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Going OnLine:  
E-Exporting Tools for  
Small Businesses
In This Chapter

•  E-commerce defined

•  Your company’s readiness

•  Steps to going online

Global Web use is booming, and millions of new buyers are logging on each year.  

Electronic commerce, especially business-to-consumer (B2C) e-commerce, reflects this 

growth.

	 The Internet’s global reach is a cost-effective means for marketing products 

and services overseas. Companies that establish a corporate Web site publicizing their prod-

ucts and services are able to create an electronic mechanism for safe and secure electronic 

transactions, to track orders, to provide customer service interface, and to list products’  

technical specifications. Small and medium-sized companies can broaden their market pres-

ence internationally by adopting e-commerce or electronic business practices that are user 

friendly for non-English-speaking users. 

	 What is electronic commerce? It is buying and selling online through the Internet. 

The transaction is completed through an electronic network featuring computer systems— 

the vendor’s, a Web host’s, and the buyer’s—all of which are linked to the Internet. 

Use of Electronic Commerce  

for International Business and Trade
Using the Internet to transact business in the global marketplace offers significant advan­

tages to the small or medium-sized company seeking new outlets for its products and ser-

vices. More than 1 billion people throughout the world have access to the Internet. This 

presence offers a tremendous potential customer base for the entrepreneur. At the same 

time, business-to-business (B2B) e-commerce has also surged. Corporations in Africa, Asia, 

Europe, and Latin America are increasingly migrating many of their marketing programs 

11

Fact:
The worldwide Internet popula-tion equals 1 billion users and continues to grow at about  8 percent per year.

Insight:
The Internet allows you to broaden your customer base internationally while reducing many of the costs associated with international marketing.
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online to seek new business in regions and countries that they had previously thought to be 

beyond their resources. They also seek new supply sources and services to meet their inter-

nal needs and partners to share manufacturing and marketing responsibilities. Some compa-

nies, such as GE, have migrated all their sourcing and bidding processes to the Internet.

	 For certain industries, products, and services, going online reduces variable costs 

associated with international marketing. Handling tasks such as order processing, payment, 

after-sales service, marketing (direct e-mail), and advertising online may lower the interna-

tional market development costs that an enterprise would incur had it used conventional 

“brick-and-mortar” market penetration strategies. You should be aware of one important 

caveat: although English is spoken in many countries, it is still important to consider using 

the languages prevalent in the countries targeted in your company’s e-business strategy. Your 

Web site should be designed to reach the widest audience in the languages of that audience. 

	 In the context of the Internet, electronic commerce needs to be viewed beyond the 

traditional commercial arena. E-commerce affects marketing, production, and consump-

tion. Information gathered from customers through Internet stores can be used to customize 

products, to forecast demand, and to prepare business strategies. Consumers not only pay 

online for products and services but also search for information about products, negotiate 

with vendors, and reveal their preferences through their purchasing patterns.

	 E-commerce offers much promise to U.S. firms interested in using the Internet as 

another vehicle for exporting. However, you should be familiar with the steps necessary to 

make your firm’s Web site e-export capable. Many U.S. companies have a Web site that ful-

fills one or more marketing functions tailored to their business specialties. These sites fea-

ture at least one of the following characteristics:

•  Transactional site. A transactional site may be an electronic storefront for a brick-and- 

mortar retailer or a catalog business, or it may be a showroom for a manufacturer wishing to 

sell directly to the public. Transactional sites conduct full “end-to-end” transactions through 

the Web site, allowing customers to search for, order, and pay for products online, as well as 

allowing them to contact the company for after-sales service. The most sophisticated sites 

create efficiencies by integrating the transaction process with back-office systems such as 

accounting, inventory, service, and sales. 

•  Information delivery site. This kind of site generates sales by promoting corporate awareness 

rather than facilitating online transactions. Its function is similar to a brochure that provides 

information about the product or service and gives contact information on how to proceed with 

a purchase. Because such a site is often static and doesn’t require the software systems neces-

sary for online transactions, it is less expensive to design and maintain than a transactional site. 

