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 INTERNET 101

Vendors and the Web
 By Michael R. Geisen

If you want to see a great example of how a  
vendor is making good use of the Internet, you 
need go no further than the website of Florence 
May’s company, The Registration System. You’ll 
find a website that immediately gives you the 
feeling of a fun, competent provider of valuable 
services. Some features of this website that I 
believe are particularly well done are:

an attractive, fun, fresh design
an eye-catching photo animation that gives 
you a good idea of what the company does
an uncluttered homepage that clearly dis-
plays the highlights of the company and helps 
me decide in seconds whether this is the 
website I’m looking for
easy-to-read navigation that I can use to get 
the information I need
social media links – a great resource for 
many businesses today.
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www.theregistrationsystem.com
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Florence started using the Internet to 
offer The Registration Service, TRS 1.0, in 
2001. Since then, the benefits to her cli-
ents of offering TRS through the Internet 
have been so substantial that the service 
has evolved to a third generation; TRS 3.0. 
Florence told me that websites used to be 
mostly informational but that more and 
more, they are helping to create commu-
nity, each website must become the best 
resource for the products and/or services 
offered and, consequently, it becomes 
a stronger and more central part of the 
“web.” For TRS 3.0, the registration service 
also incorporates social media, email and 
text-based communication capability. Flor-
ence also said that we all need to remem-
ber to keep things simple so that we can 
effectively communicate with people who 
have a wide range of knowledge. For that 
reason, she is planning on a new website 
which will use video and other methods 
to explain the benefits and features of TRS.

In this edition of Internet 101, I’ll pro-
vide information about how vendors can 
put the Internet to work for their benefit 
and I’ll share some of the lessons learned 
by vendors with real world experience.

The primary component of any online 
sales business is an ecommerce website. 
In the last edition if Internet 101, I wrote 
a fairly comprehensive description of the 
perfect website for festivals. Much of that 
information also applies to an ecom-
merce website; you’ll want:

a design that presents your company 
and products well
easy-to-use navigation
engaging content – well written 
descriptions of products and services, 
enticing photos and videos, and info 
about your company and its policies
e-commerce software – security and 
ease of use are priorities
website traffic tracking – Google Ana-
lytics and Alexa are good, and free
a social media program – this is where 
the people are
website promotion – a plan to drive 
traffic to your website.

A good design that presents your 
company and products well will make 
a difference in sales, so this is a critical 
consideration. Because it is so easy to 
go to Google and find a collection of 
websites that sell just about anything we 
might be looking for, people will almost 
always compare prices, and websites, be-
fore they buy. So, a good design that sets 
you apart from, or at least keeps up with 
the competition is worth the investment. 
Make a good first impression; you won’t 
get a second chance, especially on the 
Internet. In fact, it can be very helpful to 
do some comparison shopping yourself 
to get a sense of what your competitor’s 
websites look like. If you already have a 
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website and feel it’s time to upgrade the 
look of your website, you may be able to 
save money by working with a good web 
designer to make some design adjust-
ments rather than a complete redesign.

Whether you’re improving a current 
website or starting a new one, a good way to 
find a web designer is to find 2 – 3 people 
you trust who have websites you like and 
then contact the web designers who made 
those websites. I often remember something 
I read in a book by David Ogilvy, who is 
referred to as “The Father of Advertising,” 
where he describes the best way to select an 
ad agency. He recommended finding the 
agency you want to work with; an agency 
that does good work and communicates 
well. After you find that agency (substitute 
web services firm), then negotiate price. He 
explained that because you’re going to be 
working together with this firm over a long 
period of time, a good relationship should 
be the primary factor, not cost. I agree with 
this logic and believe it applies to selecting 
a web services firm – ask people you trust 
which firm they recommend, interview 
those firms, request a proposal, select the 
firm you feel will do the best job and then 
negotiate cost. You may end up paying more 
than if you had selected another firm, but 
a good working relationship will save you 
money and, more importantly, a well de-
signed and functioning website will generate 
more sales.

Hiring a web firm to design and build an 
ecommerce website can be very expensive. 
If you’re ready to start selling online but 
you’re working with a tight budget, there 
are some great, low cost options which can 
be used to develop good, secure online 

stores. These options will take more of 
your time than if you were able to hire a 
web firm but at least you’ll be able to start 
your online business. Three very popular, 
low cost options are Yahoo! Merchant 
Solutions (http://smallbusiness.yahoo.
com/ecommerce), Ebay Stores (http://
pages.ebay.com/storefronts/start.html), and 
Volusion, (www.volusion.com). Each of 
these websites has everything you need to 
begin selling online and clear, step-by-step 
instructions to help you set up your store.

Being a vendor, you know how big a 
difference it makes if you get a chance 
to tell people about the value of your 
products. When you think of creating 
or updating content for your website, 
think of capturing that pitch you make to 
prospective customers, think of how you 
present your products and services so that 
the value stands out – that’s what you 
want people to experience when they visit 
your website. The goal with your website 
will be to capture as much of that pitch 
as you can and bring it to your website. 
Work at having excellent photography. 
Add descriptions that go into detail about 
the value of your product and services. If 
there is some way that you can include a 
demo, use the multimedia capabilities of 
the Internet to do that. Be careful to avoid 
clutter. Try to use pop up info panels, 
downloadable information, and other 
tactics to make information available, but 
only when someone wants it.

