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Succeeding at retail today means 
multi-channel sales.  The pri-
ority of doing business online 

more effi ciently, more productively, 
and more creatively than the compe-
tition has never been higher. 

Retailers have a secret weapon in 
web services as it has become the de 
facto mechanism to cost-effectively 
assemble numerous third-party 
applications into one main applica-
tion.  With web services, retailers 
can combine disparate applications 
and offer them as a highly scalable 
service. What is truly exciting about 
the maturing of this key enabling 
technology is that it brings the retail 
world one step closer to the realiza-
tion of an on-demand environment 
in both business and IT. 

Get to market fast
Imagine being able to go to mar-
ket—from concept to launch—in 
less than a month with a new con-
test application, including the global 
infrastructure required to support 
the campaign. Add or swap it for an 
online surveying application dur-
ing the pre-holiday shopping sea-
son and do the same for a gift card 
registration process during the drive 
to the holidays. Using web services 
can eliminate the need for costly 
and time consuming IT integration 
work, simplify the infrastructure 
planning process and make it possi-
ble for applications to be consumed 
in an on-demand fashion. 

It’s easy to understand why the 
use of web services would be of tre-
mendous interest to the IT world, 
since it smoothes technological 
integration, but why should a busi-
nessperson care?  The answer lies in 

competitive advantage. 
The on-demand infrastruc-

ture model offers a global platform 
for the deployment of web ser-
vices-based applications. Using this 
type of platform, web applications 
are brought to market without the 
costly step of deploying new hard-
ware and software. Several consumer 
services companies 
are already using an 
on-demand platform 
to bring web ser-
vices-based applica-
tions to market more 
quickly and at lower 
costs than possible 
with ordinary cen-
tralized infrastruc-
ture.

In a success-
ful example of web 
services, Mitsubi-
shi Motors had two 
goals for a recent 
integrated market-
ing campaign called 
“See What Hap-
pens” that combined 
television and the 
Internet. The campaign included a 
30-second Super Bowl “cliff hanger” 
commercial that directed viewers to 
a rich media web site, www.seewha-
thappens.com, to view the remain-
der of the commercial, access prod-
uct information and register to have 
a dealer contact them or to locate a 
dealer. The fi rst and most important 
goal was to capture prospective cus-
tomer information reliably. The sec-
ond goal was to direct customers to 
retail outlets in their area.

Rather than rely on traditional 
centralized infrastructure and home-

grown applications for the expected 
spike in visitor volume, Mitsubishi 
opted for use of an on-demand plat-
form and web services-based appli-
cations. This approach enabled the 
company to bring the campaign to 
market in weeks rather than months.  
Instead of creating the web applica-
tions for user registration and dealer 

locator, the on-
demand platform 
offered Mitsubi-
shi the option of 
leveraging existing 
best-of-breed, third 
party applications 
for these services, 
without deploying 
new infrastructure. 
The infrastructure 
that Mitsubishi lev-
eraged consisted of 
a dealer locator ser-
vice and user regis-
tration applications 
that had been devel-
oped by others.

The payoff in 
this instance was 
that Mitsubishi was 

able to meet its aggressive time-to-
market goals, its customers received 
a thoroughly satisfying service, and 
Mitsubishi was able to justify its 
advertising investment. The auto 
manufacturer successfully handled 
more than 4 million unique visitors 
during the campaign, resulting in a 
marketing victory. Mitsubishi ben-
efi ted economically as well, as the 
money saved by not investing in new 
infrastructure or application devel-
opment could be applied toward 
other key revenue-generating pro-
grams.

Faster and Faster

How web services, on-demand environment 
speed retailing and marketing deployments
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tions and services.  He can be reached at 
awood@akamai.com.
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In another example, Sony Erics-
son, a global brand and mobile com-
munications device provider, wanted 
to support its global customer base 
via the Internet without breaking 
the bank or ceding ground to the 
competition. Using an on-demand 
platform and web services together, 
Sony Ericsson was able to deploy 
new applications to support a global 
user base, such as an international 
store locator and a ringtone down-
loader, in record time, at a signifi -
cantly lower cost.

Better availability
As a result, Sony Ericsson increased 
its application availability from 92% 
to 100%. Additionally, the com-
pany offl oaded nearly 100% of its 
Java and web service processing to 
the on-demand 
platform, reduc-
ing the need for 
interaction with 
origin servers. 
Sony Erics-
son reduced the 
cost-per-user 
session by 33% 
from reduced 
bandwidth, 
hardware, net-
working, and 
maintenance 
costs.

In a third 
example, a 
retailer of con-
sumer electron-
ics products 
found that a high percentage of 
online visitors were using its site 
for pre-purchase research rather 
than specifi cally to make an online 
transaction. Often, the shopper 
was looking for product informa-
tion online and the address of a 
local store in order to focus and 
potentially shorten the purchasing 

time. By using lower cost web ser-
vices applications, including prod-
uct search and store locator, with 
an on-demand platform to support 
these requests, the retailer was able 
to create a virtual duplicate of its 
site that had the most critical ele-
ments of the original site function-
ality. During heavy volume times, 
such as the holiday season, the 
retailer directed shoppers looking 
to use the store locator, and some 
who were researching products, to 
a highly available, on demand over-
fl ow subset of its site that provided 
product and store information but 
not the ability to purchase. 

If the customer wanted to 
buy, the transaction was directed 
to the retailer’s centralized server 
for completion in a way that was 

transparent to the consumer.  This 
approach avoided the complex-
ity and cost of trying to predict 
overload infrastructure or, in the 
extreme, fully mirroring the main 
site. As a result, the retailer main-
tained the purchasing experience 
for the consumer even during peak 
periods when enterprise systems 

were overloaded. As an added ben-
efi t, site performance improved 
more than 50% and the site now 
operates 40% faster than the main 
competitor’s site.

Operationally, the retailer was 
able to defer the need to pur-
chase additional application serv-
ers and licenses by offl oading 33% 
of the application server load for 
page assembly. Finally, the site sup-
ported 4 times the normal traffi c 
load during the December holiday 
season without additional hardware 
or software needs. Combined with 
the expected revenue increase from 
improved conversion rates attribut-
able to the improved user experi-
ence, the return on investment of 
this approach was deemed a success. 

In summary, companies wish-
ing to consistently 
grow revenue online 
face an increasingly 
demanding audi-
ence and must look 
to technologies 
such as web ser-
vices to help create 
competitive advan-
tage. Recognizing 
the key elements 
of online shopping 
success—speed, 
convenience, scal-
ability and respon-
siveness—is criti-
cal to earning and 
retaining long-term 
customer value. 

The challenge 
in capturing this demanding audi-
ence is, as it always has been, the 
balancing of IT practicality with 
merchandising creativity. The dif-
ference today is that a web services-
based environment enables IT to 
be as fl exible in their response as 
the merchandising department is in 
their requests.  l

Mitsubishi Motors was able to handle strong demand by using web services and an on-demand Internet 
environment to host its marketing site—seewhathappens.com—to which TV commercials directed 
customers.

Reprinted with permission. Copyright 2004.
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