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New Perspectives in Internet Retailing: A
review and strategic critique of the field.
Dr Neil F. DOHERTY & Dr Fiona E. ELLIS-CHADWICK

Abstract
Purpose – The primary aim of this paper is to critically review the literature that explicitly
addresses the adoption and application of Internet technologies, by retailers, for the promotion
and sale of merchanidise. In particular, this study seeks to present a holistic and critical review
of what is currently known, in order to help establish the gaps that will need to be addressed in
future research studies.
Design / Methodology /Approach – The study adopts both quantitative and qualitative
approaches to conduct the review, in an attempt to ensure that it is well focused and systematic.
Findings - The key finding of this study is that whilst the Internet retailing literature is extremely
wide-ranging, and somewhat fragmented, it can be decomposed into three broad categories: 1)
the retailer perspective; 2) the consumer perspective; and 3) the technological perspective.
Moreover, it has been noted that whilst the strategic potential of the Internet is routinely
mentioned in nearly all studies of electronic retailing, there have been very few studies that have
explicitly or empirically targeted its strategic management.
Research limitations / implications - The major limitation of this study is that it has been
based upon a review of a sample of journals, rather than a review of all relevant articles.
However, because this sample includes those journals that have the greatest coverage of
Internet retailing articles, we believe that the study should have many important implications for
researchers, particularly in terms of where future studies of Internet retailing might best be
positioned.
Originality / value - This research offers a synthesis of the literature, which provides significant
new insights into the field of Internet retailing, and in particular its strategic importance.
Key words – Internet retailing; e-retailing; e-commerce, strategy, on-line shopping, literature
review.
Paper type - Research paper