An information delivery site is ideal for companies that market products and services that can-

not be provided online or goods that cannot be sold online. A modified version of this kind of 

site permits the buyer to shop online for the best price from competing vendors providing the 

identical product—for example, authorized car manufacturers. Information 

on options available for a particular model allows the buyer to visualize 

the configuration and obtain an estimated price for the vehicle. 

•  E-marketplaces. These sites are market-makers because they bring 

buyers and sellers together to facilitate transactions. Participation in a 

brokerage often provides an efficient way of finding a customer with-

out the expense of building a proprietary transactional Web site. Types 

of brokerages include auctions, virtual malls, and matching services. 

Market Development on the Web
As with brick-and-mortar enterprises, market development is an 

essential ingredient for all types of Web sites and must be an integral 

part of your firm’s e-business presence on the Internet. Your com-

pany should consider and evaluate the advantages of advertising 

online as an extension and a component of your corporate growth 

strategies. Advertising messages often appear on portals or on 

other Web sites that draw viewers with content (e.g., news and 

information) and services (e.g., e-mail, chat, and forums). You may 

seek to advertise on search engines that attract high traffic volume or to target a 

specialized demographic. Some portals sell favorable link positioning or advertising keyed to 

particular search terms in a user query. Companies may also consider using an advertising net-

work that feeds ads to a network of sites, thereby enabling large marketing campaigns. These 

options are available in the United States and internationally in English or in other languages.

	 Direct e-mail is an inexpensive and efficient way to reach thousands of potential cus-

tomers. Direct e-mail can be used to promote and enhance Web presence, depending on the 

market, product, or service. However, several countries have legislation affecting unsolicited 

commercial e-mail that direct marketers must be aware of. The Direct Marketing Association 

suggests that direct e-mail messages should have (a) an honest subject line; (b) no forged 

headers or technological deceptions; (c) the identity of the sender, which includes a physi-

cal address; and (d) a visible opt-out clause that is easy to use. Before using direct e-mail to 

promote Web presence, your company should be aware of the potential for backlash against 

unsolicited e-mails by consumers who feel overwhelmed by the number of such e-mails they 

receive. Companies should consult the Controlling the Assault of Non-Solicited Pornography 

and Marketing (CAN-SPAM) Act of 2003 to ensure full compliance with the law (see Box 11.1).

Tools to Assess Your Firm’s Readiness to Go Online
Companies that have decided to have a Web presence must assess whether they have the 

most efficient information technology (IT) solutions to execute their online exporting pro-

Fact:
Business-to-business  e-commerce in China is expected to increase 81 percent by 2008. India’s predicted growth is even higher at 88 percent.

Insight:As e-commerce grows through-out the world, your company will want to be ready to reap the 
benefits.
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grams and objectives. IT embodies a range of computer systems and software applications 

for managing a firm’s Web site. With more and more cyber attacks on government and cor-

porate sites, your company should consider investing in security technologies to protect you 

and your customers from identify theft and denial of service. 

	 An IT assessment should answer the following questions:

•  What is your firm’s current IT usage? Is it at capacity, and what are the plans for additional 

IT investment to upgrade existing systems?

•  What business applications are best suited to move online for B2B or B2C e-commerce?

•  Have you done a cost-benefit analysis of all possible projects involving IT?

•  Have you identified current and future security issues, and do you have an action plan for 

correcting problems?

	 The U.S. Department of Commerce, through the National Institute of Standards and 

Technology, has created a tool to assist companies with IT assessment. Called the eScan 

Security Assessment, the tool is available free of charge at https://www.mepcenters.nist.gov.

escan. It assesses the electronic security infrastructure of a small or medium-sized business and 

provides an action plan for improvement. It asks specific questions regarding the following:

•  Virus protection 

•  Physical environment 

•  Mechanical failure 

•  Information technology and security policies

•  Internet and e-commerce transactions

BOX 11.1  The CAN-SPAM Act

The CAN-SPAM Act establishes requirements for senders of commercial e-mail to consumers. The 
act became effective on January 1, 2004. Enforced by the Federal Trade Commission, the act includes 
heavy penalties for violators. The main provisions are as follows:

•  Header information—routing information and information in the “From” and “To” lines—cannot be 
false or misleading.

•  Subject lines cannot mislead recipients about the contents of the message.

