

The Web Isn’t Wal-Mart

Good experiences beat low prices as Netflix tops e-customer satisfaction survey. 
June 8, 2006
Low prices aren’t key drivers of revenue or customer satisfaction for online shopping sites, according to a rating of top sites released Thursday.

 

Instead, selection, brand, and site design and experience are bigger factors, said ForeSee Results, a firm that analyzes online customer satisfaction and consults to online retailers. 

“With online retail, price was going to turn everything into a commodity,” noted Larry Freed, CEO of ForeSee. “It was surprising at first, but we see pretty consistently that price is an important thing but it’s not an impactful thing.” 

The findings about the relative unimportance of price were consistent with ForeSee’s previous research, said Mr. Freed, as well as studies of off-line retailers. 

ForeSee’s customer satisfaction survey was topped by Netflix, which also won the highest score six months ago and one year ago, the other two times ForeSee conducted the survey.

Second was Amazon, followed by Newegg, QVC, and LLBean, respectively. ForeSee surveyed more than 8,500 visitors to the top 40 Internet retailers by sales volume, as reported by Internet Retailer this month. That list—led by Amazon.com, OfficeDepot.com, Staples.com, Dell.com, and HPShopping.com, in that order—reflects a somewhat partial version of online retailing, leaving out the high-grossing travel site segment, for example.  

After ForeSee’s analysis, Amazon was the only site in the top five both for sales and customer satisfaction. Mr. Freed claimed, however, that satisfaction scores can be directly correlated with growth rates.  

For instance, ForeSee determined that visitors to online retailers in the top 10 percent of satisfaction scores were 33 percent more likely to make an online purchase than visitors to the bottom 10 percent of retailers. 

Online Preference

Mr. Freed admitted that the success of Netflix on his firm’s survey may reflect the different nature of its visitors, who are often subscribers to its service. That bypasses the challenge converting them to paying customers.  

Web-only merchants like Netflix were also very successful in customer satisfaction surveys, accounting for only six of the 40 retailers surveyed but three of the top five by satisfaction score.  

“It’s curious,” noted Mr. Freed, of customer’s preference for the online-only stores. “The percentage of customers that want a multichannel shopping experience is pretty significant, and obviously pure-play retailers can’t offer that.”  

Mr. Freed said offline retailers, especially, face significant challenges in addressing the customers who land on their site, displaying their wares within a browser window, and replicating the “look and feel and touch” of offline shopping. 
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