1 Introduction
The emergence of the Internet in the 1990s, and its application in electronic commerce,
generated a huge amount of interest amongst academics, politicians, industrialists, bankers,
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managers and entrepreneurs. As an effective, new communications channel, the potential of the
Internet appeared obvious – easy access, flexibility, speed, ability to communicate large
amounts of information, cost efficiency and easy maintenance – to name but a few. However, it
was the Internet’s unparalleled potential for global connectivity, through its ability to ‘open up
new avenues for business’ (Pyle, 1996), that was the primary catalyst for the explosion of
interest and activity in electronic business. At the forefront of this revolution have been the
retailers, who have viewed e-commerce as a new front on which to compete and gain advantage
over their rivals (Amit & Zott, 2001). In particular, its ability to provide information, facilitate twoway communication with customers, collect market research data, promote goods and services
and ultimately to support the on-line ordering of merchandise, provides an extremely rich and
flexible new retail channel (Doherty & Ellis-Chadwick , 2003). Indeed, on-line shopping is now
estimated to be the fasted growing area of Internet usage (Forsythe & Shi, 2003).
Given the Internet’s potential to radically re-configure the underlying processes of retailing, and
because of the highly dynamic and innovative nature of the electronic marketplace, there has
been an explosion of academic interest in the application of this new electronic phenomenon, in
the retail context. It is not perhaps surprising that from such a highly dynamic organizational
phenomenon, an equally dynamic body of literature should emerge. Moreover, because the
commercial exploitation of the Internet has technical, logistical, commercial, strategic,
behavioural, social and legal implications – to name but a few – the emergent body of literature
is both extremely large and highly diverse. Consequently, it is important for academics to
periodically stand back, and critically take stock of this body of literature. Indeed, a small number
of researchers have already risen to the challenge of reviewing the Internet literature, and three
reviews, in particular (i.e. Reynolds, 2000; Barwise et al; 2002; Ngai, 2003) have been influential
in shaping this study. However, there is need for another review that specifically focuses upon
the current Internet retailing literature, as two of the existing reviews (Barwise et al; 2002; Ngai,
2003) have addressed the related field of Internet marketing, but without a clear retail focus,
whilst the Reynold’s (2000) review, which does have an Internet retailing focus, is now rather
dated. The primary aim of this paper is, therefore, to present the results of a critical literature
review, which seeks to highlight key themes, emerging patterns and perhaps most importantly
gaps in the literature that are still to be filled. Given the growing recognition that the Internet has
the potential (Porter, 2001) to significantly affect an organization’s strategic positioning, we were
particularly interested to explore the extent to which strategic issues have been explicitly tackled
in the Internet retailing literature.
The paper is organized as follows. The following section summarizes the methods used to
conduct the review. In the third section, the major themes to emerge from the review are then
presented and critically evaluated. A discussion section then follows, in which a strategic lens is
applied to this body of literature, to critically appraise the gaps in literature, from which a
research agenda is presented. In the concluding section, the key themes of the study are
summarized, and the paper’s limitations, are explicitly articulated.
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2 Research Approach
Ngai (2003) highlighted the difficulties faced, in attempting to review the Internet marketing
literature, because ‘the relevant material is scattered across various journals’. In attempting to
review the Internet retailing literature, we were faced with a very similar problem, and clearly it
would have been impractical to try to identify and review each and every journal article ever
published in this domain. Consequently, to make the task manageable, rather than attempting to
survey the full population of Internet retailing articles, we decided to identify and target a
coherent sample of influential journals, and then thoroughly review all articles appearing in
these, over the past ten years. More specifically, the process by which this was accomplished is
as follows:
1. Identify appropriate on-line indexes: As there is no single citation or abstracting index that
covers every single academic journal, where articles on Internet retailing have been
published, it was necessary to identify, and ultimately use, a range of such sources. In this
context, the Web of Science and ABI Inform were found to be particularly helpful. However,
even sites such as these, which provide a broad coverage, don’t cover all journals where
Internet Retailing articles were known to have been published. Consequently, many
publisher-specific web-sites, such as Science Direct and Emerald, were also targeted.
2. Identify appropriate search terms: We were interested in identifying articles that primarily
focused upon the application of electronic technologies, in a very clear retail context.
Consequently, a range of appropriate search strings, which covered all likely possibilities
were identified. Ultimately, search strings such as ‘Internet AND retailing’, ‘Internet and
retail’, ‘e-retailing, ‘on-line AND shopping’’ and ‘e-commerce AND retailing’ proved to be
amongst the most useful in this context. It is important to note that as our review only
focused upon the customer facing elements of a retailer’s Internet activities, we ignored all
studies relating to on-line purchasing.
3. Construct an appropriate sample of journals: It was envisaged that those journals where
articles that explicitly address Internet retailing are most commonly published, were likely to
be the most appropriate to target for our review. Consequently, having identified a range of
appropriate search strings, these were systematically applied to each of the targeted on-line
indexes. The numbers of hits for every different journal was recorded, and the ten journals,
in which Internet retailing related articles were found to be most commonly published, were
ultimately identified, and included in our target journals.
4. Identify papers to include in review: Having constructed a sample of ten key journals,
every issue of each, in the period 1996-2005, was inspected and the titles, key words and
abstracts of each paper thoroughly reviewed in order to identify relevant papers to include in
the review.
The rationale for identifying a selection of appropriate journals, before conducting a systematic
manual review of their contents, was to ensure that only those papers that had a clear and
significant Internet retailing focus were ultimately included in this literature review. In total, this
3

rigorous search approach identified 265 journal articles to include in the review (see table 1).
However, it is important to note that whilst this list of papers formed the focal point for our
analysis, where a potentially important additional article was cited from one of our target papers,
it will also have been reviewed, and where appropriate, it will have been discussed in our ‘review
findings’ section.
Table 1: Break-down of Journals featuring articles on Internet Retailing
Journal

No. of. Papers

International Journal of Retail & Distribution Management

51

Internet Research: Electronic Networking Applications & Policy

42

Journal of Business Research

37

Communications of the ACM

28

Journal of Retailing & Consumer Services

25

Journal of Consumer Marketing

21

Journal of Interactive Marketing

20

Journal of Retailing

19

International Review of Retail Distribution & Consumer Research

11

Journal of Services Marketing

11

Total

265

Each of the 265 Internet retailing related papers has been reviewed and categorised. From his
review of the Internet marketing literature, Ngai (2003) concluded that it could be classified into
three broad areas: 1) management and planning, 2) consumer behaviour, 3) channels of
distribution. It is perhaps not surprising, given the close relationship between the Internet
retailing and Internet marketing domains, that our classification of the literature bore strong
similarities to the Ngai (2003) categorization. However, as described below, it was necessary to
modify the category names, and develop a number of sub-themes, within each category:
•

Retailer Perspective: An important theme, within the literature, addresses the adoption of
electronic commerce, from the retailers’ perspective. Key areas of work, within this category
include: the Internet’s market potential (e.g. Rowley, 1996); the factors affecting the
success of trading online (e.g. Doherty et al, 1999); and management issues associated
with on-line operations (e.g. Punakivi & Saranen, 2001).