•  A return e-mail address or other mechanism must be included to allow recipients to opt out of 
receiving future messages, and these requests from recipients must be honored.

•  A clear notice must be included that notifies recipients that the message is an advertisement and 
that provides a valid physical postal address for the sender.

For more information, visit www.ftc.gov/spam/.

•  File permissions

•  Back-up policies and contingency planning 

•  International concerns 

•  Operating systems

	 Once the questions have been answered, the eScan Security Assessment tool 

produces a detailed report on how well an organization scores in all of those critical secu-

rity areas. The tool recommends specific steps to correct uncovered security holes, thus 

enabling companies to build a more secure business model for future Internet strategies. 

Steps to Going Online
You must lay the groundwork before your company can transact business on the Internet 

(see Box 11.2). Potential customers must know who you are and how to reach you. Then, 

if they want to buy what your company has to sell, you have to facilitate the exchange of 

money for your product.

Selecting a Domain Name
A key component to establishing a Web presence is choosing a uniform resource locator (URL) 

and a domain name. As with URLs aimed toward the domestic market, a URL for an online 

exporter’s Web site should be short, simple, descriptive, and memorable to customers in the 

target market. URL registration is concurrent with domain name registration. Every coun-

try (plus a few territories) has a reserved, two-letter country-code domain (e.g., the United 

Kingdom has the domain “.uk”). An online exporter may choose domain names localized for 

the target markets. Locally branded domain names may increase brand awareness and Web 

site address recall, and they may even influence brand sales and loyalty. In addition, most 

local search engines display only locally relevant content by filtering the search results to 

include only local country-code domains. If your company wants to have a local domain name, 

you must research the rules for the particular country, as registration requirements vary. 

	 If your company is seeking foreign customers, you may also consider an internation-

alized or multilingual domain name. Such domain names are Web addresses written in char-

acters other than the Roman alphabet. For example, a company called Bright Light Bulbs 

that wishes to sell in China could have a domain name that would use the Chinese charac-

ters for Bright Light Bulbs in its Web site address. Internationalized or multilingual domain 

names allow customers to search and access sites in their native language.

Registering at Search Engines
Most people use search engines to find information on the Internet, so Web site registration 

with multiple search engines is key to visibility. Search engines range from those that are 
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11global in scope to search tools that are focused on small areas of information. Online export-

ers should register with search engines that are popular with the target audience in their tar-

get markets.

Choosing a Web Host
A Web host is a company with a server that maintains the files of Web sites. A variety of free 

and subscription-based Web-hosting services are available, including those offered by many 

Internet service providers. Web-hosting services often go beyond Web site maintenance 

to include domain name registration, Web site design, and search engine registration. For 

some online exporters, it may be most feasible to use a Web host in their target market to 

take advantage of all the localized services the host offers. The location or nationality of the 

Web site host does not affect accessibility of the site; however, when choosing a host, your 

company should ensure that the host’s servers reside within a stable infrastructure and are 

maintained for optimal reliability.

Localizing and Internationalizing Web Site Content 
Companies seeking foreign audiences with their Web sites will want to either localize or 

internationalize their sites. They may also provide a mixture of both processes. Localization 

consists of adapting one’s Web site to meet the linguistic, cultural, and commercial require-

ments of a targeted market. Internationalizing a Web site enables a company to be mul-

tilingual and sensitive to cultural conventions without the need for extensive redesign. 

Localization or internationalization must be part of the online exporter’s corporate strategy 

for Web site and business development. Among the features that your company should con-

sider are the following:

•  Language

•  Cultural nuances, such as differences in color association and symbols

•  Payment preferences 

Box 11.2  Are You Ready to Go OnLine?

Here are some points to consider:

•  Who are your target customers? Do they use the Internet?

•  What information would your Web site provide? How can your customers use it?

•  How does your e-commerce strategy fit into your overall exporting objectives?

•  How effectively can you provide service that is personalized and customized?

•  Pricing in the appropriate currency

•  Currency converter

•  Metric measurements

	 You can find more information on localization and interna-

tionalization at the Web site for the Localization Industry Standards 

Association at www.lisa.org.

