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Holt's shelves on-line sales

Retailer says e-commerce 'wasn't worth it'

MARINA STRAUSS

RETAILING REPORTER Wednesday, September 13, 2000

Holt Renfrew & Co. Ltd. has shelved its e-commerce venture after a nine-month test, opting instead to tap into its Web site solely as a marketing tool.

Andrew Jennings, president of the upscale retailer, said on-line shopping "wasn't worth it," prompting Holt's to redesign its Internet site this month to simply pitch the brand and products.  Holt's decided the money was better spent on pumping up service and other marketing and merchandising projects in the 11 stores, Mr. Jennings said in an interview yesterday.  "We see our web site as our window to the world.  It's really window shopping for our customers."

The decision to sign off of cyber-shopping comes as rival Eaton’s is set to reopen seven large stores this fall catering to the well-heeled and launch its own e-commerce Web site.  Sears Canada Inc bought Eaton’s last year.

While some observers said Holt's is missing an opportunity in these early days of e-commerce, others said the e-project was expensive and failed to deliver results.  The exit from cyber commerce underlines the difficulties in peddling fashions that may need alterations or fittings on-line, said Luke Sklar, founder of eSklar New Venture Marketing Inc., a consulting firm that draws up strategies for Internet outfits.

The e-tailer runs a high risk of upsetting the customer and pouring a lot of money into correcting the problems, he said.  Indeed, on-line merchants such as Roots have found that customers order a few of the same item, in different sizes, just to try them on and reject most of them -- using the Internet as a virtual change room.  Still, Mr. Sklar and other marketing experts said there is a niche for upscale retailers to sell their goods on-line.  But it is wise to "start small and never disappoint," Mr. Sklar said.

In a recent study that ranked e-tailers, Holt's got a weak C-minus mark for its site.  The report, titled Top of the E-Class: Ranking and Best Practices of over 170 Web Sites, gave Holt's a failing grade - 14.5 out of 35 - in the area of customer service.  That included such matters as return policy, shipping time and pre- and post-purchase assistance.  Holt's also didn't do well in assortment offering and price strategy (14.5 out of 25), although it fared better in marketing (11.5 out of 15) and visual merchandising and navigation (17.8 out of 25.)  Retail consultants Shirley Dawe and Wendy Evans did the study for Ryerson Polytechnic University’s Centre for the Study of Commercial Activity.

Alan Gee of ad agency Gee Jeffery & Partners Advertising Inc. said he wasn't surprised that Holt's experience in e-commerce didn't work.  He said mail-order catalogue operations haven't been successful in Canada because most consumers are in urban markets where they can easily go to stores to shop.  "I don't know who would spend $400 on shoes and wouldn't want to try them on first," he added.

Mr. Jennings at Toronto-based Holt's said the firm will focus on priorities such as staging promotional events and serving customers rather than selling from the www.holtrenfrew.com/ site.  "We believe our customers want to come and touch and feel the product," he said.

Top of the E-Class: Ranking and Best Practices of over 170 Web Sites – Summary

Full article can be found at:

http://www.csca.ryerson.ca/publications/2000-04.html
by S. Dawe and W. Evans, with M. Denney - June 2000 

Retail practitioners and industry observers have watched the Internet with some curiosity since 1994, when they first became aware of a handful of well-publicized pure online companies selling over the net.

The premise to this study is the belief that e-commerce will have significant strategic implications for how all commerce is conducted - whether it be business-to-business or business-to-consumer.  There is an opportunity for this to be a very rewarding medium for the leaders, or a very punishing one for the 'also rans'.

Another premise of this study is that online retailing is not a fad, nor a threat, but rather a valid distribution channel in its nascent stage.  This research presents a high level review of the performance of some of the key players participating in the e-tail environment, along with the identification of current best practices.

The third premise of this study is that the e-channel represents a quantifiable opportunity, particularly for Canadian 'brick-and-mortar' retailers, not only as a means to meet the growing demands of a domestic market, but also as a means to extend the reach of 91 retailers to international markets.

This study initially looked at more than 200 e-tailers participating in 17 merchandise categories. Based on this initial search, we were able to generate 170 ranked sites.  The information in this report was developed to serve as a practical reference for retailers to more clearly understand the competitive strengths and weaknesses of the category leaders in the e-channel.  To that end, we have identified the 'best practices' of these e-tail leaders in the development and design of an online strategy.
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