•

Consumer Perspective: A second very significant body of work addresses the impact of
electronic commerce, but this time from the consumers’ perspective. Key themes identified
in this area include: how perceptions of the Internet affect its adoption (e.g. Brown and
Voges, 2003); and how experiences of on-line shopping affect its perceived quality or value
(e.g. Wofinburger & Gilly, 2003).

•

Technological Perspective: The final obvious focal point for electronic retailing research is
the technology itself, which acts as a conduit between the retailer and the consumer. The
4

technological perspective could be decomposed into the following themes: web-site design
and software tools (e.g. Etteredge, 2001; Ganapathy, 2004); and e-commerce infrastructure
(e.g. Lee & Brandyberry, 2003).
The distribution of the articles within the three broad categories, showed equally large bodies of
work developing in the consumer (133 papers) and retailer (107 papers) domains , but rather
fewer contributions with a technological perspective (25 papers). As can be seen from the
analysis of the distribution of papers, by year and perspective (see Table 2), there has been a
relatively smooth build up of articles between 1996 and 2004, but in the past two years the
number of publications has perhaps began to stabilise, possibly because the field is achieving a
degree of maturity. It is also interesting note how there has been a significant shift from retailerfocused research to consumer-focused research: in the period 1996-2001 there was a 53%-33%
split between the retailer to consumer perspectives, but in the period 2002-2005 this position
has almost been reversed, with 35% - 57% ratio now being witnessed.
Table 2: Distribution of Papers by Date and Research Perspective
Year of
Publication

Retailer
Perspective

Consumer
Perspective

Technology
Perspective

Total
Articles

1996

4

0

1

5

1997

4

1

1

6

1998

2

4

2

8

1999

3

5

0

8

2000

11

10

1

22

2001

16

5

5

26

2002

17

22

1

40

2003

13

21

5

39

2004

21

30

6

57

2005

16

35

3

54

Total

107

133

25

265

3 Review Findings
The aim of this section is to identify the key themes and concepts associated with each of the
three perspectives, identified in the previous section. In so doing, the key gaps in the literature
are articulated.