Promoting Your Site
Setting up shop is no guarantee that customers will come flood-

ing in. If you want a successful site, you can’t wait for people to 

stumble across it. There are a number of ways to promote your 

site without spending a lot of money:

•  Consider purchasing an ad for a nominal cost on BuyUSA.gov, 

a network of Web sites operated by the U.S. Commercial Service 

and targeted at foreign buyers.

•  Depending on the business you are in, send brief stories about 

your company and Web site to trade publications that serve the 

larger industry or business sector in the country market you are targeting.  

•  Put your domain name on business cards, letterheads, envelopes, packaging, and promo-

tional materials of all kinds.

•  Ask foreign visitors if they’d like to receive occasional “opt-in” ads, which are essentially 

e-mails promoting upcoming sales or new products. Encourage those visitors who con-

sent to receiving the opt-in ads to e-mail them to a friend or relative.  People who agree to 

receive opt-in ads tend to purchase up to seven times as frequently as other visitors.

•  Consider sending people who visited or registered on your Web site but didn’t buy any-

thing a follow-up e-mail with a coupon for a discount on your products and services. 

Executing Orders and Providing After-Sales Service
Guidelines for order execution and after-sales service are similar for offline and online  

transactions. Therefore, companies planning to export through the Internet should be  

knowledgeable about the topics discussed in previous chapters. Companies engaging in  

e-commerce should also consider the following pertinent issues: 

Payment Modes and Terms
Companies that use the Internet to reach overseas customers frequently use their Web site 

to process orders and accept payments. Payment practices vary from country to country. It 

Fact:
Web sites that take an  international audience into  account make more  
international sales.

Insight:
Consider these points: • Include a currency converter. • Use the language of your 

target audience. 
• Make navigation simple  

and visual. 
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is important that you identify and incorporate the prevalent payment mechanisms into the 

order-processing component of the Web site:

•  Credit cards. For B2C transactions, many overseas customers use credit cards for online 

purchases, but credit cards are not a universally common method of online payment. To 

offer credit card payment services, a company must establish a credit card merchant account 

with a bank. The bank will process the transactions in exchange for a fee. Companies should 

compare the fee structures of banks to determine which works best for the size and number 

of transactions expected. The transactions may be fast, but credit cards carry their own risks. 

Chargebacks can be very costly for online exporters. Common chargeback reasons are fraud, 

dispute over the quality of merchandise, non-receipt of merchandise, or incorrect amount 

charged to the card. If your company accepts online credit card transactions, you should be 

knowledgeable about the credit card issuer’s and your bank’s policies toward chargebacks and 

how to avoid them.

•  Account-to-account transfers. Account-to-account (A2A) transfers, in which money is 

transferred electronically between the customer’s and merchant’s banks, are popular in many 

countries. A2A transactions offer the advantages of occurring in real time and of reducing the 

potential for fraud and chargebacks. Unfortunately, because A2A transactions are rare in the 

United States, few U.S. banks offer this service. 

•  Person-to-person transfers. Many companies offer person-to-person (P2P) transfers, in 

which funds are sent electronically to a third party, which in turn deposits the funds in the 

merchant’s account. An example of a P2P service provider that conducts cross-border transac-

tions is PayPal. PayPal lets anyone with an e-mail address securely send and receive online 

payments using his or her credit card or bank account. PayPal will also conduct currency 

exchange, allowing the customer and merchant to operate in their preferred currency. Google 

Checkout offers similar service. Other P2P providers, such as Western Union’s BidPay, accept a 

credit card payment from the payer and send a money order to the payee. 

Shipping and Pricing
The process of shipping and pricing goods purchased over the Internet is identical to the 

process for goods purchased by other means, except for digital products (e.g., music, vid-

eos, games, or software) that are downloaded from a Web site. See Chapter 12 for informa-

tion about shipping and Chapter 13 for information about pricing, quotations, and terms.

