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ABSTRACT

E-commer cestrategiesarenot easyto createor deploy. Theenvironmental uncertainties
and the dynamics associated with the strategic context make it all the more important
for organizations to carve out a clear e-commerce strategy. Such clarity is desirable
to ensure that organizations not only not lose out on new opportunities, but also that
they take therequisite stepsthat are necessary to remain viable playersintheir existing
value chains—that are slowly morphing into value webs or constellations. There are
multipletypol ogies of e-commer ce strategies. | nthe e-commer ce context, strategiesare
closely related to the notion of “ business models” (to the extent that they are used
interchangeably also). In this chapter, we will seek to understand the essence of e-
commerce in a strategic context. We will also develop a framework to understand e-
commerceandrelatethat to theoriesand case studies. We discussthe state of knowledge
in e-commer ce strategiesand under stand how devel oping and depl oying an e-commer ce
strategy is like chasing a moving and changing target.
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INTRODUCTION

The subject of e-commerce strategy iscomplex and isslowly evolving. | definean
e-commercestrategy asan action plan (oftenlong-term) directed at | everaging I nternet-
based economic opportunitiesto achieve a set of existing organizational goalsor goals
that are created as a result of internet-based opportunities. Hence, developing e-
commerce systems has not yet acquired the status of being a well-planned activity in
most organizations. With thegrowth, and subsequent demise, of “ dot-coms,” most brick
and mortar organi zationswere, in morewaysthan one, forced into responding with their
owndot-coms. In spite of thedemise of many “pure” dot-coms, traditional organizations
have realized that the Internet has altered the business environment permanently. Asa
result, the ability to conduct business transactions on the Internet (e-commerce) has
assumed significant implications for almost any business.

In spiteof thisrealization many organizationsstill lack aclear e-commercestrategy.
This is because of the emergent nature of e-commerce itself. However, the sooner an
organization is able to delineate an e-commerce strategy, the better it will be able to
respondtotheeverincreasing variety of optionsthat the potential of e-commercethrows
up on acontinuous basis. Most first-moversin the e-commerce arenahave continued to
reap the benefits of taking the risks associated with Internet-enabled business models.
Y et, some could not escape corporate mortality. For this chapter, we have decided to
concentrate on organizations that chose to not be the first movers and adopted a wait
andwatch approach. Thismay provetobealesseffectivestrategy, giventhat thebarriers
to exit and entry as attributed to Internet technologies have proved to be nearly non-
existent—and that developing inimitable value propositions assumes technol ogy to be
necessary but not sufficient. Being afirst mover may have hel ped in the past. However,
it seems that successful e-commerce companies follow the same model as traditional
companies: they offer abetter product or service or abetter price or more convenience,
they offer something unique that cannot be found “ off” theweb, or they have devel oped
sometransactionsthat makethem moreefficientintheir operationsor for their customers.
Our focus, therefore, will be on traditional organizations that use the Internet to
complement their existing business as also to seek new opportunities.

Many organizations have not yet reached the stage of realizing profits from e-
commerce because they are feeling their way through the initial stages of e-commerce
policy. Such alack of integrated strategy inhibits many organizationsfromrealizing the
full potential of e-commerce. How such a strategy that is developed relates to both
operational andfinancial issues(V enkatraman, 2000) and will, to adegree, determinethe
combination and emphasis of different e-commerceinitiatives.

Thischapter isorganized asfollows. Thechapter providesaconceptual foundation
of e-commerce from an information systems standpoint. In doing so we clearly outline
the need to keep in mind the multi-dimensional perspectivethat e-commercelendsitsel f
to. Next, we argue that viewing e-commerce systemsfrom as| S standpoint allows usto
gain insights from past research in IS/IT strategies. Once we have shown how we can
employ hindsight to meaningfully move ahead and we outline generic |S/IT strategies
that can be used to start thinking about e-commerce strategies. The following section
introducesthreeissuesthat can help usunderstand how organi zationsdifferentiatetheir
generic e-commerce strategies. This section uses case studies to highlight each of the
threeissues of timecompression, externalitiesand the presence of multipleplayers. The
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