3.1 The Retailer Perspective
A large number of studies have sought to explore the impact of the Internet from the retailers’
perspective. Whilst this body of literature covers a wide spectrum of issues, it can be broadly
clustered around the following three themes:
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1. The potential of the Internet as a channel to Market. Mathwick et al (2001) argue that for
retailers to be successful, they must understand the “fundamental difference in the
experience delivered by multi-channel retail environments”. Understanding how the Internet
is different has been widely researched in order to help establish how retailers can unlock its
potential, either as an alternative or as a complementary retail channel (e.g. Rowley, 1996;
Morganosky, 1997, Hart et al, 2000, Levenburg, 2005). In addition to exploring how the
technology can deliver benefits, the likely growth and dispersion of online markets has also
attracted significant attention from researchers, particularly at the start of the Internet
revolution (e.g. Pavitt, 1997, Ellis-Chadwick et al, 2002). Another significant strand of
research has sought to explore the likely economic impact of online markets, and how
internet-based electronic marketplaces affect pricing and competition (e.g. Wood et al, 2005;
Zhoa, & Cao, 2004; Tang & Xing, 2001). Furthermore, opportunities created by changing
channel relationships are another aspect of the Internet’s potential which has been explored,
particularly in terms of the effect of changing power structures within the supply chain as
power shifts towards the consumer (Priluck, 2001). Finally, as on-line shopping has grown
exponentially, and as a critical mass is established, the potential of the Internet has also
been explored in terms of how it might effect and or replace physical retail operations (e.g.
Burt & Leigh, 2003; Ring & Tigert, 2001).
2. Factors affecting the adoption of the Internet: To date, the adoption of the Internet
amongst retailers has been characterised by a high degree of variability. Whilst some
retailers have been relatively aggressive, developing sophisticated web-sites that target a
wide range of markets with extensive product portfolios, others have been far more timid
either developing small scale, experimental applications or completely ignoring the Internet’s
potential altogether (Ellis-Chadwick et al, 2002; Doherty et al, 2003). Consequently, many
researchers have sought to explore the factors that might explain these differing levels of
adoption (e.g. Doherty et al, 2003; Teo & Pian, 2003; Ashworth et al, 2005). Indeed, it has
been suggested that there are a variety of factors that have a significant affect on the level
and extent to which retailers use the Internet as a channel to market. For example, the
Internet’s capacity to deliver tangible economic gains (Vijayasarathy & Tyler, 1997); the
relative advantages of trading online (Doherty et al, 1999); the fit between company product
and target market (O’Keefe et al, 2000); the companies’ knowledge and resources (O’Keefe
et al, 2000, Doherty et al, 2003; Lee & Brandyberry, 2003); and a wide range of operational
factors (Ellis-Chadwick et al, 2002) have all been found to influence adoption levels.
3. Managerial Challenges: As the Internet’s potential has become clearer, and the Internet
revolution has gathered momentum, it has been recognised that retailers need guidance on
how to confront the many managerial challenges that it poses (e.g. Reynolds, 1997;
Swinyard, 1997; Grewal et al, 2004). Various operational and logistical solutions have been
explored individually: streamlining of the home delivery concept (Punakivi & Saranen, 2001);
service provision and online service quality (Drennan & McColl-Kennedy, 2003, Forbes et al,
2005, Kolesar & Galbraith, 2000, Tamimi, 2003), relationship management (Geisser, 2001,
Wang et al, 2000) and restructuring and the management of the supply chain (Simons et al,
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2002, Rabinovich, 2003). Of particular importance in the context of on-line operations are
studies of the order fulfillment process, as it has been found to raise a number of significant
logistical difficulties for the retailer, particularly in terms of the picking, packing, delivery and
receipt of the selected goods (Punakivi & Tanskanen, 2002).
Whilst the Internet retailer literature, offers many interesting insights, it can be criticized in a
number of key respects. For example, much of the discussion of the Internet’s potential has
been conducted at a conceptual level, and there have been rather fewer contributions that have
empirically explored the actual benefits delivered via the Internet, or the wider organizational
impacts that it might engender. There are also relatively few Internet retailing contributions in
areas such as: performance measurement, marketing planning and practice or the integration of
off-line customer support. At a more general level, it has been noted that the literature is rather
disparate, addressing a wide variety of themes, but with no clear indication of how these themes
might inter-relate. For example, it would be interesting to explore how a retailer’s ability to tackle
specific management challenges, such as order fulfillment or relationship management, impacts
upon the potential of their web investments to deliver value. It is also noticeable that whilst
much of this literature highlights the Internet’s strategic potential (e.g. Doherty et al, 1999;
Levenburg, 2005) and concludes that it will have significant strategic implications, very few
contributions have been found that have a clear strategic focus and explicitly address strategic
themes. For example, the existing Internet retailing literature does not appear to substantively
address: the formulation of e-retail strategy, the attainment and sustenance of competitive
advantage, the role of strategic capabilities / competencies, or the alignment of on-line activities
with the traditional store-based operations.

3.2 The Consumer Perspective
A second very significant tranche of research relates to studies that focus on explaining the online behaviour of consumers. Although this body of literature addresses a very wide array of
variables that affect online consumer behaviour (Chang et al, 2005), it can be grouped into two
broad categories, namely studies of ‘consumer profile’ and studies of ‘consumer experiences’:
The Consumer Profile
The literature identifies a number of variables relating to the Consumers’ profile that will strongly
influence the extent to which a particular consumer or customer segment is likely to engage with
on-line shopping opportunities. Moreover, it is possible to decompose this wide array of
variables into the following two distinct sub-categories, namely, classification and character
variables:
 Classification variables: Any personal attributes that tend to remain static throughout an
individual’s life time, or evolve slowly over time, can be defined as ‘classification variables’,
as they can be used to identify and categorise consumers. Whilst it is recognised that
classification variables may have a significant impact on the consumers’ on-line behaviour,
they will not generally be modified by the consumers’ experiences of the virtual shopping
environment. Key elements of a consumers’ demographic profile that might influence their
7