Customer Service
As with offline exporters, online exporters must have an effective customer service program 

to build and maintain a customer base. Online business poses unique challenges and oppor-

tunities for customer service. Customer service should be integral to Web site design and 

overall business strategy. Online exporters should consider providing the following informa-

tion and services:

•  A list of frequently asked questions (FAQs)

•  An online interface for customers to track orders

•  Clearly posted contact information (e.g., address, phone number, and e-mail)

•  Delivery of timely (e.g., four hours), personalized responses to customer inquiries

•  Customer testimonials

•  Contact information fields to collect foreign address contact information

•  Toll free phone numbers that include Canada

•  Information presented in languages other than English

Taxation
Taxation is as relevant to online merchants as to brick-and-mortar businesses. In general, for 

most overseas markets, a company must have a permanent establishment in a foreign country 

before that country can subject the company to its general tax jurisdiction. Thus, an American 

online vendor of digitally or physically delivered goods that does not have equipment or 

personnel in Japan would not be subject to Japanese taxation. However, there are important 

exceptions to this general rule. On July 1, 2003, the European Union (EU) member states 

began taxing sales of electronically supplied goods and services from non-EU firms to cus-

tomers located in the European Union. Non-EU providers of electronic goods and services are 

now required to register with a tax authority in the member state of their choosing and to col-

lect and remit value added tax (VAT) at the VAT rate of the member state where their customer 

is located. Although the EU countries have been the first to move toward a system of taxing 

electronic sales according to customer location (regardless of where the vendor is estab-

lished), other countries may soon follow suit. Therefore, if your company exports online, you 

must know about the tax requirements of your target market. You can find more information 

about online taxation at the Web site for the Department of Commerce’s Office of Technology 

and Electronic Commerce at web.ita.doc.gov/ITI/itiHome.nsf/(hotNews)/HotNews. 

Other Important sales considerations
For an international Web site, there are a number of additional factors to consider, particu-

larly as they relate to foreign legal and regulatory requirements.

Privacy
U.S. organizations that collect personally identifiable information online should display their 

privacy policies prominently and offer choices to their data subjects (e.g., customers,  
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employees, and other business contacts) about how their personal information is used. 

Customers should have the opportunity to refuse having their personal information shared 

with others or used for promotional purposes. Many countries have privacy laws, and organi-

zations should take care to comply or they may face prosecution. For example, the European 

Union prohibits the transfer of personal data to non-EU nations that do not meet the EU 

“adequacy” standard for privacy protection. The U.S. Department of Commerce, in consul-

tation with the European Commission and the private sector, has developed a safe-harbor 

framework that provides U.S. organizations with a streamlined means to comply with the EU 

requirements. Companies may self-certify to the safe harbor through the safe-harbor Web site 

at www.export.gov/safeharbor/.

Security
Consumers often cite security concerns for not placing orders over the Internet. Compared 

with other forms of consumer purchasing, the Internet is safe as long as the online merchant 

takes prudent business precautions. If your company operates a transactional Web site as 

part of its exporting business, you should post a security statement to reassure customers.

Electronic Signatures
In legal terms, an online sale is an enforceable contract, a valid and binding agreement. 

However, in some overseas markets, a contract is only enforceable if it is signed “in writing.” 

Such jurisdictions do not recognize electronic signatures and, in the event of a dispute, would 

not enforce an agreement made by e-mail or through a Web site. Although many countries 

have modified their laws to recognize electronic signatures, online exporters should check to be 

sure their target markets accept electronic signatures. If they do, the next step is to determine 

which signatures are restricted and which technologies are legally valid. You can find more 

information on electronic signatures at the Department of Commerce’s Office of Technology 

and Electronic Commerce Web site at web.ita.doc.gov/ITI/itiHome.nsf/(hotNews)/HotNews.

Unsolicited Commercial E-Mail
Unsolicited commercial e-mail (UCE), also known as unsolicited bulk e-mail (UBE) or spam, 

is relevant to international e-commerce because its use is controversial. Many businesses 

see UCE as a quick and cheap way to promote goods and services to a broad range of poten-

tial customers. However, UCE costs individuals and businesses significant amounts of time, 

money, equipment, and productivity. Many domestic and international jurisdictions have 

laws about UCE, and violation may result in penalties. (See Box 11.1 for information about 

U.S. law.) In addition, many e-mail service providers, such as America Online and Yahoo!, 

have rules of conduct that forbid using their service to send UCE. Visit the Direct Marketing 

Association Web site at www.the-dma.org/ for more guidance on UCE.

