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As the new digital economy accelerates the already fast-pace of change, the ability to predict future business models becomes even more elusive. The strategic planning process of yesterday has now evolved into more of a strategic direction for tomorrow.  The successful CEO must now be able to make continuous, mid-course adjustments in order to maintain his company’s advantage in evolving markets. This is especially true for CEOs of companies on the pioneering-side of e-Commerce. 

The promise of mass-market conversion has thus far been unfulfilled by e-Tailers. Two key areas have been underestimated:  1) the importance of the impact of human emotions on purchasing decisions and 2) difficulties associated with commoditizing certain products. As a result, the e-Commerce community is now de-evolving to meet the more “human” needs of customers. 

In retrospect, it turns out that true customer stickiness lies firmly in the hands of the traditional brick and mortar businesses. Customer relationships without human interaction are difficult to develop, let alone sustain. The value of the “human nature” element was underestimated in most pioneering e-Commerce models.  

The early virtual stores focused on being first to market as they spent millions of dollars buying market position and advertising. In April 2000, investors finally responded by sending a clear message that this strategy has no lasting place in the reality of today’s financial markets.  

Forrester, a leading research firm, confirmed the obvious by predicting that most web retailers will go out of business by 2001, due to lack of investor interest, increased competition and weak non-sustainable financial models. The new reality is that most e-Tailer company CEOs must make more than mid-course adjustments to produce the new paradigm required to regain investor confidence.

While the B2C market struggles to find solid ground, new vocabulary appears daily as new B2B companies attempt to dress themselves with bigger views and stronger positions. Terms like portal, marketplace, exchange, vortex, community and I2I (industry to industry) are now used to describe e-Commerce business models where someone gets to be the market gatekeeper. 

Here are some considerations for those would-be gatekeepers:  

1. As information becomes more accessible and navigator tools become more efficient, will community members continue to pay a fee for connections they can have at no charge?

2. Will the competition for various markets create the same kind of confusion affecting many of the current e-Tail markets?

3. How will community gatekeepers retain members any better than e-Tailer counterparts? Where is the stickiness?

4. The community model is threatening to anyone on the distribution-side. Their participation will be reduced to price considerations and their willingness to pay the gatekeeper for exposure and airtime.

The e-Commerce gatekeepers and tool providers of today can be likened to the miners and suppliers of California’s gold rush days.  Just as the miner’s odds of finding gold were overwhelmingly against him, so are the e-Commerce gatekeeper’s odds of keeping customers.  And just as the suppliers of California miners consistently prospered by providing needed materials, so will the e-Commerce tool providers thrive as they build out the e-Commerce infrastructure.  

The long-term benefactors appearing on the tool-side include software providers, hardware vendors, server/hosting providers and the advertising media. The jury is still out on whether the new Internet miners of today will do any better than those early Californians looking for gold-- most of whom went home broke. 

It is with the above perspective in mind that Naturesbuy.com was launched at the Health Products ExpoWest Conference in Anaheim, California in March 2000.  
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