Techmically fit, but
the content’s a flop.
This verdict applies
to quite a number of
online marketplaces,
as we show in our
marketplace test. Yet
there are examples
to the contrary,
where web design,
benefits and busi-
ness model are just
right.

A newsflash recently posted
by the online news service
newsroom.de reported that
Internet bankruptcies tend to
increase towards the end of
the year. The information
was based on a study con-
ducted by the American com-
pany webmerges.com. More
than 210 dotcoms worldwide
were forced to dose their
doors last year. The 40 start-
ups that exited from the mar-
ket in December 2000 alone
sent investor capital with a
value of $1.5 billion up the
chimney, so to speak. In Ger-
many, where the e-business
run is only now really getting
underway, the precursors of a
market adjustment have al-
ready appeared. Online mar-
ketplaces are merging (such
as X-market and Goodax) or
moving forward in unison
(Allocation.net and Golndus-
try) to achieve greater market
penetration.

“The gold digger mentality
in online commerce has van-
ished,” according to one of
the articles in the most recent
edition of the Fraunhofer
magazine. “Now that one
soap bubble after the other
has burst, the recognition is
gradually settling in that the
rules of the real market apply
in the virtual medium as
well.” This does not, howev-
er, appear to dampen the op-
timism of market researchers
and investment bankers. Ac-
cording to a projection made

by Goldman Sachs Invest-
ment Research, tumover in
the European b2b sector will
rise to 500 billion euros by
the year 2002 (see illustra-
tion). This would actually be
double the forecast for the
current year.

On the whole the plat-
forms display sufficient (tech-
nical) stability — what they
lack are visitors. The Stam-
berg software company Busi-
ness Gateway AG has found
that captains of German in-
dustry in particular have a
rather reserved attitude to-

Brave new marketplace world?

wards the blessings of online
business. Only 20% of the
managers surveyed thought
that the new economy would
actually “revolutionize” busi-
ness. More than half consider
the Intemet economy to be
nothing more than “old mut-
ton dressed up as lamb”. The
fact that not every Intemet
platform has lived up to its
promise may have added to
the disappointment among
decision-makers.  Analyses
conducted by the consultancy
firm Mummert & Partner, the
US software house Acvta
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Safety features also re-
quire revision. Some
providers send user names
and passwords by e-mail -
unencrypted. One provider,
however, placed the biggest
obstacle in the path of its po-
tential customers by requir-
ing the user to obtain a D-U-
N-S number in advance to be
able to register. This number-
ing system is used worldwide
to identify and register all
companies in a uniform man-
ner. Although this impedi-
ment probably has an ad-
mirable purpose, it is more
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Technology, and of course our
own “Marketplace Test” on
the following pages provide
evidence of this.

With some marketplaces
the underlying business mod-
el appears to be hardly plau-
sible or viable. The sympa-
thetic user may well ask him-
self what advantage a mar-
ketplace has if, instead of
price information, he only
finds hundreds of “price sup-
plied on request” entries or is
presented with only one sup-
plier (if any) at the end of a
search. The low level of au-
tomation in various market-
places (“send us an e-mail
...") leads to the conclusion

that not much is happening
here as yet.

What would be helpful to
company salesmen are inter-
faces for transferring prod-
ucts and product information
intelligently and without
having to enter information
for each individual case. If
such interfaces exist, the
providers have so far pre-
ferred not to draw attention
to them on their sites. The
user is bound to feel that he
has to enter too much data
manually using  individual
web forms. This is one reason
certainly for the low capacity
utilization rates of most plat-
forms.

likely to frighten off potential
users.

To sum up: Exchange plat-
form technology is in place
(with smoll reservations) and
waiting to be used. Now
companies seem to be wait-
ing for proof that participa-
tion will lead to economic
benefits — which, given prop-
er use, is undoubtedly is the
case. The pioneers have al-
ready indicated the magni-
tude of cost saving potential

waiting to be tapped. Now g
the providers have to find a =
way of getting the message g
across to other users. ..Z..:
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from the user perspective, The op-
prooch based on “user on”
methedology yields voluoble opinters
to o web site’s improvement potentiol, It
is not unusual for componies to con-
duct o comprehensive re-lounch of
their presence on the web bosed
on the results abtained from ob-

Jective tests of this type.



