an
effective Web site.

e Photographs representing your products and/or
services.

e Any printed material such as business cards,
brochures and catalogs are helpful for formatting
and content.

e Astoryboard that gives an idea of how many
pages are needed and what each page should be
about, as well as what you like and dislike.

Source: Yankee Group, Forrest Research Inc.

* Reprinted with permission, Agricultural Marketing Resource Center, lowa State University.

... and justice for all

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in
all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin,
gender, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, and
marital or family status. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.)
Many materials can be made available in alternative formats for ADA
clients. To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Office of
Civil Rights, Room 326-W, Whitten Building, 14th and Independence
Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call 202-720-5964.

Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, Acts of May 8 and
June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture.
Jack M. Payne, director, Cooperative Extension Service, lowa State
University of Science and Technology, Ames, lowa.