on-line behaviour include variables such as income, education, race, age (Hoffman et
al,,2000), gender (Slkye et al, 2002) and life-style (Brengman, 2005). Research studies
(e.g. Shiu & Dawson, 2004) have also identified the potential of consumers’ cultural and
social make-up to influence their on-line behavior.
 Character Variables: We define any attributes of a consumer’s perceptions, beliefs and
attitudes that might influence their on-line behaviour, and in particular their intention to
shop, as ‘character variables’. Unlike the classification variables, these variables not only
affect the ways an individual engages with the on-line buying process, but they may also
be modified, over time, by the consumer’s online experiences. The ‘Theory of Reasoned
Action’ (TRA) – and its close relations the ‘Theory of Planned Behaviour’ (TPB) and the
‘Technology Acceptance Model’ (TAM) - have been widely used as the basis for gaining
insights into the variables that are most likely to influence a consumers’ intention to shop
(Keen et al, 2004). Such studies typically seek to understand how a consumers specific
beliefs about the Internet, shape their more general attitudes towards the Internet, which
ultimately influence their intention to shop on-line (Vijayasarathy, 2004). For example,
George (2004) has studied how a consumer’s beliefs about the privacy and trustworthiness
of the Internet might ultimately shape their attitudes towards the Internet and their
purchasing intentions. In a similar vein, researchers have studied how the Internet’s
perceived ‘usefulness’ and ‘ease of use’ (Bhattacherjee, 2000; O’Cass & Fenech, 2003)
might ultimately shape consumers’ intention to shop.
Innovation diffusion theory (IDT) has also been regularly applied within the literature
(e.g.Rai, 1998). For example, Hansen (2005) recently explored how well the consumers’
perceptions the Internet’s risk, relative advantage, communicability, complexity and
compatability helped to discriminate between different types of Internet user. Other studies
have been conducted that seek to assess how the consumers’ perceptions with regard to
the Internet might affect their purchase intentions, or on-line shopping behavior, but
without adopting either the TRA or IDT perspectives. For example, Forsythe and Shi
(2003) investigated the relationship between perceptions about risk and on-line shopping
behaviour, Ward & Lee (2000) analysed the degree to which purchase behaviour is
determined by perceptions of brand, whilst Srinivasan et al (2002) explored the affect of
loyalty on the consumer on-line behavior. Finally,
Previous studies indicate that both the ‘character’ and the ‘classification’ variables may have an
important role to play in predicting on-line consumer behavior, but it should be noted that only
the character variables may be modified, over time by Internet usage. For example, the age of a
consumer may influence their chances of shopping on-line (Source et al, 2005) but their age will
clearly not be affected by their on-line experiences. By contrast, not only will a consumer’s
perceptions of risk affect their likelihood of shopping, but their experiences of Internet shopping
might also, over time, affect their likelihood of shopping.
The Consumers’ Experiences of On-line Shopping
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A significant amount of research interest has now also been focused upon the consumers’
actual experiences of Internet retailing, as opposed to their more general perceptions, and the
degree to which these will affect their overall assessment of the on-line shopping process. A
wide variety of studies have been conducted exploring the impact of a variety of independent
variables, such as ease of use, perceived control, interactivity, and shopping enjoyment on a
range of different dependent variables, such as site quality, customer loyalty and intent to return
(Wolfinbarger & Gilly, 2003). For example, Szymanski & Hise (2000) investigated the impact
that the consumers’ specific experience of convenience, merchandising, site design and
security might have on their overall satisfaction with a particular web-site. In a similar vein, the
antecedents of loyalty, such as service quality, trust, value and satisfaction, have also been
investigated (e.g. Harris and Goode, 2004; Rafiq & Fulford, 2005). Other researchers have
sought to perform detailed studies of the role that the consumers’ experiences of single aspects
of the retailers’ on-line offerings, such as ‘e-tail store image’ (Wilde et al, 2004) or ‘store layout’
(Vrechopoulos et al, 2004), might have on their behavior. It is noticeable that the vast majority of
studies focus primarily on the consumer experience of the web-site, rather than on elements of
the off-line encounter, such as marketing communications, call-centre operations, service
responsiveness, order delivery / fulfillment and after sales services. Indeed, Jiang &
Rosenblom, (2005) conclude that research relating to experiences and encounter-specific
satisfaction is sparse and the contribution of after-delivery satisfaction in an e-retail context is
virtually unknown.
A large body of literature now exists, which explicitly adopts a consumer perspective of the online shopping process. However, as Keen et al (2005; p. 685) note ‘little cohesive organization is
yet evident’, and consequently it is still possible to discern some fairly significant gaps in this
literature. For example, whilst the consumers’ general perceptions about the Internet and their
more specific experiences of the Internet have now been studied in detail, the link between the
two - how consumers’ actual experiences might influence their more general attitudes and
perceptions has been rather neglected. In particular, it will be important to conduct longitudinal
studies that explore how the consumers’ general perceptions of issues such as risk, value and
ease of use are shaped, over time, by their actual experiences of using web-sites. Some of the
variables described in this section have also received relatively little attention. In particular, there
are relatively few studies of the consumers’ experience of the off-line elements of Internet
retailing, and likewise, the importance of social and cultural elements of the consumer profile has
also been under-researched. In terms of research methods, this body of literature can also be
criticized for its over-reliance upon convenience samples, typically of university students.
It is also noticeable that most studies of on-line consumer behavior tend to be based upon
consumers’ self-assessment of their experiences, rather than through the objective analysis of
their on-line actions – although one recent and innovative study of a retailers’ ‘click stream’ was
used to understand evolving consumer behavior (Moe & Fader, 2004). A further methodological
criticism of consumer-focused studies lies in its dependency upon quantitative studies, with the
result that we now have many insights into the statistical associations between different
combinations of variables, but limited understanding of why these arise or what their implications
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are. Finally, Lohse et al (2000; p. 15) argue that research into on-line consumer behavior is
important as ‘it will help retailers to define their on-line strategies’. However, it is noticeable that
few researchers, to date, have explicitly evaluated how their studies of consumer behavior might
impact on the strategic ambitions of specific retailers.