Advertising Content
Most countries have laws about advertising content, which may be applied to Web sites, 

banner ads, and marketing e-mails sent from the United States. Online exporters should 

research the advertising laws of their target market before initiating a marketing campaign. 

If you are an exporter of heavily regulated products and services, such as pharmaceuti-

cals or insurance, you may anticipate disclosure requirements and limitations on claims. 

Companies should avoid the following:

•  Comparative advertising (that is, comparing your company’s goods or services with those 

of a competitor)

•  Advertising aimed at children

•  Use of images or sounds that may be considered intellectual property and may require the 

permission of the artist

•  Use of lotteries, competitions, contests, games, and betting as part of a promotional offer

	 The International Chamber of Commerce has guidelines on advertising and market-

ing on the Internet that are available at www.iccwbo.org.

Jurisdiction
Online exporters must be aware that they are doing business in a foreign jurisdiction, which 

means the laws and regulations of the target market apply to the goods and services being 

sold. For example, an online exporter of medical equipment should ensure that the equipment 

has been approved for use in the foreign market. Companies should also be aware that the 

transaction itself may be under the jurisdiction of the foreign market. In other words, the for-

eign market’s laws regarding contracts may apply. 

Good Faith
Dealing in good faith is perhaps more important for online businesses than for brick-and-mortar 

operations because customers rely heavily on reputation. Moreover, it is illegal in most countries 

to behave otherwise. If you engage in online business, your company must do the following:

•  Use fair business, advertising, and marketing practices. 

•  Provide accurate, clear, and easily accessible information about the company and its 

goods and services. 

•  Disclose full information about the terms, conditions, and costs of the transaction. 

•  Ensure that consumers know they are making a commitment before closing the deal. 

•  Address consumer complaints and difficulties quickly and fairly.

	 For more guidance on online good faith commerce, see the Federal Trade 

Commission’s guide for business at www.ftc.gov/bcp/conline/pubs/alerts/ecombalrt.shtm.
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C A S E  S T U D Y :

The Company
Established in 1990, San Diego–based 

Evertek Computer Corp. specializes in 

overstocked, discontinued, and factory 

refurbished computers, peripherals, 

and consumer electronics. The demand 

for “obsolete” products is large and 

growing because buyers around the 

world don’t need the latest and most 

expensive equipment. They want cheap. 

Match these folks with people who 

want to make a few bucks off their 

used personal computers, printers, and 

monitors, and you have a business with 

serious growth potential.

The Challenge
Evertek international sales manager  

John Ortley wanted to grow the global 

side of the business. Given the company’s 

small sales staff, Ortley thought Evertek 

should emphasize e-commerce Web sites 

and portals. To scale up fast and keep 

ahead of the competition, Ortley elected 

to focus on countries with lower gross 

national products.

The Solution
Although Evertek has an established sales 

channel, a multilingual sales staff, an 

e-commerce Web site, and representation 

on several portal sites, Ortley still sought 

to increase Evertek’s market penetration 

and enlisted the assistance of the U.S. 

Commercial Service. 

	 The Export Assistance Center in 

San Diego helped Ortley pick the best 

overseas trade shows to attend to 

promote Evertek’s products. One such 

show, CeBIT in Germany, generated  

$1 million in orders—well worth the plane 

fare and hotel room. “Any company in 

the U.S. with sales of $5 million per year 

should be exporting,” says Ortley. “And 

they should be using the U.S. Commercial 

Service to help them do it.” 

	 In just a few years, Ortley was 

able to add four new salespeople. 

International sales zoomed to $34 million 

last year, an increase of 84 percent 

from the previous year. He thinks 

future annual sales of $100 million are 

attainable, especially since he now 

sells to customers in 105 countries, 

including Iraq, Ukraine, and several 

countries in Africa and Eastern Europe. 

Approximately 30 percent of Evertek’s 

international customers are in South 

America, with 20 percent in Europe  

and 20 percent in the Middle East and 

North Africa. 

	 International sales are good for 

Evertek not only because of the volume 

and balancing business cycles, but also 

because gross margins are higher and 

merchandise returns have been “next 

to nil.” Ortley says the return rate for 

domestic sales is between 3 and  

5 percent. 

