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New online retail (or “eTail”) sites pop up
every day, promising broader selections,
lower prices, faster shipping, more forgiving
return policies, and better user reviews.
How does one eTail site rise above the
others, keep users coming back, get them to

click the “buy” button?
The answer lies in site search.

The oft-overlooked search box wields
tremendous power for its relatively small
footprint on an ¢Tail site. It has the
potential to drive shoppers away - or,
revenue and

executed well, to boost

generate repeat bUSiI’ICSS.

This white paper examines the compelling
evidence and examples explaining why
search is critical, what separates good search
from bad, and how search can dramatically

increase revenue for almost any eTail site.

Background: Why the Market Needs Search ‘

The burgeoning growth of eCommerce is making
search more important today than ever before.
With more and more products offered on more and
more sites, users increasingly require a robust search
capability to help them quickly locate what they are

looking for. Given these trends and the continued
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growth in all facets of online shopping, search will
be a critical factor separating winning eTail sites
g g

from the rest.

Online retail represents a steadily increasing
portion of the total U.S. retail market', and will
continue to steal share from brick-and-mortar
outlets. As a recent example, sales from Black
Friday through Christmas Eve this past holiday
season were 3.6% higher than last year, boosted
largely by a 15.5% increase in eTail sales, in
contrast with a 2.3% decline in sales at department
stores.’Overall, the online channel was $156 billion
strong in 2009, up from $114 billion in 2003, and
is expected to reach $212 billion in 2012.* The
number of online shoppers has grown similarly, as
has the number of eTail sites accessible online. In
2009, 11.4 billion visits were made to the top 300
eTail sites, representing 57% of total online retail
revenue.” According to a 2008 Nielson study, only
10% of the world’s population (or 627 million)
had made a purchase over the internet by 2006, but
the number surged by approximately 40% to 875

million in two years.®

Users are shifting a greater share of their wallet
online, and as a result online retail is growing
significantly faster than overall retail, at 11 percent
compared with less than 1 percent for 2009.” This
trend is driven by convenience as well as by
mushrooming product selection that brick-and-

mortar establishments simply cannot match.

The number of SKUs available on Walmart.com
has grown from 700,000 to over 1 million since

2004, Buy.com has expanded inventory from 2
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million to 5 million in the same period, and
Amazon.com carries over 10 million SKUs, up
from 2.5 million ten years ago. Most recently,
Wigix.com, now the third largest eTail database on
the web, was recognized for its rapid growth in
product selection, from 400,000 to over 3.5 million

in two years.?

These growth indicators all point toward a need for
powerful site search on eTail sites. As users
navigate a dizzying array of product options offered
through hundreds of online stores, site navigation is
no longer sufficient. Good search is crucial to
allowing customers to find the product they are

looking for.

I\Vhy Search is Critical

The search box acts as a virtual front door into any
eTail site. How well it works is one of the biggest
factors that determine whether visitors stick around

or leave and take their business elsewhere.

Marketing Sherpa data shows that 43% of visitors
who land on a website go immediately to the search
function’ to type in the product name or category.
If the search functionality is poor, 80% of users will
leave the site!® and click over to a competitor,

potentially never to return.

Losing a visitor as soon as they walk through the
front door (defined as a “bounce”) is far more
costly than finding a replacement. Not only does
the bounce represent a lost sale in the present, but

lost sales in the future as well.

A recent report shows that 79% of visitors who are

dissatisfied with their eTail experience will not

return to that site.'! When asked if they would
return to a site with a poor search function, 36%
said they would not.'”> In most cases, a user that

bounces is a user lost forever.

Presented with myriad eTail options, shoppers are
less and less loyal to any one site, while growing
more and more demanding when it comes to
performance and value. Three years ago, 41% of
online shoppers reported that it was important that
a site’s search function worked well."”” Today, that

number has grown to 60%' (Figure 1).

Figure 1: The Influence of Search

IWhat makes good search?

If bad search repels shoppers while good search