3.3 The technological perspective
A third major theme to emerge within the Internet retailing literature relates to the role and
effectiveness of a variety of different Internet technologies, when applied in the retailing context.
More specifically, contributions in this area can be grouped broadly into the following two areas:
 Website design and software tools: In the context of Internet retailing, web-site
designs are discussed in terms of site facilities, features and functionality (Spiller &
Lohse, 1997). For example, Katterattanakul & Siau (2003) explored the components of
online stores and emphasized the importance of the efficient usage of technology, in
areas such as fully functional hyper-links, efficient navigation systems, which enable
customers to easily locate the particular information they require. Many software tools
and multimedia technologies (such as Flash and QuickTime) have been developed to
enhance the users’ experience of web-sites. Retailers have been quick to incorporate
such technologies in their web-sites, as it allows them to present and promote
merchandise in an attractive and dynamic way (Jiang et al, 2005). Moreover, tools such
as intelligent agents, shopping bots and graphic visualization tools are increasingly
being applied in order to facilitate on-line consumer decision-making and improve levels
of customer service (Rowley, 2000; Redmond, 2002; Ganapathy, et al, 2004; Jiang et al,
2005). Moreover, web-site designers are being encouraged to ensure that their
offerings foster the development of long-term customer relationships (Geissler, 2001).
 E-commerce infrastructure: Important themes to emerge within this body of literature
include: the complexities of technology adoption (Vijayasrathy & Tyler,1997; Wang &
Head, 2001) capabilities of the technology to facilitate retail activities (Alexis et al, 2004;
Joseph & Stone, 2003) and the impact of the hardware and infrastructure on
development of consumer trading (Lee and Brandyberry, 2003). Another significant
theme in the literature addresses the cost-effectiveness of different technological
platforms. For example, Reardon et al (1996) explore whether technology affected retail
productivity and concluded it can contribute as much to retail margins as investment in
additional selling space.
In the retail context, it is possible to discern gaps in the literature with regard to the impact of
mobile technologies. In particular, it is important that future studies are conducted to explore the
design of web-pages for use on small mobile devices, such as 3G mobile phones or PDAs.
Moreover, little work has been conducted to explore how the emergence of wireless
infrastructures might impact upon Internet retailing. As with the studies that adopt either a
retailer or a consumer perspective, the technological literature can also be criticized because it
lacks any clear strategic focus. In particular, the issue of how strategic objectives influence
technological choices, and how technological choices ultimately facilitate or inhibit the
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achievement of objectives, receives little explicit attention in the literature. For example, how do
deficiencies in the international telecommunications infrastructure, particularly in developing
countries, limit the retailers’ strategic ambitions to expand into global markets?