The content of your website should also 
include information about your company, 
your travel schedule, if applicable, and 
your business policies for customer service 
and product returns. When listing your 

http://smallbusiness.yahoo.com/ecommerce
http://smallbusiness.yahoo.com/ecommerce
http://pages.ebay.com/storefronts/start.html
http://pages.ebay.com/storefronts/start.html
http://www.volusion.com
http://smallbusiness.yahoo.com/ecommerce
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travel schedule, make sure you include 
links to event websites on your schedule 
and, whenever possible, ask the event if 
there is a way for them to include a link 
on their website to yours. Each year, more 
and more event websites are including 
directories of their vendors; this can be the 
perfect way to make this link connection.

There is no limit to what you can add to 
your website to make it more interesting 
and fun and to better promote your prod-
ucts and services. Additional ideas include:

customer testimonials, including writ-
ten comments, photos and videos
an event web cam
videos of products in action
a video of your pitch
links to social media programs, in-
cluding Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, 
Foursquare, etc.

Once your customers have found the 
products they’re looking for, it’s time 
to make a purchase. This is where the 
most critical part of your ecommerce 
website comes into play; the shopping 
cart software. In an ecommerce website, 
this is the software that holds all the 
product information and handles the 
ecommerce transaction. There are literally 
hundreds of options for this software, so 
I’m not going to make recommendations, 
instead, I’ll suggest that, once again, look 
for other websites with online stores that 
you like and find out what they used. To-
gether with your web firm, you’ll be able 
to select the best option for your website.

Two key considerations for your ecom-
merce software should be security and 
ease of use. Regarding security, since 
you will be accepting credit card pay-
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ments through your website, you should 
look into the Payment Card Industry 
Data Security Standard, or PCI Compli-
ance (http://www.pcicomplianceguide.
org/pcifaqs.php). This is a set of business 
standards that is helping to increase secu-
rity for ecommerce. And regarding ease of 
use; how much work is it to add photos, 
descriptions, downloadable documents, 
change prices, etc. – this can vary widely. 
Your web firm should be able to help and 
advise you with these considerations.

The ability to track traffic on your 
website is essential. If you already have 
the ability to track traffic on your website, 
find out if you can have a report automat-
ically emailed to you on a regular basis. 
We configure all of our client’s websites 
with Google Analytics, an outstand-
ing, free service offered by Google. We 
also configure these accounts so that an 
overview report is emailed to our client 
on the 1st of each month – a great way 
to check the pulse of your website on a 
regular basis. Also, having access to traffic 
information will give you the ability to 
measure the success of any efforts you 
make to increase traffic on the website.

Another web resource that can be of 
tremendous benefit is Alexa.com. Al-
though I’ve been aware of Alexa for years, 
Mark Browning, recently pointed out 
how valuable this website is for anyone 
who is doing business on the web. Mark 
founded www.TRIPinfo.com, a very  
successful web-based firm that serves the 
travel industry. Mark uses Alexa to track 
a wide range of web metrics and to com-
pare his website to others – something 
that can’t be done with Google Analytics. 
If you’re not already using this resource, 

go to the website, click on the FOR SITE 
OWNERS button and get started.

An active social media program can 
play an important role in helping to 
bring customers to your website. Typical-
ly, this will include links to any accounts 
that you may have on Facebook (exceed-
ed 500 million members in July, 2010), 
LinkedIn, MySpace, Twitter, YouTube 
and Foursquare. This is where people are 
spending their time so, just as you would 
pay for an ad in a newspaper or on a 
billboard; it can make sense to have an 
active social media program. In consider-
ing a social media program, please keep 
two cautions in mind; 1) consider your 
resources, if you’re struggling to keep up 
with your website, then leave social me-
dia for the future and 2) be careful not to 
let your social media program turn into a 
duplicate of your website. The purpose of 
your social media program should be to 
use the resources and tools of the social 
media website to build a network of fans, 
friends, followers, etc. and then to use 
those websites to promote your products 
and get people to your website or to the 
event where they can buy your products.

There are many other ways to use the 
Internet to promote sales online and 
at events where you may exhibit. Email 
marketing is still hugely valuable and one 
of your best options because it is quick, 
measureable and inexpensive. Mark Brown-
ing shared with me that in early November, 
2010, he completed his 10th year of a weekly 
TRIPinfo.com email program that goes out 
to more than 35,000 opt-in subscribers 
– strong evidence of the value and effective-
ness of email marketing. If you are going 
to be traveling to a number of events, you 
can create one or more emails with special 
offers or coupons and use them over and 
over as you move from one event to the 
next – assuming your email list can be seg-
mented by community. Most email service 
providers make list segmentation easy. And 
Mark said that in his experience, topical or 
informational emails are more successful 
than purely marketing emails.