	 Payment also has not been an issue 

for Evertek. The firm uses a combination 

of wire transfers, credit cards, and letters 

of credit. “For certain high-risk countries, 

we only ship upon receipt of a wire 

transfer to our bank,” says Ortley.

Lessons Learned
The chief lesson Ortley learned is that 

a small sales department can use the 

Internet to find and sell to customers 

all over the world. Because multiple 

channels are a key to growth, Ortley 

has a presence on e-commerce portals 

such Alibaba.com and Singapore-based 

Exporters.sg. About half of Evertek’s 

international sales are generated through 

the Internet and half through trade shows 

and other methods more suited to “an 

older-style sales company,” explains 

C A S E  S T U D Y :

Evertek Computer Corp.

Exporting through E-Commerce: Making Computer Sales Personal

“Any company in the U.S. with sales of $5 million per year should be exporting. 
And they should be using the U.S. Commercial Service to help them do it.”
—John Ortley, international sales manager, Evertek Computer Corp. 

Ortley. He adds that even e-commerce 

sales are seldom entirely devoid of 

human contact because of the need to 

deal with documentation issues and the 

desire of many foreign customers to have 

a personal relationship with the company 

they are buying from. 

	 Ortley spends hours on the phone, 

adjusting his calls for different time 

zones. Speaking directly with the client 

is still an essential part of the business 

process, he believes, because it forges 

closer ties. “I sit there making calls 

with the CIA’s World Factbook on my 

computer screen. It’s important to know 

something about the country you’re 

doing business in. The buyers really 

appreciate it if you can talk to them 

about issues of importance to them.” 

	 Ortley also uses an array of 

free and low-cost help to build his 

international business. Trade leads from 

the Commercial Service are one good 

source of reliable buyers. Advertising in 

Commercial News USA, the Commercial 

Service’s magazine, is another. U.S. 

embassies across the globe distribute 

the magazine, which features editions in 

English, Spanish, and Chinese. 

	 Ortley’s enthusiasm for doing 

business abroad has helped Evertek 

realize that a big part of its business is 

going to be international: “For me it started 

with being curious about the world. I 

enjoy learning about other cultures and 

respecting people who have a different 

background than mine.” Ortley says the 

company’s owners were always open to 

doing business globally, but he has been 

able to deliver results that have positioned 

the company as a major exporter.  

	 Ortley advises companies to 

consider the potential rewards of 

exporting and of working with the 

Commercial Service. “We are in part an 

e-commerce business and we’re thriving. 

The world is shrinking, and it’s getting 

easier and less expensive to do business 

on a global basis.”

Action
Here are some tips for taking your  

e-commerce business global:

• �Answer purchasing inquiries from 

overseas, even if unsolicited. The 

Commercial Service advises that 

you respond to such inquiries if only 

to request additional information 

about the potential buyer. If you are 

concerned about the legitimacy of the 

buyer, the Commercial Service can do 

a background check or provide other 

useful information that can help your 

company make its decision.

• �Advertise in Commercial 

News USA. This bimonthly 

catalog-style magazine 

helps American companies 

promote products and 

services to buyers in 

more than 145 countries. 

The magazine, which is 

free, is mailed directly 

to qualified recipients 

and distributed by 

Commercial Service 

personnel at U.S. 

embassies and 

consulates worldwide. 

Each issue reaches 

an estimated 400,000 

readers.

• �Get online. 

Companies that have 

decided to sell their 

products online must assess whether 

they have the most efficient information 

technology (IT) solutions to execute 

their online exporting programs. The 

U.S. Department of Commerce has 

created a tool to assist companies 

with IT assessment. It is available free 

on the Internet. The eScan Security 

Assessment, at www.mepcenters.nist.

gov/escan/, assesses the electronic-

security infrastructure of a small or 

medium-sized business and provides 

an action plan for improvement. You 

can also visit the E-Export Toolbox Web 

site at www.export.gov/sellingonline 

for information about the resources the 

Department of Commerce and other 

U.S. government agencies offer to U.S. 

businesses interested in using the 

Internet to increase exports.

135

case



 study






chapter

11

John Ortley is international sales man-ager of Evertek Computer Corporation. The company is filling a large worldwide market niche for selling both new and refurbished computers and parts through e-commerce Web sites and portals. 