4 Discussion: What happened to the Strategic Perspective?
In a similar vein to Ngai’s (2003) appraisal of the Internet marketing literature, this review of the
Internet retailing literature has confirmed that most contributions, to date, can be classified
according to whether they adopt a retailer, a consumer or a technological perspective. Our
critique of the literature has identified many specific gaps, associated with each perspective, that
need to be filled, and most of these have been articulated in the previous section. However,
arguably the most significant gap in the Internet retailing literature relates to those contributions
that adopt a clear and explicit strategic perspective. Consequently, the aim of the discussion
section is to further review this gap in the literature, before presenting a research agenda by
which it may be filled.
Herrmann (2005; p. 111) argues that in ‘a new period, marked by swift advances in technology’
there is an imperative need to conceive and create new ‘paradigms in strategic management’.
Unfortunately, despite the Internet’s significant impact upon the retail sector, as evidenced
through this review of the literature, it has not become very clear how, if at all, the paradigm for
strategic management within the retail sector has been modified. It would be unfair to claim that
there are absolutely no contributions with an explicit strategic focus, as an embryonic strategic
literature is perhaps beginning to emerge. For example, Min & Wolfinbarger (2005) have
explored the relative advantage of various positioning strategies, whilst Bensebaa (2004) has
investigated how strategic actions affect the reputation of e-businesses. However, the results of
our review support the previous conclusions of Grewal et al (2003), that that the literature in this
area is extremely limited. Despite the absence of many contributions that adopt a clear strategic
focus, it can be argued that there is much, within the main body of literature reviewed that might
help to inform the strategy formulation process, and will therefore be of interest to the strategist.
For example, studies of the Internet’s potential might help strategists, when defining corporate
objectives, whilst contributions that address the adoption of e-commerce, might help
organizations to determine under what circumstances the initiation or expansion of an on-line
offering might be appropriate. In a similar vein, studies of customer behavior might help retailers’
to target their strategies, and studies of the technology might guide strategic decisions with
regard to the planning of web services, and their supporting infrastructures.
Whilst the existing literature might present many insights that will help to inform and shape the
strategy formulation process, there is still an urgent need for studies that more explicitly target
the strategic management of e-commerce operations, within the context of the retail sector. In
particular, the following significant questions - concerning the formulation and application of
electronic retailing strategy – remain to be addressed through empirical research:
•

Will the Internet change the fundamental nature of retailing? There has been much
debate in the academic literature as to whether e-commerce is a fundamentally different
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way of doing business, which will need to be guided by a very different code of practice.
On the one hand, we have writers such as Evans and Whurster (1997; p. 71) who claim
that ‘all companies will be forced to rethink the strategic fundamentals of their
businesses’, whilst Porter (2001; p. 63) argues that the Internet should be viewed simply
as a: ‘complement of traditional ways of competing’. Indeed, this debate has not been
fully resolved either in the general sense, or with respect to the impact of the Internet
within the retail sector, in particular.
•

How can an e-retailing strategy best be formulated? It is common practice for
textbooks on e-commerce to include a significant section devoted to the formulation of an
e-commerce strategy (e.g. Chaffey, 2004). However, to date, there has been limited
academic attention focused upon the formulation of strategies, with respect to ecommerce, in general, or with regard to the introduction of electronic retailing, in
particular. Key questions in respect of strategy formulation include the degree to which it
should be: formal / informal; business-led / technology-led; participative / exclusive and
stand-alone / fully integrated.

•

Evolutionary versus revolutionary approaches to strategy formulation? A debate
that has been on-going in the wider strategic management literature, relates to whether
the traditional approach, where strategy is formulated at well spaced intervals, should be
rejected in favour of an evolutionary, and therefore more continuous, process (Mintzberg
et al, 1998). Venkatraman (2000) has recently suggested that in the Internet era:
'calendar-driven models of strategy perfected under the predictable conditions of the
industrial age’ should be abandoned. However, this assertion has not been subjected to
significant academic scrutiny, and certainly not specifically in the context of electronic
retailing.