Search Engine Marketing (SEM), which 
may consist of both Search Engine Optimi-
zation (SEO) and Pay-Per-Click Advertising 
(PPC), can also deliver significant increases 
in website traffic, but SEM, and especially 
PPC, usually require a significant budget. A 
fairly simple SEO program could be a cost 
effective option for most vendors.

Now For Some Real World 
Experience. 

Mark Browning is definitely a leader 
in the use of the Internet to promote and 
grow his business, TRIPmedia. In 1996, 
he launched www.tripinfo.com, to bring 
the success of his quarterly print travel 
reference planner to the web. Today, in 
2010, travel professionals spend more 

http://www.pcicomplianceguide.org/pcifaqs.php
http://www.pcicomplianceguide.org/pcifaqs.php
http://www.TRIPinfo.com
http://www.tripinfo.com
http://www.volusion.com
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time on his website than on any other 
travel site. All this highly valuable traffic 
gives him the ability to generate substan-
tial revenue with online advertising from 
many of the top destinations and events.

Henry P. “Pete” Van de Putte, Jr., presi-
dent and CEO of the Dixie Flag Manufac-
turing Company, the company his father, 
Henry, Sr. founded in 1958, says that his 
website, www.dixieflag.com, and other In-
ternet-based marketing tactics have given 
him the ability to communicate better and 
more cost effectively. Pete is expecting to 
launch a new website in December that 
will have substantially improved ecom-
merce capability, which he expects to 
translate into increased sales. He has been 
using Constant Contact for email market-
ing to his different market segments. And 
he has seen benefit from his Facebook 
page, where he can be more informal and 
it is easy to upload photos and informa-
tion and to talk about patriotic events, like 
Veteran’s Day and Independence Day.

Nancy Chapman creates and sells 
her jewelry at state and county fairs and 
through her online store at www.chap-
manjewelry.com. Nancy said that during 
fair season her online sales takes a lot of 
work but that she’s very glad she made the 
decision to start selling online ten years 
ago. During fair season she has a staff 
member whose primary responsibility 
is packaging and shipping orders, which 
usually requires a daily trip to the Post 
Office or UPS. In effect, Nancy is running 
two businesses during fair season. Another 
way to manage online sales would be 
to physically separate the businesses by 
leaving the online business at home; this 
decision is going to be different for each 
company, depending on what it would 
take to finance and manage two separate 
inventories of merchandise and the staff 
required to support the two businesses.

Nancy’s online business has grown 
significantly over the years because she 
has worked hard to promote it. For several 
years, she spent a lot of money on PPC 
advertising and she has always ensured 
that every customer and prospective cus-
tomer gets a card with her website address 
and their personal discount code on it. 
She said that some exhibiters are reluctant 
to promote their website while at the fair 
because people might then decide to wait 
to buy online instead of at the fair, but her 
experience has been that most people will 
buy at the fair and then use the website 
for off season purchases and to share with 
family and friends. Additionally, buying 
at the fair doesn’t incur a shipping cost 
and, no matter how good your website is, 
it’s not the same as actually being able to 
see and touch actual product. And if those 
incentives to buy at the fair aren’t enough, 
there is always the option of setting prices 
online so that they are slightly higher.

Michael R. Geisen is the CEO 
at Ntelligent Systems. Ntelligent 
Systems is a team of marketing, web 
development and customer service 
experts working together with one 
goal in mind: to help organizations 
leverage the Internet as an effective 
communications medium. If you’d 
like to contact Michael, he can be 
reached at: michael@ntelligentsys-
tems.com or 714 425 4�70. www.
ntelligentsystems.com. While this edi-
tion of Internet 101 covered a lot of 
ground there is still plenty to discuss 
so if I may be of service, please feel 
free to contact me.

http://www.facebook.com/mgeisen
www.myspace.com/mgeisen
www.linkedin.com/in/mgeisen
http://twitter.com/mgeisen

Jeff Thornberry, owner of Gadgets and 
Neat Stuff (www.blackopsflashlights.com) 
also recognizes the tremendous value of 
online sales. Like Nancy, his company has a 
large number of products, but unlike Nan-
cy’s jewelry business, where almost all her 
products are small and can be packed in the 
closet of her motor home, Jeff’s inventory 
requires a fair amount of space and during 
fair season it stays packed for traveling in a 
way that makes much of it inaccessible for 
quick packaging and shipping. So Jeff has 
decided to go online with a selected list of 
products to minimize the work required to 
get product in the mail to customers.

In recent years, according to Jeff, the 
daily effort of packaging and shipping 
has become a lot easier with the help 
of products and services offered by the 
major shippers and the Post Office. For 
example, with the products and services 
of Endicia (www.endicia.com), Jeff has a 
scale that is connected to his computer so 
that he can weigh a package and print out 
and apply postage in seconds. With a cel-
lular USB device for broadband internet, 
he can process the day’s purchases and 
have them ready for drop off at the Post 
Office in minutes. Sometimes he is even 
able to skip the drive to the post office 

because some fairs have daily mail pick 
up at their front office.

In closing, I encourage you to start your 
online sales or, if you’re already selling 
online, continue working to improve 
your website. Over a period of 2 – 3 years, 
anyone can make a lot of progress.

http://www.dixieflag.com
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