•

What are the rules for effective strategic positioning Porter (2001) has argued that
there are six principles of strategic positioning that are applicable for the effective uptake
of the Internet, namely: the ‘right goal’, a clear ‘value proposition’, a ‘distinctive value
chain’, the accommodation of ‘trade-offs’, an appropriate strategic ‘fit’, and the ‘continuity
of direction’. Whilst all of these principles appear to be eminently reasonable, it is not
clear whether these are all both necessary and sufficient for the effective introduction of
electronic retailing.

•

What specific strategic resources, capabilities and competencies are required for
successful electronic retailing? A significant amount of academic effort has been
devoted to exploring the applicability of the ‘resource-based theory of the firm’ (Barney,
1991), in a wide variety of contexts. In brief this theory posits that organisations should
invest in those resources and capabilities that they believe will best assist them in
gaining a sustainable competitive advantage. However, what is less clear is the type of
strategic resources, capabilities and competencies that are required for successful
electronic retailing?

•

How can value be realized from e-retailing investments? A growing strand of thought,
within the information systems literature, argues that the benefits from IT investments do
not primarily stem from the technology itself, but rather from the organizational change
that it should engender (Ward et al, 1996). Consequently, it is likely that the strategic
benefits will only be realized from e-commerce investments if they too are accompanied
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by an appropriate programme of organizational change. However, this assertion needs to
be tested empirically.
At a more general level, it can be argued that there is an urgent need for researchers to start
making more explicit links between the various elements that comprise the Internet retailing
domain. Venkatraman (2000) notes that effective formulation of an e-commerce strategy
requires the management team to consider all the key elements of the plan in combination, not
in isolation. The corollary of this is that strategic management, in the context of Internet retailing,
must seek to align a diverse range of building blocks, such as customer requirements, web-site
design, order fulfillment processes and marketing activities into a seamless and coherent whole.
Unfortunately, because of the fragmented nature of the literature – which tends to focus upon
fairly narrowly defined topics – it currently offers few explicit insights into how this outcome might
be achieved.
The absence of a coherent and comprehensive literature with regard to the strategic
management of Internet retailing is not perhaps surprising, as it has been suggested that the
retailers themselves have not, as yet, fully understood the strategic implications of e-commerce
(McBride, 1997; Hart et al, 2000). Indeed, as Nicholls & Watson (2005; p. 439) note: ‘there is
evidence that retailers have adopted a rather ad hoc approach to their e-tail activities’, rather
than being guided by clear strategic thinking. However, there is a clear role for academics to
play in helping the retailers to shape their strategic thinking.

Concluding Remarks
This study sought to deliver a timely and critical review of a body of literature that is growing both
in terms of its breadth and depth, as well as its importance. It has been demonstrated that the
literature can be divided into three broad categories: 1) the retailer perspective; 2) the consumer
perspective; and 3) the technological perspective, each of which in turn can be further classified
into a number of sub-themes. Moreover, it is anticipated that this will provide a useful framework,
to guide future studies.
Evans & Wurster (1997; 70) argue that from the business strategists’ perspective, the Internet
represents the ‘most important wave in the information revolution’. Unfortunately, our review of
the literature suggests that to date, in the context of Internet retailing, the literature offers few
focused insights that will be of immediate use to the business strategist. Consequently, an
important conclusion to be drawn from our review is the need for academics to adopt a far more
explicit strategic lens when conducting future studies of the uptake and impact of the Internet,
within the retail context. To this end, a research agenda has been developed which will hopefully
guide researchers in their future endeavors.
It is important to conclude with a few words of warning, with respect to the study’s limitations.
Firstly, by its very nature, a review article has to be limited in its ambitions: it tends to pose
questions, rather than answering them. Moreover, a review is typically limited by the number of
articles that it can realistically accommodate: in focusing upon ten key publications we will
inevitably have missed some articles that might have made a useful contribution to this paper.
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However, the review was rigorous in that it targeted all Internet retailing contributions in those
key journals that provided the greatest coverage of the domain, as well as some other important
papers that were referenced from these, Consequently, it is envisaged that very few significant
papers will have been missed, and that all the key themes of current importance will have been
addressed.
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